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To Molly and Maeve,
you are the best little sisters a girl could ask for, and overall pretty chill, comparatively.



CHAPTER 1:
THE DARKENED HOUSE
SOMETHING YOU SHOULD know about me, that I can never forget, is that my sister is dead.
My sister—Brigid—died eight years ago, on the second story of my parents’ darkened house, above their corpses on the lower floor. I’d found her body last. She was alone in her bedroom, her face crushed in, blood staining the floorboards. She died along with hundreds of thousands of other Kystrene in the most brutal attack of a proxy war between two other countries, a war that had nothing to do with us, but that killed her anyway.
Or so I’d thought.
Eight years later, as I knelt in a stolen spaceship, billions of miles from the ruin of our home, I got a message. Dear Sean, it said.
I hope this message reaches you. I hope what I’ve heard is true, and you’re still alive. Please forgive me for not trying to find you sooner—I thought you were dead. Why are you going by a different last name these days?
If you are alive, and this does reach you, then the group of Kystrene refugees who received this message will know where to send an answer.
Please, please reply as soon as you can—I need your help.
All my love,
Brigid
Time hung still. Like standing in an empty house—no sound and no movement. I don’t know about other people, but I often had dreams about empty rooms in darkened houses. Places I’d never been but that felt familiar anyway. Places where I was a child still, and a grown man all at once. Reading the message on the screen felt like being in that darkened house, more real and more urgent than anything I’d ever lived. My sister was dead. The message was from my sister.
And it was dated from six days ago.
I scrambled for the reply option, my fingers hitting the screen so fast I felt the impact in my bones. Six days! Eight years I’d thought my sister dead; here and now, I might miss her by six days—
LANGUAGE DETECTED: KYSTRENE.
WOULD YOU LIKE TO SWITCH YOUR LANGUAGE TO KYSTRENE?
I had to read the words three or four times before I realized that it was a text square, helpfully popped up by the Viper’s computers to obscure both Brigid’s message and the response that I was actively typing. See, this was why nobody liked computers; no sense of social grace—
But the computer was right about one thing, at least. The message I’d received from my sister had been written in Kystrene. I’m good with languages—it is, arguably, my only talent—so Brigid could’ve sent me a message in, like, colloquial old Wentrese or something, and I could’ve translated it with a little time and a little mental strain. But the fact that she’d sent it to me in Kystrene made my heart go as taut as a cramped muscle. The computers of the Viper, my temporary and very much illegal spaceship residence, were set for Sister Standard. Sister Standard was the lingua franca of the Sister Systems and all the independent planets, and it was pretty much the only language I spoke regularly nowadays. But it wasn’t my first language. My first language, the language of my home, was Kystrene. And Brigid’s message had come to me in Kystrene.
But how? I’d seen Brigid’s body. Had I… what, imagined it somehow? Had some sort of mental break? Or had I been mistaken? I didn’t know how I could’ve imagined what I saw. Her body had been in her bedroom, soaked in her own blood. That wasn’t the sort of thing you imagined. That was the sort of thing that happened to you, like a stamp on a white sheet, forever staining you with its imprint.
Fear crawled up my throat. I accepted the computer’s suggested change in language from Sister Standard to Kystrene, mostly to make the notification go away; then, instead of proceeding with my reply, I switched to the original message and opened up the metadata. The message had been relayed through a network of Kystrene refugees, and in the process all information on its source had been erased. Standard procedure, to protect those of us who lived a little bit left of the law. But the names of receiver and the sender were still listed. Receiver, Sean Hart.
Sender, Brigid Hart.
I usually went by Wren nowadays—Sean Wren—but it wasn’t my real last name. It wasn’t even the first fake name I’d used since leaving Kystrom. I’d left my real family name buried with my family, but there it was. Hart.
The ground wobbled beneath me, like we’d gone through a rough gravity transition, even though we were parked firmly on the surface of the Republican planet Parnasse. I was already kneeling but that wasn’t stable enough; I fell onto my hip, hard, on the stark metal floor. I’d spent the last eight years grieving my family, keeping their memory alive in my heart, like repetitively picking open a scab. But they’d still been dead. If Brigid was alive, then everything was different.
I had to find her.
I flicked back to the original message. The basic AI helpfully offered me some suggested responses, now written in stilted Kystrene:
Thanks for reaching out!
My apologies for the delay.
I hope this message finds you well.
For the love of God. I brushed all the suggestions aside.
Brigid,
Where are you? I’m on a ship called the Viper. I’m sending you the SLC address. Tell me what you need and I’ll come to you. Are you in trouble?
Sean
The Viper’s supra-luminal communicator address, or SLC address, was sort of like a phone number. I didn’t know exactly how it worked; my former traveling companion Benny had once lectured me on something about tachyons and instantaneous transmission and unique five-dimensional signatures. I’d nodded along, but really the inside of my head had been the mental equivalent of a little bird singing the same snatch of song on a loop. All that mattered in the end was that with the SLC address, Brigid could call me directly, no matter where I was, or where she had gone.
A broken-hearted murderer once told me that people could get stuck in the past, if their past was terrible enough. My past, up until the day I lost everyone and everything I loved, was wonderful. I’d do anything to return to those stolen times. But sometimes… sometimes I felt like my mind was stuck in a darkened house, looking down at the last member of my family dead upon the floor.
My reply had to be routed through the Kystrene refugees, which could take anywhere between five minutes and several days, before it would reach Brigid. I couldn’t just wait here, but I couldn’t seem to think straight, either.
I got up. My body had a goal, though my mind was blank; I emerged from my room and onto the balcony of the Viper’s living area. The vast reinforced windows admitted the bright sunlight of Republican planet Parnasse, and the heat-hazy surface of the landing field where we’d set the Viper down. I’d been out in that sunshine just a few minutes ago. It felt like memories from another life.
Voices drifted down from the steps leading to the ship’s bridge. I turned towards them as blindly as a leaf seeking sunlight.
“…comfort food, something homey. What do you think?”
“I think primarily of a food’s nutritional purpose.”
Sunlight streamed through the glass enclosure of the piloting cradle like light from a church window, and illuminated two figures poring over a tablet, heads together. The woman was Tamara Gupta, her long dark hair pulled back into a messy ponytail and her big amber eyes intent on the screen of the tablet. Beside her was the Minister Indigo, shorter and slighter than Tamara, with a curious tilt to his head as he gazed at the tablet between them.
“I spent five years thinking exclusively about nutritional purpose,” Tamara said. “We’re getting something for the taste. Pikan food; fried dough if I can find it. There’s this spice—Sean, what’s wrong?”
They both looked at me. I opened my mouth, the truth sat like sacrament on my tongue. Brigid is alive.
That was when the first shot hit us.



CHAPTER 2:
MULTIPLE REASONS WHY
SOMEONE MIGHT WANT US DEAD
TWO WEEKS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS ALIVE
(A LITTLE OVER TWENTY-SIX HOURS SINCE ESCAPING THE NAMELESS SHIP)
MYSELF, TAMARA GUPTA, and the Indigo Minister were not a likely combination of personalities. Or histories. Or moral alignment.
“The problem with all this back and forth is that the whole damn thing will only work if the Ministers are willing to listen,” Tamara said.
“They’ll listen,” I said, fighting off a yawn. It was late—three AM, by the ship’s clock—and we’d been running and fighting and nearly dying for the past six days continuously. Well, Indigo and I had. Tamara had been doing it a lot longer: five years, she’d said. But I knew that even if I went to sleep, my companions wouldn’t, and I have this personality flaw, you see. If something is going on, I have to be awake and part of it.
“We have never been opposed to humanity,” Indigo said. The third member of our group, he sat a little distance from us, his back against the wall. He was the only non-human: a Minister, super-strong, super-smart, super-durable, and nearly immortal. Maybe that was why he sat so distant from me and Tamara.
Or maybe it was just more comfortable by the wall. The Viper had no furniture. It had been given to me—and I meant given; the stealing happened later—with the expectation that my journey would be a one-way trip. It was a high-tech ship, and probably had been a grand one in a prior life. Now, stripped of all comforts and distinguishing features, the living area had a thousand hard surfaces to dash oneself against and no soft spot to land.
Nowhere to hide, either. Just the three of us in an empty metal box, hurtling through space.
“Ministers have ruled and guided humanity for a thousand years,” Indigo continued. He still wore his Ministerial collar-light—a small glowing stone that the Ministers used to speak to each other in their soundless Light language—and it shone a pale whisper of indigo-blue beneath his chin. “We continue to do so in Maria Nova without issue.”
“Obviously not without issue or Terra Nova would’ve never revolted sixty years ago,” Tamara said. “We know our history in the Republic, too, Indigo. Ruling over humans isn’t the same as listening to them. Every time the Republic has tried to reach out to the Ministerial Council, we’ve been stonewalled.”
She probably had a point. So did Indigo, I guess. I didn’t know much about the politics of Maria Nova, where the Ministers ruled over the human population as they had for a thousand years. Neither did I know much about the politics of Terra Nova, now called the Republic, which had revolted against its thousand years of Ministerial rule only a few decades ago. My companions, obviously, knew quite a bit. Indigo was over three hundred years old, so he’d lived through most of this history. Tamara was a soldier in the Republican armed forces, so she’d trained her whole life to defend her country against the Ministers.
We’d been enemies when we’d met, all of us abandoned on an ancient, nameless ship in search of a collection of ancient data known as the Philosopher Stone. It turned out that the Philosopher Stone data—which dated back a thousand years, to the start of human and Minister relations—was more than ancient humans’ search for immortality. The Philosopher Stone described ancient humans’ creation of the Ministers… from their own DNA.
It had been a surprise to all of us humans. (The Ministers had known, but Ministers weren’t in the habit of sharing information with their human peers.) I’d grown up assuming the Ministers were an alien race sent to punish and subjugate humanity. Turns out the Ministers were human—very long-lived, genetically modified humans, but human nonetheless.
Knowing the Philosopher Stone’s true purpose had only made the Republic and the Ministers more determined to gain it for themselves. But by that point, me, Tamara, and Indigo hadn’t really wanted to kill each other for it. So we’d made a deal: everyone would get a copy of the data. One copy to the Ministers, one to the Republic, and one to the three of us, fugitives on my stolen spaceship. But the ancient computer that had stored the Philosopher Stone had been badly damaged. Each faction had received an incomplete copy of the data—and it was written in a dead language, as insult to injury. I should know: I was one of the very few people who could read that dead language, and even I hadn’t been able to translate our version. It was only by combining each version that a complete copy of the Philosopher Stone would be revealed.
And that meant that the Republic and the Ministers, notorious enemies, would have to cooperate. “The Ministers and the Republic will have to talk,” I said. “They each have something the other side needs.”
“Sean believes that he can arrange for the Republican government to offer the data directly to the Ministers,” Indigo said—which, yes, I was working on that. “In this situation, the source of the data matters almost as much as the data itself. If the Republican government offers it directly, the Ministerial Council will have no choice but to agree to parlay.”
“Were you a politician in the Ministerium, Indigo?” Tamara asked.
“He was a general,” I said. It slipped out of me, quick. I could not, even when I wanted to, forget what Indigo had been.
“In the Ministerium, there is little difference between generals and politicians,” Indigo confirmed quietly. “Our concern should not be regarding the Ministerial Council, but Sean’s Republican Senator. Will he truly offer the hand of peace to Maria Nova?”
“If he does,” Tamara said, “will the Council take it? Or will they just send spies into the Republic to steal the data under our nose?”
“Do you believe that the Republic will not try precisely the same thing?”
“Tamara,” I said, “does the Republic want a war?”
Tamara sighed. “If the Republic fought the Ministers openly, the resulting battle would burn both our solar systems to ash and irradiated cinders. Even if we won, there wouldn’t be enough of the Republic around to celebrate it. We’re ready to defend ourselves, no matter what—we’d choose death over subjugation. But we don’t want a war.”
I turned to Indigo. “Do the Ministers want a war?”
He said, “No.”
“That’s all that matters, that no one wants a war,” I said. “The rest is just details we can work out later.”
“Those are some pretty important details,” Tamara said. “The day that a Minister shakes a human’s hand in broad daylight, in front of witnesses, will either be the day the war ends or the day the world ends. I can’t decide.”
“It has been a long time since my people have had hope,” Indigo said. “I would like to try.”
“Hope is one thing; naïveté is another,” Tamara said. “I’m in on your plan, Sean. I never said I wasn’t. But we need to keep an eye on it.”
As far as I was concerned, there wasn’t much to keep an eye on. I had compromising information on a certain Republican Senator. I’d blackmail him into offering the Republic’s version of the Philosopher Stone data to the Ministers in exchange for parlay; the Ministers would agree. The plan would work. It had to. The cost was too high for it to fail.
For as long as I’d been alive, the war between the Ministers and the Republic had been a cold one. There was no open violence between the two countries, only a tension that built and built and never seemed to break. They’d fought their war by proxy—on independent planets like my former home, Kystrom. The Republic had established a base on our planet by force, provoking the Ministers. The Ministers had sent a fleet to ‘liberate’ the planet. The Republic, instead of staying to fight, had fled Kystrom and abandoned us to our fate. When the Ministers had attacked, they’d faced no resistance, and found only slaughter.
That was the kind of horror and death that happened when the war was cold. In open war, the toll would be even worse. We couldn’t have war. We couldn’t have the status quo. We had to have peace.
Silence had fallen in the Viper’s sparse, empty living area. Indigo’s collar-light glowed from the shadows. The living area of the Viper had massive, floor-to-ceiling windows on the starboard side. Over Tamara’s shoulders, I watched distant stars drifting past like flashes of sunlight on a slow stream. It was three thirty AM.
I climbed up to my feet. “There’s coffee on this ship. I saw Quint pack it.”
“Coffee?” Tamara said, with keen and sudden interest.
“Real coffee,” I promised, heading for the bare little kitchenette in the aft. “I’m guessing you take it black.”
“I take it with cream and sugar, and lots of both.”
There was a lot I didn’t know about Lantern-Eyes, I supposed. “What about you, Indigo?”
He still sat within the shadows, the glow of his collar-light such bare illumination I thought I might be imagining the softness in his face.
He said, “Perhaps I will try it Lieutenant Gupta’s way.”
HERE AND NOW
(TEN MINUTES AFTER I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE.
THIRTY SECONDS AFTER SOMEONE STARTED SHOOTING AT ME)
“SEAN! SEAN!”
Tamara, close to my ear, shouting really loud. That would help with the ringing in my ears for sure, thanks, Lantern-Eyes. I pushed myself up on my elbow and found the air between us filmy with smoke. I said, “What ha—”
The ground rocked again. I hit the floor—ow, that was going to be a huge bruise, if I survived whatever the hell was going on. The last thing I remembered was Brigid’s message. It had been two weeks since we’d escaped the Nameless; two weeks since I’d made Tamara and Indigo coffee. I’d replied to Brigid’s message, then I’d gone to the bridge of the Viper, and suddenly we’d been hit by something—
The floor jolted. This time the movement wasn’t an impact, rather, it was the Viper taking off. I pushed myself up—a little more cautiously, this time—and spotted Indigo half-in and half-out of the piloting cradle, manipulating the controls. Right. He’d run over there as soon as the shadow had covered the sun. Then a second later there’d been the impact—
“Who the fuck is shooting at us?” Tamara said.
“Three hostiles. Identity unclear.” Indigo’s voice was almost lost beneath the rattling of the ship around us, and the chiming of various alarms. He always spoke very softly, which made sense; his native language was flashes of light—
“Damage?” Tamara was on her feet.
“Their shot struck the FTL engines. The engines themselves are intact, but the connections were damaged. I am rebooting them now.”
They’d clipped our wings. We had conventional engines, but without FTL, we were limited to conventional speeds. We could run, but until our FTL engines rebooted, we couldn’t escape.
“Fuck,” Tamara said. “What do you need?”
“Guns.”
Right. We should defend ourselves. Indigo and Tamara were trained soldiers; I was… decidedly not. I managed to stand up by the time Tamara reached the gunner’s station, below and to the left of the piloting cradle. Holograms unfolded around her, showing a 360-degree view of the space around the ship. We were still close to the ground. The gunships Indigo had identified circled around Tamara’s head.
They were moving too quickly for me to recognize. “Who would want us dead?”
“The Republic.” Tamara ran checks on the Viper’s weaponry, distance and momentum calculations streaming up the screen.
“Why would the Republic send only three ships after us?” I asked. We were in Republican territory, after all. We were right next to the Republican capitol. Surely they could’ve rustled up a few more.
“Who else could it be? We’re a deserter, a Minister, and a—whatever you are, Sean—”
“I’m not sure I was parked legally,” I admitted.
“Would the Republic fire without warning?” Indigo asked. The ship rocked around us as it ascended through the atmosphere, and he had a hand wrapped tight around the controls.
“Not for me,” Tamara admitted. “They’d issue a surrender order first.”
“Great,” I said. “So it’s not the—”
“They’d shoot on sight if they knew Indigo was on board.”
A chill went through me. Tamara and I belonged in the Republic. Well, Tamara belonged here, I was just able to get around. But Indigo was a Minister, and Ministers weren’t welcome within the boundaries of the Republican system, known as Terra Nova. If the Republic knew that Indigo was here, shooting on sight would be the kindest end they’d give to him.
“But they can’t possibly know he’s here,” I said. I’d been the only one to go off-ship, and the Viper was stolen, anyway; it wasn’t like I’d filed a passenger manifest with the local authorities. “Besides, if the Republic was attacking us, wouldn’t we be facing more than three ships? We’re on their planet!”
“It need not be the Republic,” Indigo said. He’d managed to get himself fully into the piloting cradle, his hand still gripping the steering like he could hold the ship steady through the atmosphere by physical strength alone. “I am a deserter from my own people, as well.”
“You think it could be the Ministerium,” Tamara realized.
That was even worse than an attack by the Republic. There was nothing more terrifying than a Minister: immortal, deadly, and nearly unkillable. A whole three ships full of Ministers? We might as well surrender now.
And yet. “We’re still in Parnasse’s atmosphere,” I said, grabbing onto one of the stabilizing straps as the ship jolted against the winds of that very atmosphere. “Above the capitol of the Republic. How could they even get this close?”
The ship jolted again. I tightened my grip on the stabilizing strap just in time; the force of my stumble nearly popped my shoulder from its socket.
I grimaced, getting my feet back under me. “Indigo?”
“We possess stealth technology that can make our ships look like Republican vessels in most scanners.”
“Oh, shit, Indigo,” Tamara said.
Okay, so it really could be the Ministers. Stealth tech and ruthless, murderous determination and all that. Come here to kill me and mine just as they had once before.
“If the Republic caught the Ministers here, it would be an act of war,” Tamara was saying, barely audible through the rattling of the ship and the roaring in my ears. “No diplomacy, nothing—guns out and bombs launched. Would the Ministers risk it?”
Indigo did not reply immediately. Too busy trying to fly the ship—he was really yanking her, and his heavy hand plus our speed was making her rattle—or else he simply didn’t want to reply. “I know more than the Ministerial Council would be comfortable with.”
“You must know a hell of a lot,” Tamara said.
The Viper dropped suddenly, the steady stream of fire streaking over the glass changing to a swirling inferno as our momentum changed. I slammed hard onto the bench seat. They’d shot at us; Indigo had dodged it.
“Get us free of the atmosphere and I’ll shoot down their next torpedo,” Tamara said. Weirdly calm, like maybe the thought of shooting something was soothing to her. “This ship’s only got peashooters but they’re good enough for that.”
“I am trying.” Indigo sounded exasperated.
He was still hauling on the controls—the Viper was no dainty lady, but he was going way too hard on the yar. “Indigo, give me the helm,” I said.
Indigo yielded the controls readily. I jumped into the cradle, ignoring the safety straps, and seized control of the Viper before we could stall out in the upper atmosphere.
The three pursuit ships spread out on our tail to pinch us right in the center of their formation. I adjusted the fuel controls, feeding the Viper the way she liked to be fed, and we gained speed so fast that the world around us seemed to stretch.
“Son of a bitch,” Tamara muttered.
“Sorry, Lantern-Eyes,” I said. I’d thrown off her aim.
“Just get me clear of the planet so I can shoot these bastards without risking civilian casualties.”
A flash of light out of the corner of my eye was my only warning. I didn’t think, but rolled. The Viper was an ungainly ship—some sort of retrofitted old diplomatic vessel, designed for speed and comfort, not grace in battle—and a roll would be the only way to avoid the other vessel’s shot. I was right: it barely scraped by our side, the missile exploding harmlessly just outside the atmosphere.
“It’s not Ministers, or they wouldn’t have missed that shot,” Tamara said.
Indigo, I noticed, didn’t disagree.
“Not Ministers, then,” I said, balancing the level stick with one hand while I re-adjusted the fuel for extraplanetary thrust with the other. “Not Republic. Who else?”
 “Hell if I know,” Tamara said. “Sean, I take it you don’t have any secret enemies?”
“I could,” I said, offended by the doubt in her tone. “Maybe I have a—an ex who couldn’t get over me. Or I could be part of a secret organization. Maybe I’m a spy for the shadow government, or a—a member of a doomsday cult determined to end life as we know it—”
Or maybe I’d sent a message to my supposedly-dead sister, telling her my location and SLC address, minutes before the attack.
“You could just say ‘no’,” Tamara said.
The flames wreathing the glass were snuffed out as the Viper burst free of the atmosphere and into proper space. The gunships following us burst out as well, and in the instant before the flames surrounding them could clear, in the instant while they were still blinded and their instrumentation blocked—I turned the Viper around to face them, and lined up a shot dead-on for Tamara.
She didn’t miss the opportunity. The Viper growled as the gunports beneath the bridge opened up, flashing light at the edges of my vision. Tamara’s aim was true. I watched the shots fire from the Viper and strike the side of the other ship, a clean disabling shot, non-lethal. It would tear through their engines and leave them unable to give chase—
Our shots exploded upon impact with the other ship, as intended, a brief flash of flames licking over its hull, quickly stifled by the vacuum. But when the flames cleared—when we could see the other ship clearly again—there was no damage, no mark at all.
“That’s bad,” Tamara said.
That was really bad. I activated our scanners, trying to get a closer look at our attackers than pure visuals would allow. All three ships were of the same make and design, with the distinct shape of over-baked croissants.
(Look, I’m sure there’s a more poetic and intimidating way to describe these ships, and I’m sure the Republican military would prefer that I used that terminology. Crescents or fanged or something dangerous and elegant like that. But fuck them. Croissants it is.)
“Sulla class,” Tamara said. She was examining the ships through her gunner’s cameras, looking close at their hulls. “Look like retired military ships. Armored hulls—our guns don’t have a chance.”
And we wouldn’t have a chance if they fired back on us. The Viper was no military ship, and our armor was the bare minimum for safe space travel. I hauled on our controls, trying to pull us out of the other ships’ targeting line. I glanced down at our FTL engine display—we had another thirty minutes at least for the engines to finish rebooting with the backup power.
“Sean, hail them,” Indigo said.
 We were in trouble if Indigo thought our only chance was to beg for our lives. “I don’t know if that will—”
“Call them. Make them answer. And keep them talking.”
He was so calm, it was like pressing an ice cube to your neck in the middle of summer. Indigo had a plan. Sure, the guns of the ship in front had lit up, which meant they were targeting us, and mere seconds away from opening fire. But if I had one talent, and only one, it would be talking.
Well, piloting, actually. I’m a really good pilot. And translating—I’m really good at other languages. But if I had to pick a third talent, it would be talking.
I opened a line to the other ships.



CHAPTER 3:
A SLIGHTLY PANICKED NEGOTIATION
ELEVEN DAYS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE
(THREE DAYS AFTER ESCAPING THE NAMELESS)
TALKING WAS NO use when you had no one to talk to. When I jolted awake, three days after our escape from the Nameless, I woke alone.
That was what my nightmare had been about, too—being alone. My family gone. My friends, nonexistent. Myself, alone forever, in a gray and empty world where no matter how I talked and what language I used, there would never be an answer.
I flung the blanket aside and left my empty bedroom, intending to sit in the living area beneath the bare steel arches and watch the stars.
As soon as I emerged, I realized that I was not the only one awake. There was a pale glow coming from below, a violet light so dark it seemed not to illuminate anything, but cast us all deeper into shadow. I made my way along the balcony towards the stairs, peering down until I found the source of the light: a dark figure seated against the wall, the violet glow coming from its very heart.
No points for guessing who that figure was. Indigo lifted his head when I reached him. His face was expressionless. He said, “Go to bed, Sean.”
Only nightmares waited for me upstairs, and something about Indigo was calming. Like salve on a burn.
I didn’t want to tell him that, though. “I can’t sleep when I’m curious,” I said, lowering myself so I could sit cross-legged on the floor, facing him. “I’ll just lay there thinking about this weird situation you’ve got going. What are you doing?”
An expression finally passed over that impassive face. Exasperation, maybe. Then, something like shame. Before I could speak again, he lowered the hands he had clasped to his chest and revealed what he held within.
It was a collar-light. His own, I assumed, until I saw that he was still wearing his collar-light, it just had been turned down so low the glow was invisible unless you weren’t looking at it directly. The one he held in his hand was set to a dark, dark violet, almost invisible brightness, and it flickered. Like a candle guttering.
That was Number One’s collar-light, the Minister called Kora. Ministerial collar-lights were metabolically charged. So long as their bearer wore the collar, it would shine forever. But if the bearer removed the light—or if the bearer died—
“Its light is almost out,” Indigo said.
Kora had been Indigo’s teacher. She was dead now, and her collar-light was the last trace of her to go. Death surrounded him, just as it surrounded me. I’d learned about that from the Philosopher Stone. Not only were the supposedly-immortal Ministers human, they were dying.
The Ministers had an abnormality in their genetic code, deliberately introduced into their genes by a scientist who regretted her role in their creation. Indigo had described the symptoms of the abnormality to me once. An afflicted Minister lost the ability to dream, then the ability to sleep. They lost their mind slowly while their body failed around them. They bled from the nose, mouth, eyes. There was no predicting when it might strike: a Minister could die at twenty years, or two hundred and twenty years. And there was no cure—or at least, there was no cure for it yet. The Philosopher Stone data might change that.
“We are not a natural species,” Indigo said. “We procreate through cloning. There are others in the Ministerium who share Kora’s genetics. I may see her face again.”
“That sounds… weird,” I said. It sounded terrifying. Imagine seeing the spitting image of my sister walking around, but knowing it wasn’t really her.
“Even if I see her face again, I will not see her like. She was one of the Council. Councilors must be old; three centuries in age, or older. They must be wise; no mental infirmity or illness. They must be strong; any physical flaws render them ineligible. Death must never have touched them; if—when—they show signs of the genetic abnormality, they are removed from their position. They are free of mortal flaws, wise, ancient, perfect: Ministers as we were created to be. Kora spoke on the Council for centuries. Do you know how many members the Council has left?”
“Uh,” I said. “Hundreds, right? Thousands?”
“Twenty-five.”
Twenty-five? “That can’t be right. There can’t be only twenty-five perfect Ministers.”
“As more copies are made of the original genomes, minor errors accumulate. The younger generations are weaker than the elder. Few of us are healthy enough, or survive long enough to qualify. And we did not pass through the war with the Republic unscathed.”
I’d heard often of the losses the Republic suffered during the Second Ministerial War. I’d never thought about what casualties the Ministers had endured. I’d just assumed that they’d come through it clean, the way they’d come through the butchering of my hometown. But Kystrom never fought back. The Republic had.
Kora’s collar-light and the genetic abnormality were not the only ways death surrounded the Indigo Minister. I shook the thought away. I did not want to think about that—not here, not now, when I felt so lonely, and seeing his grief felt like hearing a word in my native tongue. “Do you want to say that prayer you taught me?” I asked him. “I’ll say it with you.”
“I intend to send her a different farewell.”
“You could teach me that one, too. I’d say it with you, whatever it is.”
The collar-light reflected in his dark eyes like a distant star. He hesitated—the Ministerial Light language was a secret to Ministers and their close agents, I knew. But I saw the grief that bent his narrow shoulders, the reverence in the way he held the dying collar-light between his palms.
Maybe enormity itself was what was terrifying. You couldn’t hold the night sky in your arms, and what you couldn’t hold, you couldn’t protect.
Indigo held Number One’s collar-light out between his palms. Then, in silence, he began to teach me how to speak.
HERE AND NOW
IN ORBIT ABOVE Parnasse, facing down three Sulla ships that wanted us dead, I did what Indigo said: I opened up voice call on all frequencies. “Hey, friendly ships, this is Sean Wren on the Viper—”
“Video call,” Indigo instructed.
Weird, but fine. I opened the video transmitter, and the tiny pinprick of the camera just above the instrument panel blinked to show it was live. Terrible angle, that camera; right below the jaw. “Hi, guys, I’d really like to have a quick conversation—”
The gunports of the ship in front of us glowed with a different kind of heat. The heat of a directed explosion: their weapons, about to fire.
“—and if you fire on us, I will fly this ship towards Parnasse at top speed, crash into your northern hemisphere, and start an impact winter that will last a hundred years,” I finished, speaking as fast as I could.
Obviously I wasn’t going to do that. Millions if not billions of people would die. But no one ever said you had to be perfectly honest when bargaining for your life, and in any case, it worked. The lights in the gunship’s weapons’ ports wavered, then dimmed.
A few seconds later, a hologram cut through the air above my instrumentation panel, opening up a square window in the air. A man’s face appeared, clean-cut jaw over the vivid red collar of a Republican officer’s uniform. His ship had better camera positioning than the Viper; I saw his face dead-on instead of from underneath.
He said, “Turn your vessel around and disable any weaponry and FTL-capable engines. We will escort you back to the planet.”
“Wow,” I said. “Not even any pleasantries? Like hi, how are you, my name is—”
“If you fail to comply, we will disable your vessel.”
“Hang on!” I said, because that sounded an awful lot like ‘we will shoot you.’ I didn’t have a whole lot of leverage in this situation. But Indigo was doing something to my right; I could see it out of the corner of my eye, though I didn’t dare look at him directly.
“Look, sir… do you have a name? What’s your name? Never mind,” I said hurriedly, when the man on the screen made a motion like he was going to end the call. “Look, through some admittedly less than legal means, I have a lot of money right now. Like, a lot of money. I have no problem kicking some of that your way if it means that you won’t kill me.”
The man pursed his lips. The vivid red of his uniform had dulled during our conversation. Instead of a bright arterial shade, it had gone grayish. The whole image had gotten desaturated, actually, as gray as a field in midwinter.
He must’ve messed up the connection when he tried to end the call. I didn’t intend to give him another chance to end it. “Come on, give me a ballpark number,” I enticed. “I’m sure I could add another zero on to the end.”
The man’s mouth angled to the side. I couldn’t tell if that was a good expression or a bad one.
“Okay, so, in addition to the money, let’s talk about the value of life,” I told the man in his now-gray collar, speaking a little faster now, in case he decided to give up on our failing connection. “You’ve got a wife? Husband? Children? I’ve got a… family, far away right now. If I die, then we won’t get to see each other again, and that is—it’s the worst thing in the world. And I’m so young, I’ve got a lot of life to—”
The connection abruptly cut out.
I scrambled for the communications. “Oh, shit, Indigo—”
“It’s all right,” he said.
I looked out the glass of the piloting cradle, past where the hologram had vanished. The chunky boomerang shape of the Sulla-class ship that had been menacing me with its gunports had gone… askew. Gunports dark, and engines off. Dead in the air.
“Nice,” Tamara said.
“How did you do that?” I asked Indigo. He’d obviously gained control of the Sulla ship’s engines, somehow. It drifted into one of the nearby ships, which tried to dodge too late; the two of them impacted each other, their curved ends interlocking, immediately entangled.
“Hey. There’s one more,” Tamara reminded me.
Oops.
Two of the ships were hopelessly entangled, but the third was flying free, and its gunports were lighting up again. There was no one blocking my path to open space, so I could start our FTL engines and make a break for it. On legal ships, which the Viper was not, calculating a faster-than-light course was a complex process involving a lot of detailed calculations and some double-checking. I usually winged it.
…And I would have winged it, if our FTL engines had been back online. They were still rebooting from the damage done in the initial shot.
“Okay, Tamara,” I said, reaching for the impulse engines, “it’s your turn for a plan.”



CHAPTER 4:
COOKING IS AN ART, BAKING IS A SCIENCE, AND I WAS ALWAYS BAD AT SCIENCE
NINE DAYS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE
(FIVE DAYS AFTER ESCAPING THE NAMELESS SHIP)
TAMARA WAS OUR planner when we were allies on the Nameless. Indigo had more experience, and I had—charitably—the tactical advantage of being difficult to predict, but Tamara was really the best about evaluating a situation and planning out the most strategic way through it.
It also meant she was a control freak.
“Leave the bowl alone; I’m following a recipe,” I said. She was getting awfully close to the bowl I was using, so I shrugged it up higher in the crook of my elbow, where she couldn’t stick her nose into it. Benefits of being tall.
“What recipe?” Tamara wanted to know.
One that I had made up several years ago. “A… family recipe.”
“And it’s, what, some kind of spacer cake?”
I wished. A cake would’ve been better. I’d eaten either nothing or rations while on the Nameless. I still felt hungry, five days later. But even on a ship as fancy as the Viper had been, there wasn’t an extensive kitchen. Cooking in space wasn’t very practical.
Still, necessity, invention, all that. I’d exclusively lived on spaceships since Kystrom had been destroyed, so I’d learned how to be creative. Even from here I could see the bones in Tamara’s shoulders, poking against the soft fabric of her borrowed shirt. I’d spent a week on the Nameless and I was starving. She’d spent five years.
“It’s a dessert,” I said.
I’d been inattentive. Tamara had tilted the edge of the bowl down so she could see. “Is this just sugar and oil?”
“I haven’t added the flour yet,” I said, feeling defensive of my sugar slop. “There’s powdered eggs in there, too—”
“It is cake,” Tamara realized.
Cake was what I had for my birthdays back on Kystrom, baked by my mother with Brigid and myself as her assistants. “It’s more of a sandy pancake.”
“Whatever its precise name,” Indigo said, “you must be cautious about eating it.”
He made me jump so bad I almost spilled the sugar slop. I hadn’t heard him approach—God of Blood, but he walked quietly. Then I realized what he’d said. “Hey, I know how to cook.”
“We’ll see about that,” Tamara said.
“I do not mean you,” Indigo said. The kitchenette was partially open to the big empty expanse of the Viper’s living area, yet he stood alongside the wall rather than crossing the boundary of the kitchen floor. “It will be richer than anything Tamara has eaten in a long time. It may make you ill.”
I looked at Tamara. Her expression was unreadable. I braced myself.
“You just want all the sandy pancakes for yourself,” Tamara said.
Indigo smiled, brief as a candle-flicker, there and then gone. Even though I’d known him for a little while now, it was still astonishing to watch human expressions on an inhuman face.
“I will keep an eye out for smoke,” he told us, and headed away from the kitchenette, towards the stairs that led to the Viper’s upper balcony. The Viper was shaped sort of like a bumblebee: the head of the bumblebee was the bridge, containing the piloting cradle and associated battle stations, the body was the living area, two stories tall, with the bedrooms on the upper story above storage space, overlooking the living area and kitchenette and the grand windows.
When Indigo was gone, I turned back to my bowl. “Okay,” I said, trying to remember where I’d left off. “Next I need—”
“You haven’t talked about it with him yet, have you?” Tamara said.
Every muscle in my body went suddenly taut. If I could’ve run away, I would have. As it was, I went still, and tried not to let her see how tense I had gone. “Talked about what?”
“Never mind,” Tamara said, and then she reached past me into the bowl, pulling the spoon from my hand. “Hand it over. It’s under-mixed.”
HERE AND NOW
THE LAST REMAINING Sulla ship was rushing towards me, gunports lighting up, and I had to figure out what to do in the next few seconds or it would turn us into a rain of debris burning up as shooting stars in Parnasse’s atmosphere. We needed a strategy, and we needed it fast. “Tamara?”
“All Republican military ships have the same default unlock code for their internal airlocks,” Tamara said. “No one ever updates it. You have to be in physical contact with the ship to enter the code, though.”
I dared to take my eyes off the rapidly-approaching curve of the Sulla ship to look at her. She kicked back in her chair, one brow arched up: a challenge.
I’ve got an imp of the perverse in me. A tiny little demon that likes to take risks, just to see how dangerous they really are. Like standing on the edge of a cliff and jumping right off.
I wasn’t going to turn down a challenge like that.
“Let’s get in contact, then,” I said, and reversed our course abruptly, heading on a direct collision course. The sharpened curve of the Sulla ship loomed ahead, swelling from the size of my fist until it filled a good quarter of the viewscreen.
In that time, the Sulla ship realized I was going to ram them. Their gunports were glowing and they had a clean shot down my throat but, with pure and very human panic, they tried to dodge instead. They got clear of my trajectory before I could impact their hull, but they forgot one crucial thing: I had gripping arms. I reached towards them, caught up in the edges of their art-grav field like snagging onto their tailfeathers, and slammed my gripping arms into their hull before they could zoom out of my reach. I felt the Viper shudder as it caught onto the other ship, and I felt the Sulla shudder beneath us, but we were bound.
Like I said, I was a really good pilot. Right now I also felt a little bit like a dog that had caught a car. “Now what?”
“Now,” Tamara said, “we board.”



CHAPTER 5:
THE ART AND SCIENCE OF BOARDING ANOTHER SHIP
I HAVE DONE a lot of illegal things in my brief life, but I have never boarded another ship by force. Not while it was occupied, anyway. (The Nameless didn’t count.) I watched Tamara unfold her long limbs from her seat, preparing to go to the docking chute to board the other ship.
Indigo was already up. He set a hand on her shoulder, keeping her in place. “Access codes?”
“Why, are you coming with?” she said.
“I’ll handle it. Wait here with Sean.”
My heart jolted in my chest, but then the Viper’s computer beeped a warning at me. I turned back and found a notification of a new attempted administrator log-in. “Uh, guys? I think the other ship’s trying to hack us.”
“We’re close enough now that they can probably reach our internal aethernet—that’s much less well-defended than the external aether,” Tamara said. “Indigo, you’re our cybersecurity expert, sad as that is. You’ve got to stay.”
“They are exploiting Republican codes to gain access, Lieutenant. I believe you are better suited for that task than me.”
There was a rustling noise while he spoke. I craned my head around to see what it was, and found Indigo standing next to the storage locker, removing equipment that he hadn’t worn since we’d escaped the Nameless two weeks ago. He strapped the Ministerial gauntlets on his arms, the dark, hyper-strong material capable of blocking bullets. And at his side, leaning against the wall, was his Ministerial sword.
My gut churned again. I had to look away, back towards the Viper’s internal alerts. I turned off the alarm and instructed the computer to deny all access.
Tamara was getting frustrated. “I’m just a jarhead. I shoot things, not—”
“You are intelligent and capable, more so than most humans.”
“We’re not on the Nameless anymore. You don’t have to be my human shield—”
“Don’t kill anyone, okay?” I blurted out.
It just came out. I hadn’t been planning to speak. But it was as if there was something boiling in my chest, tightly lidded, only the pressure had forced the lid up just enough to release the tiniest bit of steam. I hadn’t even known it had been boiling there until I spoke.
The Viper’s computer beeped another warning at me, and I looked away.
Tamara said, “The internal airlock code is 05080805.”
“Thank you,” Indigo said. “The boarding chute, please, Sean.”
I didn’t let myself think about it. I shot out the boarding chute and felt the solid THUNK of it impacting the other ship and forcing through the hull. I checked my external scans, and, yep, we’d made clean contact. Someone was still trying to get into the Viper’s systems, so I worked on locking them out, and only listened to the sound of Indigo ascending the ladder into the adjoining ship.
Tamara came up alongside me. “Show me what the other ship is doing to the computer.”
I showed her. She studied the screen for a minute, dark brows furrowed and the light flashing green and blue over her skin.
“They’re using the same thing against us we’re using against them,” Tamara said. “The standard Republican access codes. They’re trying them one by one.”
That sounded bad. “We changed our codes, right?”
“Not unless you and your friend Benny did.”
Benny and I hadn’t had a chance to change anything on the Viper before we’d been sent out to certain death on the Nameless. We hadn’t even chosen the name. “So what do we do?”
“Try to keep them out until Indigo can reach whoever’s running the attack.”
My heart flipped. “And if we can’t?”
“Then they’ll vent the ship or set us on an unchangeable course for the Terra Novan star. We have to purge the old codes.” Tamara left my side, sliding into what had been Indigo’s seat at my right, where the communications were. “Right now they’re testing the easiest access points. Luckily we’ve got those locked down, but sooner or later they’ll stop fucking around and go for a total control transfer, which will take longer but we’ll have no way to stop it—”
“Okay!” I said, because the computer was putting up a new alert every few seconds now. “What do I need to do?”
She brought up a screen I didn’t even recognize, lights glowing stark in the emptiness of the bridge. “Shut down the engines, transfer full ship’s control to my station, and hope Indigo can make it through the Sulla fast.”
Indigo was fast. I knew that; I’d seen it in person. Fast and ruthless. My hands were not quite steady when I transferred computer control to Tamara, then set about shutting down both sets of engines. It would take some time for the engines to cool down fully, and the computer couldn’t be cycled until after all reactions had ceased—
A message popped up on the screen, covering up the diagram of cycling engines that I was watching like a hawk. It was from Brigid Hart.
Brigid, you have the worst timing. I checked the engines again—still restarting. I had a few seconds, maybe. Enough time to read a few lines. I opened the message.
Sean,
I need you to visit Luke Kane in Illin. He has a Purifier with data on it that I need. I’d pick it up myself, but it hasn’t been safe for me to contact Luke directly. I need you to get the Purifier and bring it to me. And keep it quiet! No one else can know who you are, who I am, who Luke is, or what you’re picking up and why. If anyone finds out, both you and I will be in danger.
I’ve attached my SLC address to this message. Use it sparingly, please! You never know who’s listening in.
I can’t wait to see you. I have some plans—I think you’ll like them when you hear them.
Your sister,
Brigid
“Shit,” Tamara said.
I didn’t like when she sounded like that. I closed Brigid’s message. “What?”
“They’re in. Sean, restart the life support, quick. They can’t shut it down if it’s cycling. If we survive this we really have to do a computer overhaul—”
I scrambled for the life support systems. We had enough oxygen and heat to survive a few days even without the scrubbers running, so it wouldn’t be a problem for the system to shut down for a few minutes. The danger would come if they decided to change the balance of gasses flowing through the cabin, or flood more heat from the cooling engines until we were cooked—
I couldn’t restart the life support systems. The computer would show me their status, but I was locked out from actually doing anything to them. “Tamara…”
“After the engines finish restarting there will be a second where you’ll still have access,” Tamara said. “Restart them again as soon as they come online. We have to keep ourselves stationary for as long as possible, so Indigo has a chance to cut through.”
She was so calm, so focused. The blue-green lights of the Viper’s systems striping bars over her face as she fought a useless battle with unflagging determination. This was where she belonged, I thought. Or maybe it was just what she was used to.
That thought depressed me. “Yes, ma’am,” I said, and turned back to the computer, watching for the moment when the ship’s engines finished cycling, so that I could try desperately to stop the Sulla from overriding them, our survival relying on the speed of my trigger finger.
And then suddenly, the life support, which had gone red, unlocked. I watched the levels displayed on my screen creep back towards the green and heard, overhead, the soft whirr of the scrubbers restarting.
“Indigo reached the deck,” Tamara said. She didn’t even sound relieved, just satisfied.
A heavy clunk from above, like an airlock door being shut. I sat up, ready for whatever was about to happen; Tamara drew a gun from… somewhere, and trained it on the space beneath the boarding chute, her aim steady.
Indigo descended from the other ship, his gauntlets still on, but his sword tucked into his belt. He did not look surprised or concerned to see Tamara with a gun drawn. “The crew is sealed inside their mess hall, and the ship has been locked into orbit around Parnasse,” he told me.
A happy ending, then. We could escape and no one had died.
“But there are more coming,” Indigo said. “They will be here in a few minutes.”
Not so happy, then. “Fantastic. Do we know who sent them?”
Indigo said, “It was Todd Ketel.”



CHAPTER 6:
TODD FUCKING KETEL
SENATOR TODD KETEL and I didn’t have a winning start to our friendship. I was a wholesome, innocent little linguist and refugee, minding my own business. He was a powerful politician with an infinite amount of money and an equally infinite void where his morals should be. I’d wanted to translate some texts from a long-dead language. He’d wanted power and glory via the Philosopher Stone data—and he’d been so determined to have sole control over it that he’d kidnapped me and three other people, sent us into a death trap alone to steal it, and implanted bombs in our heads to ensure obedience.
So he was, let’s say, not my favorite person.
I’d turned the tables on him in the end, though. I’d survived the death trap and his little bomb, gained two new friends—hi, Lantern-Eyes; hi, Indigo—and gone back armed with a starship’s worth of incriminating evidence to blackmail Todd Ketel into doing the right thing. Todd had gotten his data, sure—the incomplete version that we’d sent to the Republic. And if he knew what was good for him, he’d offer the Republic’s version to the Ministers as an invitation for parlay: the first step towards a real and lasting peace.
Apparently, he hadn’t jumped at the chance.
“He’s the worst,” I said. “He’s the worst person alive. I can’t believe you elected him.”
“I was trapped on an abandoned spaceship during the last election,” Tamara said. “Shit, Sean—”
I saw it. There were four more ships coming around the curve of the planet, Sulla class, headed our way.
They were far enough out that they couldn’t fire on us yet, but they were coming fast. I hastily disengaged from the ship Indigo had boarded and checked our FTL engine status. Still restarting. Shit.
 If our FTL engines were live, we could’ve shot off towards the sun, and they would’ve never caught us. We couldn’t go up, towards escape—we had to go down, at least for another few minutes, until our FTL engines could finish rebooting.
I looked down, towards the planet. There were clouds below: perfect.
I let us drop, engines off, letting gravity tear us downward. We were harder to track without our engine signatures to read, and so long as we fell through the clouds before the Sulla ships got within firing range, we should gain some time. They had to be more careful in the atmosphere, anyway; their strongest weapons might ignite the oxygen. That was why their first shot had temporarily disabled our FTL, rather than destroying it outright.
We were falling, falling. The marbled blue-and-white of Parnasse below rising and rising, impossibly large. I heard Tamara mutter a curse behind me, and the sounds of both her and Indigo reaching for the stabilizing straps. We’d hit the outer edge of the atmosphere, and turbulence was starting to rock the Viper.
We fell fast enough that we started to burn, the flicker of pale fire whispering over the glass of the hull. I got on the thrusters, slowed our descent just enough to stop the burn, just enough that when we hit the layer of clouds below us, we sank into it, and didn’t blow it all away with the force of our descent. We vanished between clouds as neatly as slipping a spoon into a cup of tea.
The view outside my piloting cradle went from bright to dim, the sunlight now diffused through the clouds. I let myself fall a little lower, sparing on the thrusters, and then flew as quiet as I dared away from our descent point. The Sulla ships would go down where we went down, and I wanted to be far away by the time they broke through the clouds.
I kept to the cloud cover, following it along the edges of the storm cell and, once I’d reached the edge of the clouds, I found a mountain range and followed its contours, hoping that the turbulence over the range would help hide the telltale signs of my ship’s passing. There were rules about how low a spaceship could fly to a planetary surface, and I was skirting the edge of those laws, but I didn’t dare fly any lower: Todd Ketel was a senator; he would have fingers in planetary law enforcement. If they pinged me for flying too low, he’d catch me. But if I flew too high, too soon, then his ships would detect me, too.
And then the FTL engines came online.
I knew it as soon as it happened—in the pilot’s cradle, I had eyes on every aspect of the ship, and the whole FTL section lit up on my left. My first reaction was relief: all I had to do now was fly straight up, regardless of any ships looking for me. I couldn’t use the FTL engines until I was a safe distance away from the planet—I was pretty sure that using FTL engines in a planetary atmosphere was a war crime, actually—but I should have enough time to get a safe distance away before shooting off. They’d see me, they might get in a few shots, but we’d get away.
Except… Brigid’s message had said I needed to visit someone named Luke Kane, in the city Illin, on the planet Parnasse. The planet that we were even now trying to escape.
If we left Parnasse now, we wouldn’t be able to return, not for months at least. Brigid needed something from Parnasse, she needed it now, and she needed me to help her.
THREE DAYS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE
(ELEVEN DAYS AFTER WE ESCAPED THE NAMELESS SHIP)
“TIME TO DECIDE, Lantern-Eyes,” I said, a week and a half after we’d escaped the Nameless. “Do we want to live our lives endlessly struggling for a goal we cannot achieve? Or do we break free of the cage of our old expectations, and strive—boldly—towards a new concept of victory?”
“Sean, for the last time, Indigo is three hundred years old,” Tamara said. “He’s memorized every possible strategy for this game. We were never going to win.”
But the hunch of her shoulders as she bent over the makeshift castles board was determined. She studied the layout of our pieces with the same obsessive determination she’d turned towards mapping out the interior of an abandoned spaceship full of monsters. Indigo, sat opposite her, had his cheek propped on his fist. He wasn’t wearing his collar-light anymore. The absence of the ominous underlighting made him look more human—and more relaxed—than usual.
Yeah, Tamara was right. We were doomed.
“Give up?” I asked.
“Fuck no,” Tamara said.
Theoretically, she and I were playing this game on the same side: humans against Minister. It was the only way to make the odds anywhere close to fair. In actuality, it was more like Tamara against Indigo. I wasn’t even sitting with them; Tamara and Indigo faced each other cross-legged on the ground, while I sat at a right angle to the board.
“Put the red knight one square left,” I suggested. It was a nonsense move. Every move I’d suggested so far had been nonsense. I’d done it for the sheer joy of messing with Tamara.
She picked up the red knight and moved it to the left.
“Wait, really?” I said. “That was a legal move?”
“It was legal.” Tamara cleared her throat as she straightened back up. “And it protected our princess, so: good move, Sean.”
The princess piece was the most agile and powerful piece on the board. It could move wherever it wanted, as fast as it wanted. It was unkillable—but, capture it, and the game was over. Tamara’s princess piece was in the left corner, very far from the knight. I said, “I don’t get—”
“Shush,” Tamara said.
Indigo was smiling, faint, like the painting of a saint. “I believe Ms. Gupta is using you as a random number generator in an attempt to throw off my strategy,” he told me.
“Why, is it working?” Tamara asked.
On the game board, Indigo made his move, taking out one of Tamara’s—our—pieces. Tamara made a sound like a stepped-on balloon.
“You bluff well,” Indigo said, almost kindly. “You might have fooled a human.”
I laughed. “He thinks you’re a good liar,” I told Tamara.
“I’m trying not to be insulted,” she said.
“Don’t be. Good liars—sorry, bluffers—get elected in the Republic. Hey, maybe when we get back you could run for senator. I think lying’s the only credential you—”
“After we blackmail the Senator, then what?”
Her question was like a puncture in one of the Viper’s big windows: it sucked all the air out of the room. Or at least, it sucked all the breath out of me.
“I mean, we talked about how to blackmail Ketel,” Tamara continued, into that silence. “But we never talked about after. When we’re done with him—when our business is finished—then what?”
I should’ve known that she would come to this question sooner or later. Tamara Gupta liked to face things head-on: she wanted plans, she wanted rational explanations. I wanted to stay here, in this moment, now. I didn’t want to discuss the future with Tamara any more than I wanted to discuss the past with Indigo.
Indigo said, “What would you like to do after we meet with Todd Ketel?”
She picked up one of her pieces, her brow furrowed like she was thinking about her move; she didn’t set it down. “I don’t want to drift around aimlessly, trying not to get arrested,” Tamara said. “I want peace for our countries, obviously. I can’t be military anymore; I deserted. But I don’t know what… and then, my family…”
“You want a purpose,” Indigo surmised.
“Don’t we all?” Tamara said. She set her piece down, decisive. “I want a purpose. And I want a place where I can make that purpose happen.”
Indigo gazed down at the board, expressionless. It was the longest he’d gone since we started without him picking up a piece.
“What about you, Indigo?” Tamara asked.
Indigo hesitated—not unusual; he liked to think things through, and answer slow—but what was strange was that while he hesitated, he looked at me.
“I expect my future plans to… adapt,” Indigo said, at last looking away from me, back down at the board. “Depending on our circumstances.”
“You don’t know either. What about you, Sean?”
I wanted what I had always wanted. I wanted the past. I wanted my family.
I wanted not to be alone.
“Oh, I don’t like to plan ahead,” I said. “It ages you. I want to stay young and beautiful forever, like Indigo.”
Tamara shook her head like she wasn’t sure what else she’d expected from me. “It doesn’t matter now, anyway,” she said. “Parnasse is right in the heart of the Republic. As long as we’re in the Republic, we’ll be hunted by the government. And as long as they’re hunting us, for our safety if nothing else, we’re stuck with each other.”
HERE AND NOW
TAMARA’S WORDS RANG in my ears as I hesitated, hovering over the planet Parnasse, the FTL engines lit and ready to go.
If we didn’t leave Parnasse now, then we would be trapped, hunted down by the Republican government and one very angry senator. We’d be stuck together, like Tamara had said; on the run, no freedom, no choice.
But if we left, I would leave Brigid behind.
The Sulla ships were just coming around the edge of the planet. They couldn’t see me yet, but they would if I left the atmosphere again.
I let the Viper drop back towards the planet, away from escape.
“I really thought you were going to go for that,” Tamara said.
My heart was pounding so hard I could feel it against my chest. “They were too close,” I said. “I don’t think I could’ve gotten us free before they got a shot.”
“You’re the best pilot here. If you say it can’t be done, it can’t be done. Where do we go now?”
Thank God the piloting cradle was so isolated. I didn’t have to look her or Indigo in the eye, and I knew they couldn’t see my face, either.
“We need to find someplace busy, where we can hide in the crowd,” I said. And then I added, as if the thought had only just occurred: “How about Illin?”



CHAPTER 7:
HOT TIPS AND TRICKS FROM YOUR LOCAL SMUGGLER
OLD WISDOM AND ancient texts claimed that, of all the planets settled in the Sister Systems, Parnasse was the closest to ancient Earth. It was the second planet from the sun, a blue-and-green garden world right in the middle of the sunshine zone, where rocky planets had balmy days and liquid water and happy plants. Big white clouds billowed in fluffy streaks across its latitudes, leaving sprinkles of mist on the glass of my pilot’s cradle as I flew through them. The Jewel of the Republic, the Republic called it. It was nauseatingly self-congratulatory in a quintessentially Republican way, but I guessed it was true enough. Parnasse was by far the most populous planet in the Republic and the only one that hadn’t required any terraforming to make it habitable.
Illin was its biggest city, bigger even than the capitol, where Todd Ketel was fuming in his fancy office. It was bright and flashy and full of runaway technological innovation, and the people who lived in Illin were almost pathologically proud of their city. Most of the time they seemed prouder to call themselves Illinich than Republican. We were in the right hemisphere for Illin, but we were hundreds of miles away and I was still trying to stick to very high altitude cloud cover. Dip too low, and the planetary police would take notice—too high, and Ketel’s ships would—
“It’s only a matter of time before the planetary scans pick us up,” Tamara said. “We’re not doing anything obviously illegal but the Parnassian government doesn’t take kindly to unregistered spaceships flying in suspicious patterns overhead. Indigo, you said the Ministers had stealth ships.”
“We do. But I do not have the time or the equipment to fool the Republican scans from the Viper.”
Now, that was interesting, because it implied that the stealth technology was something that could be built—or stolen—and applied to an existing ship. In my line of work, it paid to have a professional sort of interest in such things.
Tamara did not seem terribly interested. “Can we do what you did to that Sulla ship back in orbit—what was that, a chromahack?”
I’d never heard that word before. “Is a chromahack the thing with the video call that went black and white?”
“What the Republic calls a chromahack is a method of remotely taking over another ship,” Indigo said. “Nearly all ships employ an active pattern recognition during video communications, as a method of cleaning up difficult connections and confirming that the video is real and not artificially generated.”
I followed that. Barely. “Okay.”
“A chromahack takes advantage of that pattern recognition by hiding patterns in the background of a video call that humans cannot see, but the other ship’s computer can. The other ship’s pattern recognition AI takes these patterns and…” Indigo paused, his gaze flickering over my face, like he could see the way my attention was detaching its moorings to this conversation with every fresh word. Then he said, “I gained access to the other ship’s computer by exploiting its reaction to certain patterns hidden in the video.”
“Cool,” I said. “How come I didn’t see any weird patterns in the background? Is it because the video lost all its color?”
He favored me with a rare smile, small, but so sincere that it felt like a touch of heat on a cold night. “Correct. The images were hidden in the false black-and white.”
“Is that a pre-made program, or something you invented on the fly?” Tamara wanted to know.
“Both. I wrote it while we were trying to evade the other ships, but now that it is written, it should function without needing input. As long as you can maintain a video call with another ship long enough, the chromahack should allow you to take limited control of their navigation.”
The Ministers had technology far advanced from what humanity possessed. I’d seen Indigo use such technology before, but not create it. “Did you specialize in computers back in Maria Nova?”
“What you have seen is not skill but memorization. Age and training bring competence in a number of fields.”
“So you know how to make some Minister tech just because you’ve seen it before?”
“I can recreate some things, assuming that I have sufficient supplies. But I was never a technician in Maria Nova.”
“Then is there anything we could use now against the Republican scans?” Tamara pressed.
“Yes,” Indigo said, “but if I used Minister technology to block Republican scans, it would alert every Republican ship on the planet that a Minister is present. As we are trapped on Parnasse for the foreseeable future, that seems unwise.”
Guilt struck me like a hammer to the chest. I stopped craning my head around to look into the crew area, instead facing forward out the pilot’s window, watching the rolling green and blue miles below us through the misty clouds. I’d have to do something about that, soon. The cloud cover was a nice veil, but visual recognition was only one way to get caught. Tamara was right: ground radar could see us, and it was only a matter of time before Todd Ketel got access to that information.
“Okay,” Tamara said. “Okay. We definitely can’t go to Illin. We should touch down on one of the little towns in the southern hemisphere; their entry requirements are a lot less strict—”
“No!”
I didn’t realize how loud I’d spoken until the echoes of my outburst rung out into silence.
“I mean,” I said, trying for something a little more calm, “we have to go to Illin.”
“Why?” Tamara asked.
I fumbled for words. The cirrostratus cloud I’d been using to hide the Viper in was coming to an end just ahead; clear skies were approaching, but I couldn’t let us be exposed.
“Because it’s busier,” I said, turning our nose so that we stayed within the cloud, just for now. “A lot easier for us to hide as one of fifty thousand people, than one of five.”
“Because Illin is so busy, it’s heavily regulated,” Tamara said. “All ships are scanned on entry; their flight plans examined. Everyone who goes through customs is photographed and their identifications checked against planetary databases. You’re a wanted criminal, Sean; I’m either a criminal or presumed dead, depending on how the Republic wanted to handle the embarrassment. And Indigo doesn’t have an identity at all.”
I tried for something a little closer to true. “I know some people in Illin. They’ll help us hide.”
“A nice trick, but we can’t even get to Illin from here.”
I’d almost reached the westmost edge of the cloud now, just above the jagged peaks of some high mountain range. In a few moments, we’d be exposed to visual identification—to say nothing of the fact that ground radar must’ve clocked my peculiar flight path some time ago.
Fortunately, I knew an old smuggler’s trick or two. I shifted the output on the engines to just the right resonance. It would blur me just enough to disappear—it would look like I’d shot straight up, into open space. In the meantime I could zip forward and get out of range of that ground scanner. A planet was a big place; disappearing even for a few seconds meant you were infinitely harder to find.
This, at least, was something I knew how to do.
“Don’t worry about getting into Illin, Lantern-Eyes,” I said. “Before I met you, I was a professional smuggler.”



CHAPTER 8:
THE DROPPED SOCK
WELL. SEMI-PROFESSIONAL, ANYWAY.
FOUR YEARS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE
I SMUGGLED WITH a friend of mine called Benny. It hadn’t been a conscious choice of career, more of something we fell into out of desperation. Not a lot of people were willing to hire two Kystrene teenagers fresh from the destruction of their planet. Benny and I had escaped from Kystrom together, and promised to have each other’s backs for the rest of our lives.
That didn’t mean that we always agreed.
“I don’t get why you changed your name to something so stupid,” Benny said.
The sun was out, the breeze was warm, we had hot food, and there weren’t any police chasing us while we sat on this park bench. A perfect moment of serenity. Trust Benny to pick a fight. “Wren isn’t stupid.”
“It’s not any different than Hart. Why not just leave it the same?”
“What,” I said, “like you did, Ruselski?”
His lips thinned out when I named him. Benny didn’t like to hear his last name very much. I felt the same way: that was why I’d changed mine. But he’d clung to his like a grudge. Benny was, as it turned out, very good at holding grudges.
“I just don’t get the point,” he continued, dogged in pursuit of winning the argument he’d begun. “It’s not like anyone cares what your name was before. The Ministers probably destroyed all the old records.”
“Then no one will ever know I changed it.”
“Then there’s no point in changing it at all.”
There was no point in arguing with Benny when he was like this. Best to just tell him he was right and move on. “You’re right, Benny. It is stupid.”
He must’ve known what I was up to, because I saw the frustration in his eyes.
I do think I loved Benny. I mean, we lived in each other’s pockets for so long, and he wasn’t always unkind to me. Sometimes, he and I even laughed. I could rely on him, for most things—until the end.
Who would have thought that someone I’d loved so dearly could hold so many grudges against me in his heart?
HERE AND NOW
TAMARA HAD ONE thing in common with Benny: once she got something between her teeth, she didn’t want to let it go.
“Ketel gave you this ship,” she said. “He has the complete specs for it, and he’ll share them with law enforcement all over this planet. No amount of smuggling tricks can change the size and shape of the ship.”
“I can take care of that. Here, look.”
I tapped the main screen in front of me, below the wide glass of the piloting cradle, so that Tamara could see what I’d quickly worked up. It was the Viper’s stats, but I’d duped the data output to make it look like I was carrying paying passengers, and I’d shifted the engine output to burn hotter for our speed. We would look like a luxury passenger carrier with one pilot and two guests, not a stolen stripped-down diplomatic vessel. It wasn’t good for the engines in the long run, and it wouldn’t hold up to a close-up visual examination obviously, but this was my favorite thing about bureaucracy: it was boring. Even the bureaucrats thought so. If the customs agents had to investigate every ship visually, they would never get anything done. They would scan my ship, mark the scans as correct, and move on with their lives—lives that were infinitely more interesting than visually examining a thousand incoming space shuttles per day.
Now that we were off the planetary radar, it meant I could head directly for Illin, instead of skulking around. As soon as I cleared the mountain range I turned us northward.
“This isn’t going to work,” Tamara said. “Look, this might fool a physical scan—might. But there’s a course trajectory to report.”
“I know,” I said.
“We have to file a flight plan, a point of origin. The flight plan is compared to our physical scan: the engine strain, the fuel level. If our reported course and point of origin don’t match the scan, then we’ll be refused entry—or taken in for questioning, if it’s suspicious enough. This isn’t going to work.”
“Sure it will,” I said. “The Republic is a bunch of interconnected jurisdictions, right? Different planets that work together, and each planet has a bunch of different cities that work together, et cetera. Customs to get into Illin has to answer both to the Republic and the Illinich government, and they don’t necessarily have the same opinions on things. Like two squabbling siblings sharing a room. No one notices the dropped sock.”
“A colorful analogy,” Indigo said, mildly.
“He wants to know what the fuck you mean,” Tamara said. “And so do I.”
“When we were kids my sister and I traded off who did the laundry. One time a sock fell out of the hamper. I thought it was hers, but I was mad at her, so I didn’t pick it up. She thought it was mine—but she was mad at me, so…”
“So she didn’t pick it up, either,” Tamara concluded. “We’re the sock.”
“Right. When the siblings are fighting, they don’t talk.”
“You’re relying on multiple different people not doing their jobs.”
“People are very reliable about that,” I said.
The sky up here was clear today, and we were within visual range of Illin. I could see the customs station suspended in the clouds up ahead. The planet Parnasse had a particularly slow rotation period. This meant all sorts of very boring things about plant growth rates and terraforming that my high school teachers had tried to explain to me and I’d immediately forgotten. What mattered to me were two things: the day/night cycle on the planet was really weird, and geosynchronous orbit was very low.
Illin’s customs station was a space station in geosynchronous orbit around Parnasse, centered on Illin. The two were connected by a long, glimmering chain: the space elevator. And the space station orbited low enough that it brushed its feet against the upper level of the clouds.
See, this was the genius of my plan here, and I am going to pat myself on the back for this one. Illin’s customs station was so low in the atmosphere that I did not have to go back into space to reach it. I could dock at the station without once giving Ketel’s ships a chance to detect me.
“I did not realize that Republican cities had mandatory customs stops,” Indigo said.
The remark was so unexpected that I craned around in my chair to see if he was serious.
He was serious. Tamara looked as baffled as I felt.
“Yeah, they all do,” I said. “Do the planets in Maria Nova… not have customs?”
“For human civilians only,” Indigo said. “Not for Ministers.”
“I thought Ministerial intelligence-gathering was pretty robust,” Tamara said. “They’re always turning up Marian spies on our planets. But you didn’t know the Republic had restricted planetary entry?”
“And,” I said, “you’re three hundred years old. You pre-date Republican customs.” He pre-dated the Republic.
“Even those with infinite time have finite interests,” Indigo said. “Matters of civilian life in general were irrelevant to my duties in the Ministerium.”
He came up to stand alongside me at the pilot’s chair, gazing past me through the glass at Parnasse. Indigo’s features were as smooth and expressionless as ink strokes on paper, and I remembered, looking at him, the way Kystrom had burned, the heat against my skin and the soil of my mother’s garden so saturated with blood that it puddled in the mud underneath the sweet basil.
“Maybe you should pay more attention to civilian life,” I said.
“Changing our engine output won’t change a damn thing if we have the same transponder.” Tamara’s voice cut through the silence like a hammer splitting rock. “We have to change our transponder—and our override codes, while we’re at it. The ship needs a new name.”
We weren’t quite yet within range of the Illinich customs station’s scanners, but we would be in the next half an hour. I began composing some official-looking messages—the kind of things that would tell the Illinch government that answers were already given to Republican representatives, please contact for copy of our permissions and declarations; then, something that would tell the Republican government that answers were already given to Illinich representatives, please contact them for copy of our permissions and declarations, etc.
The silence of the room caught up to me. I craned my head around and found them both looking at me expectantly. “What?”
“You’re the name guy,” Tamara said. “What do you want to call it?”
“I get to name the ship?”
“Hurry up, or I’m going to call it the Tamara.”
No one had ever let me name a ship. I mean, I’d named a few of mine and Benny’s ships, but he’d more begrudgingly accepted the names than encouraged them.
What to name it, though? The possibilities were endless. The Viper was a sort of round-belly shape, with the bridge extended almost like a head above its engines. It sort of looked like a teddy bear lying on its stomach, minus the arms. The Deformed Teddy? No, probably not. The Pregnant Dragonfly? How about just straightforward: The Ex-Viper?
And then the name came to me, clear as a ringing bell. “I’ve always wanted to name a ship the Alula,” I said.
“Is that a curse word in another language?” Tamara asked, suspicious.
“No! It’s a term for the little nub that birds have on their wings that helps them steer and fly. Two things the Viper doesn’t do very well, so it’s sort of like naming your turtle Speedy.”
“I have no issue with that name,” Indigo said.
“Alula, then,” Tamara said. “I’ll change the overrides for engines and life support from here, but the rear airlock has to be changed locally. Indigo?”
“I will go,” Indigo said.
I slowed the Viper—no, the Alula—down even further, listening to Indigo’s footsteps fading from earshot as he disappeared into the lower decks. We were a few minutes out from reaching Illinich space, but Tamara was right, again. We wanted our transponders changed before they started to scan us. Beside me, Tamara typed away, changing our name and our codes.
I stared out the window, watching the slow approach of the customs station. Illin didn’t like to let spaceships touch ground within its boundaries. We’d have to land the Alula in the customs station, leave it there, and take the space elevator to the surface.
“You know he was less likely to kill anyone on the Sulla ship than me,” Tamara said.
“What?”
“Indigo is a Minister. No one on that ship posed a serious threat to him, so he could take his time and subdue them safely.”
I could see it so clearly: Indigo, deflecting bullets, knocking aside physical attacks, holding his breath calmly through the vacuum. Restraining any human he came across, and there was nothing they could do to stop him, no act of violence or courage or cowardice that would be enough. As unstoppable as a force of nature—and yet, unlike a hurricane, he could pick and choose who to harm and who to save. Which meant that every death at his hands was a deliberate choice.
And then the sense of the rest of Tamara’s sentence caught up to me. “You would’ve killed everyone aboard?”
“I’m not bulletproof. It would’ve been them, or me.”
Guilt and anger made a nauseating combination. I couldn’t look Tamara’s way, and she must’ve known it; I heard her come over to stand beside me, silent, until her weight tipped my chair backwards as she leaned on the crown.
“Why are we really going to Illin, Sean?” Tamara asked.
I kept my gaze focused on the piloting instruments, as if entering a very basic stationary orbit required my full attention. “I told you. I have friends there who can help us hide. Todd will never find us in the crowd.”
“And you’re so sure of this that you’ll make the decision for us, without letting me or Indigo have any say in it at all.”
This was how it had begun with Benny, I realized. Small resentments, never forgiven, building up over time into grudges, and poisoning what little affection he had for me. Was this how it would go with Tamara, too? I hadn’t thought so—but then, I hadn’t thought so with Benny, either.
I didn’t have any choice. I could not abandon Brigid.
“They’re scanning us,” Tamara pointed out.
The controls of the Alula went red, casting us all in bloody light, as the Republican government scanned our ship, our engines, our records.
Searching, with gunships ready, for any sign that we weren’t who we said we were.



CHAPTER 9:
FUNERAL CLOTHES
THE ALULA’S SCREENS glowed red, our engines locked out while the Republic scanned our ship. If they found something wrong, I’d have to retake control of our engines by force, and that would confirm that we weren’t who we pretended to be. I had to hope that our disguise would be enough.
Another minute, the screens glowing red—and then the color faded back to its usual mix of blues and whites. The Alula chirped at us, confirming that we’d received permission to enter Illinich airspace and board the customs ship.
I exhaled. “See? No problem at all. Now we just have to wait in line for an hour or two.”
“Illinich customs doesn’t operate on the honors system,” Tamara said. “They’ll have scanners inside the station itself. Full body scanners and facial recognition. How do you think they’ll react when they see my name, or yours, pop up on their screens?”
I was almost insulted. “Tamara, please. I’ll have fake identities for us within the hour.”
 “Right,” Tamara said. “I see. Now explain this. What makes you think that a room full of Republican soldiers won’t identify a Minister on sight?”
THE FULL COMPLEMENT of clothing stored on the Alula lay spread out on the bare metal floor like bodies laid out after a massacre.
See, Indigo and Tamara hadn’t been a part of the Alula’s original crew. I had, but the other three original crew members had died. Indigo had killed Leah. Benny had killed Quint. And Benny…
The point was, we had access to Benny’s, Leah’s, Quint’s, and my clothes, and no one else’s. Indigo and Tamara hadn’t come aboard the Alula naked—would’ve been a very different kind of adventure if they had—but their clothes weren’t wearable. Aside from all the blood and grime and torn-up patches, Tamara had been wearing a Republican military uniform and Indigo had been wearing a Minister jumpsuit. Customs would twig that something was wrong just about immediately. Nor could Tamara and Indigo wear what they’d been wearing for the past two weeks, because they’d been dressing for comfort: t-shirts, leggings, pajamas, all too-large and obviously borrowed. They had to assemble outfits from the leftover clothing of the Alula that didn’t look like they’d been robbed from corpses—which was difficult, because they had.
“It should be something discreet,” Tamara said. “Dark colors. Something that doesn’t stand out.”
That was easy enough for her. Tamara could wear Leah or Benny’s clothes all right, though she was taller than either and skinnier than both, in the emaciated way of someone who had been starving slowly for five years. As I watched, she stepped over the flattened arms of one of Leah’s shirts, stretched out like there had been a body in it when it fell.
Indigo, though—he had a different problem. Ministers were leaner and shorter than most humans. My clothes, Benny’s clothes, and Leah’s clothes would all be too big for him. The only clothes he could fit into would be Quint’s—except that she’d liked to wear outfits tailored to within an inch of their lives, and Indigo just didn’t have her figure.
He stood over one set of her clothes now, gazing down, all in dark colors like a mourner standing at the foot of a grave.
It made my stomach flip. I cleared my throat, and said, “Personally, I like the skirt.”
“The goal is to call less attention to Indigo,” Tamara said, crouched down beside a pair of Leah’s pants and feeling the fabric. “The skirt is out.”
“You don’t want to show a little leg? It’s all the rage on Pallen.”
Indigo turned a gaze upon me that held a depth of tragedy usually reserved for religious iconography. Tamara said, “Sean, shouldn’t you be finishing up those fake identities for us right now?”
Tamara’s worst feature was that she was usually right. I had my own clothes, so I didn’t need to be one of the carrion crows. But I was the only one who knew how to make a proper set of fakes, and if I didn’t finish them by the time we docked, we’d be in trouble. I retreated to the staircase—there was no furniture in the living area, and nowhere to sit but the stairs—propped my tablet on my lap, and set to work, determinedly ignoring my companions bent over the shrouds laid out upon the floor.
I’d already started making our new identities, so it didn’t take me long to finish them. I fluffed them up with a bunch of uninteresting supplementary data to convince a bored border guard that we were legitimate. I backdated some important files and mapped our facial features to the identities I’d made. By the time that was done, Tamara and Indigo had come to some sort of clothing compromise. Indigo was wearing Quint’s dark, formfitting exercise clothes with her silky black bathrobe pulled over them.
“I thought we weren’t trying to call attention,” I said.
“Something that fits will call less attention from something that obviously doesn’t,” Tamara said. She paced a slow circle around Indigo, stepping over the crumpled tissues of cast-off clothing, while he stood there with the patient expression of a lesser saint. “And this looks intentional.”
I had to admit she was right. The robe was silky enough to look like a fashion choice, but it was loose enough to hide Indigo’s not-quite-human physique. It was just incredibly weird to see Indigo, who I mostly knew as the swift dark arrow of death, looking… indolent.
“You look like someone’s rich son,” I told Indigo. “And you look like his bodyguard.” Tamara was wearing Benny’s boxy clothing and fussing with the edge of Indigo’s collar.
“My appearance will hold up to a visual assessment,” Indigo said, “but any physical scan will reveal that I am not human.”
Tamara seemed to realize that she was fussing with a Minister’s clothes and withdrew her hand sharply.
“Never fear. I took all that into account,” I said, then lifted up my tablet to read. “I am Sean Sparrow, Professor of Linguistics at Gerundive University—”
Tamara snorted. Indigo’s brow lifted, just a little, with a kind of softness around his mouth that implied a smile.
“—and I’m traveling with Tamara Sharma, security expert and veteran of the five-oh-one. If questioned I’m going to imply that you and I are working together on something extremely classified.”
“The five-oh-one,” Indigo repeated, in the tone of someone who was fairly sure he knew what that meant but not confident enough to bet on it.
“Hush-hush branch of the Republican military,” Tamara said. “Nobody knows for sure, but we all assume they’re spies.”
“The Republic does not have any successful spies in Maria Nova,” Indigo said.
“If they were successful, you wouldn’t know about them.”
“My people value our secrets too highly to let any fragment of them slip. There are no Republican spies in Maria Nova.”
“Speaking of secrecy, the last member of our crew is Indigo Aoyama,” I said. “He’s an independently wealthy and privacy-obsessed businessman—maybe I’ll make that heir—who’s had a ridiculous number of plastic surgeries, which accounts for any and all abnormalities detected during a vitals scan—”
“Why not call him Shay?” Tamara asked. “You used my real name.”
My answer caught in my throat. For a moment, I could not speak. It was astounding—language was the last thing to leave me; I could talk in almost all circumstances.
Finally a breath made it into my lungs. “‘Shay’ is a secret name, right?” I said. “Outsiders aren’t supposed to use it. So he’s Indigo.”
There was no telling from Indigo’s expression what he thought of my refusing to use his real name. He simply said, “You’re sure these identities will hold?”
“I’ve made a million of these. You figure out the right data to put in the right places and you can sneak anything past security. One time I listed Benny as being pregnant. He walked through security with a live fowl stuck under his shirt and the scanner just assumed the second life-sign was the fetus, so we got through clean.”
“What about this ship?” Tamara said. “They won’t board us without reason, but they will scan us. And when they do, they’ll pick up the presence of my gun—which is illegal in Illin, by the way—and… wait.” A horrible expression crossed her face, like she’d been in a spaceship flying between solar systems and had just noticed one of the FTL engines go out.
“What?” I said.
“I can’t take my gun,” Tamara said. “Indigo can’t take his blade.”
“Well, no,” I said. I’d thought she’d realized this some time ago. “But they’ll be perfectly safe on the Alula. The first thing Benny and I did when we got this ship was install a smuggler’s chest in the passenger area while Quint’s back was turned. It’s shielded against scans. Throw all the weapons and tech inside, and bam! They’ll never find them.”
“We will not be allowed to return to the ship once we disembark?” Indigo asked.
“Sure we can, but we have to go through customs each way, and it’s probably best not to give the military a chance to catch us, right?”
“The ship has to stay docked at the customs station while we’re in Illin,” Tamara said. She looked a little sick. “We go to and from the city via the space elevator. There’s no other way. National security policy is to shoot down any ship that tries to dodge these restrictions. There was a terrorist incident about a decade ago… fuck, we’re going to be defenseless on the surface.”
“The space elevator is a bottleneck.” Now even Indigo looked worried.
“Guys! Hey, hey, hey, just calm down,” I said, and then a brilliant idea occurred to me, popped into my head fully-formed, the way they often did. See, this was why I didn’t try to plan ahead, like Tamara; my best ideas always came to me from pure last minute divine intervention. Or adrenaline, whatever.
“You know what, you’re right,” I said. “It’s too risky—for you. Indigo, you’re a Minister. And Tamara, you’ve probably never done an illegal thing in your life, right? You don’t know the art of the slide.”
“The slide,” she repeated.
“Yeah. Sliding through the crowd, being underneath people’s notice. Look at you two; you’re very noticeable. Me, no one has noticed me since I was a teenager,” I said. “I’ll go down alone. Ketel can’t release my face and name to the police without explaining that the reason he wants me arrested is because I’m blackmailing him. I’m still anonymous, and anonymity is a better defense than any gun or sword. I’ll do business in the city, refilling food and fuel supplies, while the two of you keep the engines hot up here for a quick escape. Yeah. That works.”
It more than worked. It was brilliant. I would get what Brigid needed, saving my little sister and bringing her home to me. And I would do it without any risk to the two people I’d come to care about more than I knew how to explain.
Indigo and Tamara exchanged a look. It was a speaking look, the one that alluded to a thousand conversations I wasn’t privy to. I wondered suddenly what they talked about when I wasn’t around.
“You know what, Sean,” Tamara said, “I think we’ll stick with you.”



CHAPTER 10:
THE ONGOING CONSEQUENCES OF NON-ELECTIVE SURGERY
THE ILLINICH SPACE customs station was a bright and flashing assault on eyes, ears, noses, as soon as we disembarked from the Alula. The flashing lights of advertisements—mostly for attractions to be found in the city below—overwhelmed us as soon as we passed through the docking tunnel and onto our segment of the station. They’d upgraded the advertising in the past few years—when I’d first visited the Illinich customs eight years ago, it had all been panels on the walls. Now they had holograms, too.
Beyond the bright and flashing advertisements in the tunnel was the waiting area, where we would enter into line behind the other crews in this segment of the station; past that was the scanner and customs itself. There were a number of shops and attractions in the center of the station, past the scanner, though I didn’t intend for us to spend much time there.
The station was broken up into sixteen different segments, each with sixteen docking stations to accommodate sixteen vessels each. I’d chosen our segment and our dock very carefully.
The crew ahead of us was a group of Pikan girls on some sort of school trip. While we watched, two of them walked straight through the bioscanner, too engrossed in their conversation to notice the soldiers or their classmates trying to get their attention. It took a good minute before their teacher managed to drag them back, red-faced, to go through customs properly.
Beside me, Indigo shook his head in disbelief.
“Yeah, they’re babies,” I agreed.
“It is not the children, but the security,” Indigo said. “No one would wander so freely through a checkpoint like this in Maria Nova. And those girls are not that much younger than you.”
“Security may be shit, but you only need to be caught once to have a problem,” Tamara said, while I was still processing the fact that Indigo had compared me to a group of teenagers. “We have to be careful.”
“I’ve done this a million times, Lantern-Eyes,” I assured her. “We’ll get through, no problem.”
“You’ve never done this with a Minister before,” she said, lowering her voice to the thinnest of whispers, so no one else would hear. There was a loud burst of sound from the group ahead of us, correlating with a sudden flash of light from the holographic displays on the walls, and Tamara flinched hard. She said, “Sean, this is insane. Why are we here?”
“Life has no savor without a little risk,” I said. “That’s the beauty of the outlaw life. It’s exciting, it’s dangerous…”
“I don’t want to live my life on the run, Sean!”
The volume of her outburst made me jump, my heart jolting like a bird taking flight. The group ahead of us turned startled faces our way.
Tamara pressed her palm to her forehead, like she could shove at her thoughts through her skull. “This is insane,” she said again.
There was nothing to say to that. But I had to. I couldn’t—
“Crew of the Alula,” the soldier called. It was our turn.
No time for discussion. I walked towards the scanner, where a soldier was checking our itinerary on his computer. He looked bored.
“Tamara Sharma?” he said.
“Me,” Tamara said.
“Are you carrying any weapons, electronics, or have you had any biological modifications that could be mistaken for either of those categories?”
“No,” Tamara said.
“Go ahead through the bioscan.”
She went, stepping past the soldier into the center of the large room beyond, standing dead center. Soldiers guarded the exit, guns at their hips, watching. A wall of light appeared at the far end of the door, intangible barrier between Tamara and escape. And then it swept over the floor towards her.
I stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Indigo, breath caught in my throat, as the light reached Tamara. The wall of light traveled over her face, a line of light crossing over her skull, bright against her dark hair. It swept backwards, down her skull, over her shoulders, onto the floor. The light was between me and Indigo on one side, Tamara on the other. And then it was gone.
“Come on through,” a different soldier called.
She’d made it. Great. Next—
“Indigo Aoyama,” the soldier said.
“I am here,” Indigo said.
“Are you carrying any weapons, electronics, or have you had any biological modifications that could be mistaken for either of those categories?”
“No,” Indigo said.
The soldier looked at him expectantly.
That soft voice of Indigo’s was too quiet to be heard over all the ambient noise. I elbowed him, and he said, “No,” again, more loudly than before.
“Go on in,” the soldier said.
Indigo walked towards the scanner. The wall of light had reappeared, a brilliant barrier, through which I could just barely see Tamara on the other side, watching with her knuckle pressed to her mouth. Indigo stepped into the center of the room and stood there, and the wall came towards him, steady and relentless, and I had a moment to realize that I wasn’t really sure that my invented identities would hold up to this kind of test, that there was a good chance that here and now Indigo would be exposed, and all those soldiers would draw their guns, and—
The light passed over Indigo, through, beyond. The other soldier said, “Come on through.”
He’d made it. The scanner hadn’t noticed anything abnormal, or if it had, it had compared them to the alleged surgeries I’d listed in Indigo’s file, and it had concluded that there was nothing weird to see here at all. I’d successfully smuggled a Minister into Republican territory.
“Sean Sparrow,” the soldier said.
“Present!” I said.
“Are you carrying any…”
“No, none of,” I assured him. “You don’t need to go through the whole list. I’m all clean.”
He opened his mouth like he was maybe going to finish his speech anyway, then seemed to decide it wasn’t worth it. “Head on through.”
I might’ve had an extra skip in my step as I walked into the center of the scanner. I saw Tamara and Indigo ahead of me, side-by-side; Tamara shook her head as if to say, don’t let it go to your head. I grinned at her as the wall of light began gliding towards me. It was very bright, so I shut my eyes as it reached my face, letting it pass unseen—
There was a sudden piercing screech. I opened my eyes and found the world around me was very bright. I was standing right within the wall of light.
One of the soldiers stepped forward. “Mr. Sparrow,” he said, “please remain where you are.”
Indigo had passed through the bioscanner just fine. Why had it gone off for me?
“Mr. Sparrow,” the soldier said. “Could you tell us if you’ve had any recent surgeries or implantations?”
Of course not. I didn’t have the money to see a dentist, let alone…
But I had gotten a surgery recently, hadn’t I? Only it hadn’t been a fully voluntary one. The Senator had implanted a subcutaneous bomb into the nape of my neck when he sent me off to the Nameless, designed to keep me in line. It had been dissolved… or so I’d thought.
“Uh, yeah,” I said. “Right at the back of my neck. I forgot about it, though.” Now I couldn’t think of anything but. Did this mean that my skull was about to be blown off my torso? Had Todd forgotten to press the button before?
“This appears to be a full body modification,” the soldier disagreed, frowning down at his screen.
“That can’t be right,” I said. Full body modifications made it a lot harder to get through security scans, which was kind of counterproductive to a smuggler. Plus, they were crazy expensive. I’d never gotten one, and had no interest, either.
Unless—I’d been unconscious in Todd Ketel’s company, and he’d definitely had me surgically modified. But I’d thought the only modification had been the bomb that I’d since dismantled—
“Sir,” the soldier said. “Do you have an undeclared full body modification, or not?”
If Ketel had put anything else inside me, he would’ve used it against me by now. Whatever this ‘full body’ modification was, it wasn’t from him. Besides, if he had performed any other modifications, then the nanobots—
The nanobots.
The Nameless had included a strange collection of horrors, from people-eating children to Indigo’s insane genetic cousins. The deadliest of these monsters, though, had been the AI responsible for maintaining the ship over the thousand years it had been left abandoned. Tamara had called it the Dreamer. It had used a host of minuscule, swarming nanomachines to carry out repairs and eliminate dangers to the ship. Unfortunately for me, the ship classified me as a danger; fortunately, it turned out that the AI could be reasoned with. I’d convinced the ship I meant it no harm, and in exchange, the nanomachines that had infested my body became helpful, opening closed doors and closing open wounds.
I’d thought all the nanomachines were gone from my body, used up in the last minute while we were trying to escape the Nameless. But that couldn’t be entirely true. The Dreamerbots had been suturing shut my slit throat and severed aorta—or whatever artery was in the neck—and it had only been a few hours between my near-death experience and our escape from the Nameless. Even if all of the active Dreamerbots were gone, there must be dead shells left inside my body, left over from sealing shut my various injuries.
That couldn’t be good for my body. What happened if one got stuck in a blood vessel somewhere?
A hypothetical death by dead nanobot was not as pressing an issue as the much more likely death by Republican soldier, if I didn’t give him a good reason for my contradictory medical records. I didn’t want them looking too closely at these scans, either. Those nanomachines were ancient technology from a thousand years prior. There was nothing like them around the Republic now. The odds were good that I’d be accused of being a Minister spy. The odds were certain that I’d be hauled off to a lab to for an unwilling examination.
“Right,” I said, my heart pounding. “That’s probably the side effects from the neck surgery. I’d be happy to discuss it in more detail, if necessary, but it’s really nothing so exciting.”
“What’s going on?” Tamara asked, loudly, from the door.
She and Indigo weren’t going to like this part. I just had to hope that my backup plan would pan out, and that they would trust me enough to follow along. I raised my hand, just a little, discreetly signaling them to stay still.
“Please enter the back room, Mr. Sparrow,” the soldier said. “You are required by law to answer any and all questions put to you.”
A door to my left, which so far had remained shut, swung open. That was where they took people who triggered a red flag in the customs process. That was where, if you were a smuggler, you went in, but you did not come out.
There was a soldier waiting for me in that room, seated in one of the two chairs placed opposite an old metal table. Well, he wasn’t really a soldier. Republican soldiers man the security on the customs station, but all the specialists are employed by the city of Illin, and they’re called officers instead.
When he saw me, he sighed.
“Just once,” the officer said, “I’d like if you could show up without a fuss, Sean.”



CHAPTER 11:
INSIDE MAN
SIX YEARS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE
(TWO YEARS AFTER I SAW HER DIE)
THE FIRST TIME I got detained on my way through customs, I was nineteen and nervous.
“You’ve got the wrong guy,” I said, as soon as the soldier opened the door to my cell. “There was this other guy in the line behind me—he was blond, too, and almost as tall—but I think you must’ve been after him, because he had the same sort of shirt as me; he had kind of a bad energy around him, too, you know? I think he said his name was Sam. And he ran real fast when you guys showed up. Like, I think he didn’t want you to find him. So I think you must’ve been looking for him and not for me.”
The officer halted one step into the room, the door still braced open with one elbow. He was maybe about as old as my parents had been before they died, and he looked very professional. Curly dark hair shaved into a buzz over his scalp and his uniform very trim and starched.
“I could help you find the Sam guy,” I offered.
He studied me, dark eyes unreadable. Then grabbed one of the chairs in the cell and dragged it towards me, metal scraping over the floor, and set it facing me, close. He sat down. The door swung shut and sealed with a loud click.
I was already a little nervous, but that threw me into a different layer of the stratosphere. “This isn’t the police brutality thing I keep hearing about, is it?”
“You’re Sean Wren?” the officer said. There was an interesting little burr to his accent that I would love to analyze, under better circumstances.
“Maybe.”
There was something of a pastor about him. I mean, he wasn’t a priest; he had a wedding band on. But something about his rounded cheeks and close-cropped beard reminded me of my childhood priest, Father Mateo, who had died with all the rest.
Reminding me of my childhood priest? This guy was good. “All right, I’ll confess.”
He seemed surprised. “You confess to smuggling linda plums between agricultural restriction zones?”
“N-n-nooo,” I said, because it hadn’t just been linda plums. There had been starfruit, too. “I confess to running away from the police.”
“You’re from Kystrom, aren’t you, Sean?”
The pain was fresher then. His words hit me like a lightning strike to a tree, tearing my trunk asunder. “I’m from nowhere now.”
“Why are you in Illin, Sean?”
“Just sightseeing.”
“There’s a large refugee community here. Are you looking for someone?”
“I have no one left to look for.”
He was silent, the way most Republicans were after they found out where I was from. They couldn’t understand what I’d lost, and most didn’t bother to try. But this officer said, “You were with another young man when we caught you. He ran away.”
“As he should,” I said, quickly, because there was no reason Benny should hang around and get arrested, too.
“Who was he?”
“Just a… friend.”
The officer looked at me again, silent. His thumb pressed up against the edge of his lips, bending his lower lip, obscuring any expression that his mouth might otherwise have given away.
Then he said, “I appreciate your lead on the potential smuggler. We’ll look into this Sam person.”
I must’ve misheard. “Sorry, you’ll what?”
“We’ll look into this Sam person you described,” the officer said. “If you see him, please report him to the nearest authority. And you’re free to go.”
That made no sense. But ‘free to go’ was exactly the signal I wanted to hear, so who cared if it didn’t make sense? I got out of my chair and made for the door like a shot.
“Are you forgetting something?”
I stopped in my tracks, then mentally reviewed the conversation. I didn’t think I’d missed anything, but…?
“Thank you?” I guessed.
He blinked at me. And then, to my surprise, he laughed.
HERE AND NOW
OFFICER MILES LET his hair and his beard grow a little longer now, and there was more gray in the black than there used to be. His uniform was still neat, but not quite as aggressively starched.
It was weird. Sometimes a memory was so strong that I was thrown bodily back into that moment like a man kicked backwards through a flimsy door, all shock and impact and splinters flying around. The smell of the space around me; the quality of the air. Every time I saw Officer Miles, which was only once every other year or so, I was thrown bodily back to the moment of his kindness to me six years prior. I was caught between our meeting and the present, a man standing in a doorway with one foot on either side, twin existences in one body.
I wondered if that was how seeing Brigid again would feel. Which memory would the sight of her face bring upon me?
The present always won out. It yanked me back to the here and now; the past slammed and locked the door behind.
“I missed you,” I said, with exaggerated sweetness.
“Yeah, yeah,” Miles said. “Sit down; we have to wait at least five minutes in here before you go back out if you want it to look convincing. I take it those aren’t dangerous modifications you’ve made to your body?”
He said it ironically, like the idea of me carrying something deadly was absurd. I remembered what the nanomachines could do: tearing into a person’s skull through the eyes and ears, digging down to the brain, and liquefying it.
“Of course not,” I said.
He gestured at the chair again. “Sit.”
I sat, kicking back until the chair rocked on its two back legs. It felt nice to sit and take a breath. On the other side of that door, Tamara and Indigo were one wrong move away from murdering an entire room of Republican soldiers and dragging me out by my ankles.
“How’s Gilly?” I asked.
“She’s good. Been having more trouble with that shoulder of hers, but still, good. She got a new role. It’s a singing part.”
“Oh yeah?” Gilly was a terrible singer, but I wasn’t going to tell her husband that.
“It’s not a long run. Just a few performances. Where have you been? Where’s Benjamin?”
I should’ve expected him to ask me about Benny. Benny and I had traveled together for as long as I’d known Miles; we’d gone through customs together under his watchful eye too many times to count. We came as a pair. Of course Miles would ask. “Uh, he’s not here anymore.”
“You two parted ways? That may be for the best.”
“No,” I said. I didn’t want to say it—didn’t want to discuss or even think about it—but it would be wrong to let Miles assume the wrong thing. “I mean he’s gone, for good. He’s dead. And it was my fault.”



CHAPTER 12:
SCARRED
TWELVE DAYS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE
(TWO DAYS AFTER BENNY DIED)
THOSE WHO FOLLOW He Who Shed His Blood are meant to shed their blood in mourning.
It was just a token amount—a tiny cut on the pinky finger, just deep enough to leave a little scar. Hardly worse than a papercut. And you were only supposed to do it for family of a certain degree, or especially close friends. The church had really strict rules about it, actually. They didn’t want people cutting themselves up left and right.
Usually a person would have only a handful of cuts on their hand. For most of my youth, I’d had only two little cuts on my finger: one for each of my mother’s parents. My father’s parents had died when I was too young to be allowed to scarify.
My hands now have scars like ladders from the tips of my pinky finger down past my wrist. Each one of them a tombstone to someone I had known and loved. I cannot even remember all the names belonging to those lines, though each had had a name when I’d carved them into my skin. One of those lines was for Brigid.
 Scarification was a gesture of respect to the one who had passed, and to the God of Blood who had taken their soul into his presence. It was a mark of mourning, a physical display of the love lost and forever felt, an external expression of the wound their passing had made in our hearts. And so, after Benny died, I got my knife and my lighter, and took myself in privacy into my room on the Alula.
It was there, with knife and lighter and solitude, that I stopped.
Benny and I had traveled together for years. As close as brothers, I’d told other people; so I’d told myself. And I could swear that there had been closeness between us, once. Hadn’t we talked for hours, in the fresh pain of Kystrom’s fall? Hadn’t we sat up late at night together, neither able to sleep? Traveled together, ate together? Hadn’t he told me about his grief for his family, and I shared my guilt for my sister?
All those memories now were tainted. Benny had resented me for years. He’d harbored a thousand grudges against me, from a thousand little slights. He’d nurtured his anger in his chest like a gardener coaxing a poison plant to bloom—and I didn’t even know about his hatred, until the hour when he tried to kill me.
I wondered if that meant that the Benny I’d known as my friend had been just a figment of my imagination, projected on an unwilling stranger.
I hadn’t meant to do it—I’d only been trying to stop Benny from hurting anyone else. But I’d gone too far. There were no rules that I knew of in the scripture for whether you should scarify for the man you killed.
I sat there for a long time, with knife and flame. Torn between love and resentment, between anger and guilt. Already scarred down to my forearm.
In the end, I hadn’t scarred myself. But I hadn’t put the knife and lighter away, either. They’ve been sitting on the table beside my bed ever since.
HERE AND NOW
I SAT WITH Officer Miles in the private room in the Illinich customs station, a cheap plastic table between us.
Miles said, “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Yeah,” I said. I’d told him that Benny’s death had been my fault. I couldn’t tell him that it was my fault because I’d killed him. Would Benny’s soul resent me for that, wherever souls resided?
Did I care? He’d tried to kill me, first.
A hand on my shoulder startled me from my thoughts. Miles had reached over the plastic table.
“I’m sorry to hear he’s dead,” Miles said, “but I’m not sorry to hear he’s gone. He wasn’t good for you, Sean.”
“I guess not,” I said.
Miles released me. He checked the time on the tablet.
“Another few minutes and we can go back out,” he said. “These two new people you’re with—do you think you’ll be traveling with them for a while?”
The question startled me, though it shouldn’t have. “Um,” I said. “I think so. I hope so.”
“Do you think they’ll be a better match for you than Benny?”
A better match? What a question that was. How did you even begin to answer it?
At least I knew the answer that Miles wanted. “Definitely,” I said.



CHAPTER 13:
BRIDGED
I GUESS THE real question in all this was: why hadn’t I told Lantern-Eyes or Indigo about Brigid?
It wasn’t that I didn’t like them. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust them. It was just that we’d allied together for the sake of peace between the Republic and Maria Nova, but Brigid didn’t have anything to do with the Republic or with Maria Nova. She just had to do with me. When Benny had been alive, I’d taken his support for granted; I’d dragged him into a thousand problems that had nothing to do with him and everything to do with me, and he’d resented me for it. I didn’t want either of them to hate me.
And there was something else, too, specifically about Indigo. I haven’t said it yet. I haven’t even let myself think it, not since we’d escaped the Nameless, as if not thinking about it would render the act undone.
Indigo and I were not the total strangers I’d thought we were. We had a shared past lying between us, a moment that I felt caught in, like an animal with its leg in a trap.
My loss.
And his crime.
OFFICER MILES LET me out of his room with a stern expression on his face. It was surprisingly intimidating, which only made it that much harder for me not to laugh as he ‘reminded’ me to keep my identicard updated with any biological modifications, to avoid wasting his and my time.
“Yes, sir. So sorry, sir,” I said, and I must’ve laid it on a little too thick, because I saw his expression alight with exasperation when he dismissed me.
I rejoined Tamara and Indigo at the other end of the room. Indigo’s expression was even more impassive than usual, and the corners of Tamara’s eyes had gone so tight that the faint whispers of crows’ feet had become furrows. Neither said a word as we progressed out of the scanner room and into the luggage retrieval, where hundreds of visitors milled around, gathering their luggage from the automated scanners beneath a vast glass dome showing the deep stars overhead.
We hadn’t brought any bags ourselves, because we didn’t have anything to bring, but I spotted a display of holobands on our way out. A holoband was a device you could strap to your wrist that would allow you to remotely connect to any aether network you wanted—including your own ship’s private computers. That meant that if someone sent a message to your ship, you’d be able to read the message even from the planet’s surface.
Holobands were expensive, but for the first time in my life, I had money. Todd’s money, granted, but—
“Sean,” Tamara hissed.
I’d forgotten to tell them what I was thinking, and I’d just started walking towards the display. “Holobands!” I said over my shoulder, and pointed.
We gathered at the display. Tamara took up a position at my side, angled so that she could see directly behind me, watching my back. Indigo stood a few feet past us both, standing in such a way that the crowd had to break around him, and he could see everyone in front of us and behind Tamara. Between the two of them, every sightline was covered. You know, like normal people did when they were shopping in a normal way.
The young woman monitoring the holoband booth eyed us. I smiled winsomely at her while I used my stolen funds to purchase and unlock three of the holobands from the display.
I passed out the holobands. “For you, and for you, and would both of you calm the hell down,” I said.
“Don’t you tell me to calm the hell down,” Tamara said. “There’s a lot of fucking people here.”
“That was the idea, to get lost in a crowd.”
“What happened in the bioscanner?” Indigo asked, pitching his voice soft.
I closed the strap of the holoband around my wrist and started tapping in the information that would let me connect directly with the Alula’s computers. “I’m not sure. It must’ve been the nanomachines.”
“The nanomachines?” Tamara hissed. “From the Nameless?”
“I thought they were all gone. I didn’t think I’d trigger the bioscan—”
“What does it mean for you if they’re not gone?!”
“I don’t think they’re active,” I said. Life would’ve been easier if I’d had a few active nanomachines left; those things had been pretty helpful in the end. “I think it’s just their little metal corpses floating around in my veins.”
“When we get back to the Alula I’m going to get the medical scanner,” Tamara said. “I want a look at your brain, make sure you don’t have any more of those things—fuck!”
It was someone walking past, giant suitcase following at their heels. They bumped into Tamara, shoulder to shoulder, a full body jostle, and were gone.
Asshole, I thought, but Tamara’s reaction was not what I expected. She flinched, full body, like she only barely managed to check herself from bolting. She shuddered, all over, then pressed her palms to her eyes, like she could push through her sockets straight to her skull.
“We need to move,” Indigo said, reaching one arm behind Tamara as a guide or a shield, and touching my elbow with the other.
I led us down towards the grand doors to the massive space elevator, where a long queue of people lined up to take the next car down. We joined the queue, like normal humans who hadn’t committed any crimes.
Except that normal humans didn’t usually watch the crowd around them with quick, darting eyes. Tamara was from the Republic; what was with her? “You’re going to scare the kids.”
“What did you tell the soldier when he took you in the back room?” Tamara asked.
“I told him how I’ve been lately. Then I asked him about his wife. Is that what’s freaking you out? He’s Officer Miles; we have a long-standing arrangement.”
“You bribed that man?”
“No,” I said, surprised; it had never occurred to me before. “Do you think I should have?”
“I don’t know, Sean—you didn’t even tell us that you had a friend on the inside!”
“I didn’t even know if he was on shift. What are you so antsy for? It’s like you’ve never been in a crowd.”
She cast me a brief, furious look, lips thinned. An instant later realization hit me, and I felt like the stupidest, most awful man in the Sister Systems. Tamara had been on the Nameless all alone for the past five years. The Nameless, which was totally empty except for monsters. The Nameless, where any loud sound or bright light would get you killed. And now here she stood in the chaos of the tourist crowd into Illin, a thousand voices and a million lights and people jostling her, surrounded by more movement and sound and light than she’d faced in half a decade. She must’ve felt like she was drowning, her every instinct telling her to run, to fight, to escape.
Guilt was a thick and viscous thing in my throat. “Go back to the Alula, Tamara. Indigo, you too. I won’t be gone long.”
“Won’t you?” Tamara said.
The vast doors to the space elevator opened ahead before I could reply. We moved with the crowd—had to, or else they would have moved us on their own—through the wide doors and into the massive car.
The elevator car was so big that there was space to fit all of us and then some. We made our way to the far side of the car, where it was a little quieter and fewer people were gathered.
I should tell them the truth. I should tell them about Brigid. But Brigid had said not to tell anyone; if I told Tamara, would I lose Brigid? If I told Tamara, if she realized that I’d gotten us trapped here for my own selfish reasons, then I would lose her for sure. She’d be furious with me.
The gong sounded, warning us that the elevator doors were about to close; a moment later, the vast doors on the other side of the room slid shut. The floor beneath us jolted, and then we were moving, a steady descent, so smooth that aside from that first drop the movement was unnoticeable. Gasps and murmurs traveled through the car as we emerged from the belly of the customs station and the windows came uncovered, revealing a view of clouds and horizon and warm sunlight as we fell gently towards the surface of Parnasse.
Tamara walked off to stand by the window, in an empty spot where she was far from anyone else. “Tamara,” I started.
“Leave her be,” Indigo advised me, softly.
Because she was furious with me. And why wouldn’t she be? I was putting her through hell and not telling her why.
I looked at Indigo. He stood next to me, looking towards Tamara and the window, but not going towards the glass. He must be almost as out of his element as Tamara was. I didn’t know what sort of cities there were in Maria Nova, but I doubted that Indigo had ever walked among humans like this before. If anyone in this room realized he was a Minister, they would all turn on him. And yet, despite that sword hanging over his head, he hadn’t said a word of protest to my frankly insane plan. He’d just gone with it, his support as immense as it was silent.
“I wish I’d known you before Kystrom,” I said.
He startled, badly, a graceless full body flinch that was wholly at odds with his usual immortal poise. He took in a breath sharply, halfway, then let it out slowly, and the inhuman stillness returned to his frame.
“You would not have liked me,” he said.
I should’ve left it at that. But it was like picking at a scab. All the knowledge and best intentions in the world didn’t hold up to the itch. “Why not?”
“I was arrogant, callous, and short-sighted.” Indigo spoke so calmly, it was like he was speaking of a stranger. “I thought only of the glory of the Ministerium and saw all my actions as necessary evils for that end. I did not believe that I could make any serious mistakes. Until I did.”
“You’re over three hundred years old. How could you have never made a mistake?”
“I only made the kind of mistakes that I could ignore.”
Until Kystrom. A mistake, he called it. Such a little word.
“I told you that my interests have always been limited.” Indigo spoke in the manner of a man who had been wondering for some time how to make this confession. “My only interests before Kystrom were war, the waging thereof, and how to make that waging more efficient. There was nothing of me then that would have been worth your knowing.”
FIFTEEN YEARS AGO WITH MY FAMILY ON KYSTROM
(SEVEN YEARS BEFORE THEY ALL DIED)
I HOARD THE memories of my family like a starving man hoards food: the things that I need the most, I consume.
Memories too-often remembered grew pale and thin with wear. I did not have very many memories of my family. I spent only seventeen years with them. It’s been eight years since then. Another eight years more, and I’ll have spent nearly as much time without my family as with. What kind of memories will I have left then?
I remembered a dinner, once; me and Brigid and my parents all sitting down to eat. My mother had cooked rather than my father that night. My mother was an excellent gardener—but a terrible, terrible cook. Still, we’d all sat there and tried to eat her noodles, stuffing forkful after forkful of oddly sweet sauce into our mouths and trying not to taste it as it went down, until Brigid broke.
My sister giggled. She stuffed more food into her mouth to hide it, but couldn’t bring herself to swallow, and so there she sat, noodles in her mouth, hanging down to her plate. Giggling and giggling until it sounded like she was choking on her meal, which only made her giggle the more, unable to spit out the mouthful or swallow it, and caught with it on her tongue. She was so stupid-looking that I started to laugh, too, and our father was giving us a look, but that was just water on an oil fire.
“It’s not very good, is it,” my mother observed, rueful; my father choked. Brigid was in tears, still with noodles hanging out of her mouth, wiggling every time she giggled. My mother arched a brow at my father and he covered his face with his hand, like I wouldn’t know he was laughing anyway from the shaking of his arms.
“Who wants seconds?” my mother asked, and we all laughed together, united, a family, and that, that is what the Indigo Minister took from me.
HERE AND NOW
THE ATTACK ON Kystrom that wiped out my city, Itaka, had been carried out by a Minister force under command of a Minister named Shay. A Minister that I had met, ignorant of his past, and nicknamed Indigo. He’d told me the truth late in our acquaintance, and—well, here we were.
I wanted to forget what Indigo had told me. I wanted to forget the truth of his past. I couldn’t. I don’t know how to like a person and be angry with them at the same time.
The planet Parnasse loomed in the elevator window, bigger and bigger; the silver spider of Illin on its surface grew larger in width and verticality, and we descended between skyscrapers like teeth jutting out of the soil. Down and down, until the vast glassy buildings that had seemed as small as needles became as great as mountains, and the distant ripple of lights and movement on the city streets closed over us like a river. The elevator car shuddered to a stop, its feet on the ground, and the crowd began gathering again at the door, this time to emerge onto the surface of the planet, the middle of the city.
We had arrived.



CHAPTER 14:
PERISOROR
AS SOON AS I set foot outside of the elevator car and onto the soil of Illin, light blinded me.
We were in the massive plaza just outside the city limits where the space elevator was rooted into the ground, so I couldn’t blame the brightness on city lights. When we’d visited Parnasse to bother Todd, we’d landed on the other side of the planet. On this side of Parnasse, we could see not only the Terra Novan sun, blazing above the horizon, but also the bright star of its twin, the Maria Novan sun, hanging in the sky overhead.
Usually, the Marian sun was about as bright as one of Kystrom’s moons—that is to say, bright enough to read by, but dim enough to ignore. Now, the Marian sun was so bright it was more like standing a foot away from a bare bulb. I could feel the radiance on my skin. We all cast dual shadows on the asphalt.
I’d been to Parnasse many times, but never seen the Marian sun quite this big or bright. “Is it Perisoror?”
“I think it must be,” Tamara said, shielding her own eyes against the blaze. She moved her fingers like she was counting on them. “Yes—it’s Perisoror this year.”
The Sister Systems had gotten their name from their close connection: Maria Nova and Terra Nova were a binary star system. They orbited each other in a long, slow rotation that took almost eighty standard years to complete. At Apsoror, they were furthest apart. At Perisoror, they were closest.
There had never been either Apsoror or Perisoror in my lifetime. Until now, that is. I squinted up at the second sun and marveled at how close we were to Maria Nova—at how close we were to Indigo’s homeland.
I looked for Indigo and found him behind me, gazing up at the stars without shielding himself from their blaze. The expression on his face was something I could not name, some unspeakable feeling that was sister to longing, or to regret.
Indigo must have seen a Perisoror before. He must’ve seen—I did some quick math in my head—three Perisorors in his lifetime. The last Perisoror had been eighty years ago, before the Republic had rebelled. It was theoretically possible that eighty years ago, Indigo had stood on this very planet as one of its rulers, and watched the two stars approach.
“When was the last time you came to Parnasse?” I asked him.
“Before the last Perisoror,” he answered, as if he’d known what I was wondering. He lowered his head, looking at the plaza around us, instead of at the stars. “Is it never dark here?”
The lights of advertisements shivered over his skin. I looked at the city around us with fresh eyes. Illin was a city of light. The twin suns meant that even nighttime could be bright, and so the city did not have a universal time to sleep. It was awake always, its massive towers gleaming beneath the Sister stars.
Each square of the city sidewalk was hollow, with a screen underneath, flashing brilliant colors as it advertised for whatever product. Some squares even had projected holograms above the sidewalk, like ghosts gathered on the streets, smiling and sightless. The dual suns were so bright at midday that the advertisements were almost washed out; to compensate for the brilliance of Perisoror, the displays got even brighter.
Such violent brightness must be strange to a Minister, whose language was spoken in flashes of light. “Usually. Is it like screaming to you?”
“What the hell kind of question is that?” Tamara said, her voice taut.
“A question for me,” Indigo said. “It is very bright. I imagine that with time it would fade into… white noise.”
“Putting the screaming aside,” Tamara said, in a tone like she thought we were being unconscionably morbid. She’d raised her arm and was tapping at the surface of her holoband. “I’ve created a police scanner, using what I know of standard precinct codes. It’s stored on the Alula so you should be able to access it from your holoband—”
“Whoa, Lantern-Eyes,” I said. “Impressive.”
“It’s basic, but at least we can track police movements and communications if we have to. I’ve set it to listen for keywords including our names, real and false, and words like ‘Minister’ and ‘Maria Nova’.”
She was going to get about a million results a second for the latter query, given the nearness of Perisoror. “You don’t need to worry; our IDs will hold up.”
“It’s good to have a backup in case we end up doing something more intense than sightseeing.”
“We’re not going to do anything exciting,” I said. “We’re going to lie low for a day or two, until Todd Ketel forgets all about us. And we’ll refuel and restock while we’re here. Hey, how about I go see my contact for some supplies while you two go shopping? I’m starting to think that we might need to buy some new clothes.”
“We’ll accompany you,” Indigo said.
Damn it.
We crossed the sun-baked asphalt of the plaza together, headed for the shuttle that would take us across the massive plaza and into the city itself, glimmering in the distance. The air around us smelled of hot asphalt, of the scorched charcoal and ozone aroma of outer space that still clung to the surface of the elevator.
The first shuttle to arrive was full, boisterous with laughter and volume. I would’ve climbed aboard and soaked up the atmosphere of celebration, but Tamara grabbed my arm and pulled me back, shaking her head. We let it pass without boarding.
The next shuttle to arrive was considerably emptier. This one, Tamara deigned to approve of. I climbed on first, with Indigo behind and Tamara taking up the rear.
I seated myself in the back, angling my body towards the wall to keep some privacy on my holoband. Every city in the Republic had its own aether network, full of local news and information. You could use virtual networks to access a local aethernet from another planet, if you wanted, but the distances involved tended to make the connection buggy and slow. Now that I was on Illin, I could get onto their local aether, and hopefully track down the exact address of that person Brigid had told me to find. What was his name? Oh, right, Luke Kane—
“Shove over,” Tamara said. She was standing over me, halfway to sitting on me or the chair. I hastily closed my search before she could read the hologram and shifted to give her room.
“Personal space?” I said, but she ignored me.
I bounced my leg up and down for the whole shuttle ride, trapped between Tamara and Indigo on one side, and the wall of the bus on the other. No privacy to do some discreet searching for Luke Kane’s address. No chance to sneak out and look for him myself.
The shuttle came to a rocking stop, and people began to disembark. I trailed out after Tamara and Indigo. “My contact’s place isn’t too far from here. But there’s really no reason for you to come with.”
“We want to meet your contact,” Tamara said.
Did she know something was up? It was hard to tell. Tamara was extremely tense right now, even by her high standards for nervous tension. Most of that tension seemed directed at the crowds around us rather than me, but I wasn’t convinced she didn’t suspect me of anything.
I wished she and Indigo had stayed safely on the Alula. But since they hadn’t, I’d have to find a different way to ditch them.
“My contact is in an alley two blocks that way,” I said. “They’ll help us refuel our ship.”
And they’d help me sneak away.



CHAPTER 15:
THE CICERO
THE CICERO LIVED in the basement beneath an overstuffed grocery in the part of town where the Illinich police did not bother to patrol.
Nor did food and safety officers bother to visit. This was where to get the ripest, cheapest, widest variety of foods, if you didn’t mind sifting through sticky barrels full of fruits while flies buzzed around your wrists. The grocery was so full it spilled out onto the sidewalk, where the stands and tables, laden down with vegetables, effectively obscured whatever product was supposed to be advertised underneath.
The store owners had rearranged the maze of crates and tables since last I was here, but I still knew how to cut through the crowd. I wormed my way back to the rear counter, where the owner of the grocery—related to my contact somehow, though I’d never managed to figure out how—was sitting with a fan and chatting with her eldest daughter.
“Hi,” I said, pitching my voice low, although there weren’t any cops in this crowd. “Is the Cicero in?”
She regarded me for a time, her fan the only thing moving, like she was reading my intentions through my skin.
I must’ve come out clean. She gestured for me to wait then disappeared into the back room, pushing between sheets of clouded plastic. I glanced back and found my companions arranged in a peculiar fashion. Indigo had somehow managed to box Tamara into a corner behind shelves, where she leaned against the wall with her eyes shut, almost totally out of sight of the rest of the store. Indigo stood in front of her, so casually it looked like he’d stood there by accident, and he peered over the back counter with veiled fascination.
“Is there anywhere like this in… back home?” I asked.
“Not where it would have been appropriate for me to go,” he replied.
I had a number of follow-up questions, but at that moment the proprietress re-emerged, fan still in hand, still looking very hot and very bored. “They’ll see you downstairs,” she said.
I rounded the counter and pushed through the plastic sheets, hearing Indigo and Tamara follow me. The sheets were doing a very poor job at blocking out the flies. There was still a little swarm of them in the back, buzzing around the pale glow of an automated zapper. Every couple of seconds, the machine would strike out with a flash of miniature lightning; a fly, hit, would join its dead brethren lying on the ground beneath the zapper, and the faint smell of ozone would fill the air. I stepped carefully over the fallen dead so that I could reach the narrow staircase in the back of the room and we could descend into the definitely-illegal basement.
A rainbow of lights, dim and shifting, illuminated the rough basement walls. There were no lights down here: that glow was the light of the holograms in the sidewalk, seen from underneath.
In the far end of the room, beneath the sidewalk hologram like they had been immersed under the surface of a glowing pond, sat the Cicero. They lifted their round face, saw me, and said, “Sean. Back for fuel?”
“Fuel, food, filters,” I said, crossing the room until I could seat myself at a pillow beside the Cicero. “The usual.”
“Will Benny appear at my door soon, too?”
“Not unless it’s his ghost.”
I regretted it as soon as I said it. The Cicero’s underground rooms always put me in a strange mood—or maybe it was just that ghosts seemed to draw close around me, these past few days.
“Benny’s dead,” I said. “These are my new companions, Tamara and Indigo. And I have a new ship—I’ll need a different mix of fuel.”
The Cicero peered up at my companions, squinting. They were very nearsighted, I knew, but they hated to wear their glasses at home. Catch them outside, though—usually during the time of day when the Terran sun was set, and only the Marian sun was risen—and you’d find them in glasses as big as bug’s eyes.
“What kind of fuel?” they asked.
“UT Composite 53,” Tamara volunteered, and seated herself on a cushion across from me. She seemed a lot calmer down here than she had in the store or on the streets. “Enriched, if possible.”
“You have a more expensive vessel,” the Cicero said.
“And deeper pockets to go with,” I said.
They contemplated for a moment, hands folding in their lap to hide the way their fingers twitched as they counted in their head.
“I had a recent shipment of air filters arrive at great discount,” they said at last. “I can provide those at a lower price to offset the cost of the fuel.”
“Cicero,” I said. “I have the money.”
They peered at me once more, then nodded, accepting my generosity. What good was stealing all of Todd’s money, after all, if I wasn’t going to spend it on my friends? The Cicero straightened up in a way that I recognized as their prelude to concluding the deal.
This next bit would be tricky—I couldn’t speak in Sister Standard, or Kystrene, because both my companions understood Sister and Indigo understood Kystrene. Luckily for me, the Cicero was old Illinich; they spoke not just Sister Standard, but the ancient patois of Illin.
“Wait,” I said, in Illinich, secure in the knowledge that neither Tamara nor Indigo could understand. “I have one more favor to ask.”
“Ask,” the Cicero replied, in the same language.
“I need you to tell my friends that you and I need to discuss the delivery at length,” I said. “That they should go do their other errands without me.”
I thought that they would press me for answers, but the Cicero did not bat an eye. They simply turned to Tamara on her pillow, and Indigo standing over us both, and said in Sister Standard, “I need to speak to Sean about the particulars of delivery. This will take some time.”
“We’ll wait,” Tamara said.
“You may wait outside,” the Cicero said, in a tone that allowed for no disagreement.
Tamara tensed; Indigo looked at me. I gave them my best bashful smile.
“I tried to warn you,” I said. “Look, I’ve got to take care of this. It usually takes about an hour—you shouldn’t wait around. Go do whatever shopping you need. I’ll call you on the holo when I’m done.”
Tamara’s eyes narrowed. There it was, I thought, with dread settling sick in my gut. The anger I was expecting.
Indigo set his hand on Tamara’s shoulder. “Call us when you are done,” he told me.
Tamara got up off her pillow and they both left the way we had come, up the rickety little stairs. I was left alone in the basement with the Cicero and the cold dread of the realization that when Tamara found out what was really going on, she would never forgive me.
“Thanks,” I said to the Cicero. “I’m going to borrow your aether for a few minutes, then sneak out once they’re gone.”
The Cicero just nodded. They settled back into their cushion, leaning against the wall, and the flickering shapes of the inverse hologram passed over their face like leaves dappling sunlight on the forest floor.
I said, “Don’t you want to know why I sent my friends away?”
“Not even family knows all the secrets of a man’s life,” the Cicero said, their eyes still closed. “Whatever you have gotten yourself involved in, Sean, it is not my affair.”



CHAPTER 16:
THE EMPTY ROOM
YOU COULD ALMOST always find out a person’s home address just from the aether if you were patient and kind of stubborn about it. I pinned down Luke Kane’s address within fifteen minutes in the Cicero’s basement, then snuck out through the back door of the grocery, successfully avoiding any contact with my two companions. Luke’s apartment was a good fifty minutes’ walking distance from the grocery, or fifteen by vehicle. I could hire a car, sure, or take the subterra, which by all accounts was a fast and effective method of getting around, if you could figure out the maps. Or I could take a trip on one of the vehicles that Illin was iconic for, that used art-grav fields to float effortlessly into the air, soaring over and between the towering buildings, and landing again at your destination like a flea hopping around on the back of a dog: the aptly named hoppers.
A hopper was fastest, and the view was best. When a hopper descended lightly to the pad and hummed there, awaiting its next customer, I took it to Luke Kane.
All the windows around me as I flew had been blacked out, perfect mirrors embedded in the walls of their buildings reflecting streets, cars, pedestrians, hoppers. It was standard for windows in the Republic to be treated with a kind of material that could block out all light with a flip of a switch. That way, even during the closest approach of the sister star, the people here could still sleep—but it meant everyone outside was trapped in a city walled with ten thousand mirrors.
I saw myself reflected as I reached for the glass door of Luke Kane’s apartment. I didn’t often see my own reflection in full like this. In my head, I was younger, blonder, lankier; the way I was when I was seventeen. But my hair had darkened since then, and I kept it shorter than I used to. My face had thinned out. My shoulders had gotten broader. I looked—not a teenage boy, certainly, but it was more than that. I looked like a man I might be wary of if I came across him unexpectedly. Someone my imp urged me to harass, just to see how dangerous he really was.
The answer was: not dangerous at all. This mirror was lying. I shook my head at my reflection and pushed my way in.
The front lobby was committed to a kind of façade of bohemian poverty. A single doorman sat behind an old-fashioned desk, surrounded by unsorted boxes—a real, human doorman, despite the fact that I could see an expensive surveillance system and fingerprint-based locks for the elevator. Benny had always hated buildings like this, where rich sons and daughters play-acted poverty. He’d spit venom about the residents in private, then act contemptuously polite to their faces. I never hated them. I just thought they were a little foolish. I’d been poor—really poor—and there wasn’t much glamour to it. If I’d still had a family to rely upon, I wouldn’t pretend like I didn’t.
The human doorman was the key. I took a quick glance over the packages as I approached. I didn’t see Luke Kane’s name, but that was fine. I knew he was in one of the upper floors. If I could just get into the building, I could improvise.
There was a package for a Tir Cunningham in apartment 6A. Perfect.
“Hey, man,” I said to the doorman, in my best and broadest Republican accent. I even pitched for the nasality that was local to Illin. “My friend’s having a party upstairs but he’s not answering the holo. Do you know which floor Tir’s on? Tir Cunningham.”
“Yeah, he’s on six,” the doorman said. He was leaning back in his chair and making absolutely no attempt to check my identity at all. “I thought he was away home until Sunday.”
Hm, shit. “No, he’s back—unless he gave me the wrong date—”
“If you’re going up, could you bring him his package?”
“Sure thing,” I said, and successfully did not grin like a maniac.
The doorman unlocked the elevator for me without moving from his seat; I entered with the package in my arms. The interior was lined with mirrors, silvered with faked age. I stared into my own reflected face. Was everything in this city mirrored?
The image of my face split in two down the center; the doors opened again, this time on the sixth floor. I stepped out onto the gray paneled floor and looked from side to side. Okay. Now, time to find Luke Kane.
I was in luck: the doors in this building all had nameplates beside them. I found Tir Cunningham at apartment 6A and left his package in front of his door, then wandered up and down the hall, reading nameplates as I passed. No Luke Kane on this floor.
A convenient little fact about Republican buildings is that the internal fire stairs of Republican buildings were not legally allowed to lock behind you. That meant that, provided you got past the doorman, you could wander freely between the floors of any building that was up to code.
I decided to try at least one floor down. The fire door was easy to find; I pushed it open and jogged down the flight of dirty stairs beneath the watchful eye of a camera set into the ceiling. I could only hope the doorman’s apathy towards his job extended to watching the cameras.
As soon as I stepped out onto the fifth floor, I found Luke Kane’s front door.
It was the flowers that gave it away. They were white, many-petalled—chrysanthemums, in bundles or in vases, set neatly up against the wall or fallen over into piles of their own dropped leaves and shed petals.
I have visited many memorials. I’ve grown familiar with the faces that mourning takes. I knew at once that Luke Kane was dead.
My heart sank. The empty hallway of the Republican apartment building, which had seemed so innocuous before, struck me as ominously hushed now. I stepped over the fallen petals until I reached Luke Kane’s front door. I lifted my hand to knock—perhaps the memorial wasn’t for Luke? Maybe it had been for his neighbor on the other side, and had spilled over, closer to his door?—but when my knuckles touched the wood, the wood gave way.
The door was open. I couldn’t see anything through the gap, only a faint glow from within. A tiny voice in my head that sounded distinctly like Tamara Gupta said, This could be a trap, Sean.
Brigid had sent me here. Brigid needed something.
And—come on, Sean, let’s be real. Like you’re not going to go in.
I pushed the door open.
It was empty. The creak of the door opening echoed; my first step in echoed even louder. No rugs, no couches, no furniture at all. The windows had been darkened—all except for one. It had been left clear, and the light from the Marian sun streamed in, setting the person standing beside the window into silhouette.
It was a woman. Her face and features invisible, blocked out by the brightness of the sun. But definitely, definitely a woman standing there, waiting for me.
I said, “Brigid?”



CHAPTER 17:
SISTER
(ALL THE DEAD ARE ANGELS)
THE WOMAN REACHED out towards the window brightness controls on the wall. I waited, heart in my throat, to see her face. It had been eight years since I’d seen Brigid’s face. I had a hard time remembering what it looked like, sometimes. The last time I’d ever seen her face it had been smashed in by a Minister’s blow—
The window beside the woman brightened, the sunlight-blocking patina going clear. And in the sudden rush of light into the room I saw her clearly.
It was not my sister who stood in the room. The woman was pale-skinned, but the skin of her face was heavily freckled, with most of the freckles centered around the bridge of her nose. She was petite and curvier than my sister had ever been, with a wild halo of curly red hair that only added to the sense of volume. She appeared closer to Tamara’s age than the age Brigid would be now. She was, definitively, not Brigid.
My heart sank so low that I could not speak. My lungs would not let go of their air. It had been absurd to expect to see Brigid—she’d told me that she would meet me after I got the Purifier or whatever from Luke Kane—and yet, in that instant, I’d hoped.
“Who are you?” the woman asked.
“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I thought you were—I’m Sean. I was a… friend of Luke’s.”
The woman wrung her hands together, fingers twisting tight enough to go white. Not at all put at ease by my answer. I guessed that made sense. No woman was ever happy to see a strange man burst into a room while they were alone.
“I’m so sorry!” I said, and took a step backwards. I didn’t want to scare a stranger, especially not one who looked so upset already. And I really didn’t want her to do something drastic, like call the cops. “I just came by to pay my respects, but my respects are paid, so I’ll—”
“Wait,” the woman said.
I stopped, my heel on the threshold. I watched as she visibly struggled to control herself, her fingers wringing tight, her throat moving as she swallowed. She said, “Luke was murdered. If you know—”
“Murdered?” If Luke Kane had died from, like, a heart attack or something, that would’ve been tragic, mundane, plain bad luck. But murder was something else.
“Yes, murdered.” The woman was watching me now, close. “You didn’t know?”
“I just heard he died,” I said.
“He was murdered. So if there’s anything you know, anyone in his life who—”
“Who did you say you were again?” I asked.
“I’m Mina,” she said. “Luke’s sister.”
FIFTEEN YEARS BEFORE I SCARED THE SHIT OUT OF LUKE KANE’S SISTER
(SEVEN YEARS BEFORE MY SISTER DIED)
THE FIRST FUNERAL I remembered was my mother’s mother’s when I was ten.
Nana was the last of my grandparents. Baba, Grandpa, and Grandma had all died when I was so young that it didn’t really register: they were gone, and they had always been gone. But Nana’s funeral I remembered.
I sat in the church, her body on the altar, fully drained of its blood. The hymns being sung swelled and crested like the relentless tides of the sea. My mother stood alongside the corpse, her own face nearly as pale as the body’s. Brigid’s breath hitched out of beat with the hymn. Her face was streaked with tears.
My father, on Brigid’s other side, sighed. “Come on, little princess. It’s time for the letting.”
The bloodletting. We would scarify ourselves for Nana—the second scar I would ever get. The first had been for her husband, my Baba. (Little did I know how many I would accumulate, years down the line.)
Brigid, however, did not rise. She said to our father, “You shouldn’t go.”
My father glanced around. “Brigid. Let’s go.”
“You shouldn’t go. You didn’t even like her.”
I hadn’t liked Nana all that much, either, to tell the truth. One time I’d broken a little figurine she kept in her house by accident. She’d made me go get one of my own toys, and broke that in front of me. Blood for blood, Seanie, she’d said. There’s not always space for forgiveness.
“Let’s go, Brigid,” my father said, firmly, and Brigid—tear-streaked—got up and went. I watched her go to the front of the altar, where the priest cut her pinky finger; I followed her, and flinched through the pinch of the blade. It was so fine it felt like a papercut, and stung just as much. I dripped my blood onto Nana’s dry hand and felt guilty for how little I felt.
When I joined my father back at the pew, Brigid had gone to the bathroom alone to cry. My father put an arm around my shoulders.
Under the shelter of his arm, in the quiet of the next prayer, I said, “You didn’t like Nana, though.”
“No matter who they were in life,” my father said, “all the dead are angels.”
HERE AND NOW
LUKE KANE’S SISTER stood before me, standing tense and brittle, like a glass that had been cracked and might fly to pieces at any new pressure. In Mina Kane I recognized my own grief, more clearly than I’d recognized myself in any of the building’s many mirrors; in an instant I forgot Brigid, the Purifier, Todd Ketel; my purpose, my fears; everything except my grief, that Mina, Luke’s sister, here shared.
“I am so, so sorry,” I said.
Mina shifted a little, a thawing leaf softening in sunlight. “You’ve lost someone, too?”
“A little sister.”
“Luke was my little brother,” Mina said. “He was… I was supposed to look after him.”
Her voice broke. She raised her hand to her mouth as if she could hold the edges of her voice together, like grinding the jagged edges of a broken bottle back into place. Mina Kane was soft, I realized. Sad eyes, soft. A downturn to her mouth, soft. I wondered if she’d been soft like this all her life, or if Luke’s loss had made her so.
“I knew he was involved in something dangerous,” Mina said. “But I didn’t think…”
“It doesn’t matter what he did,” I said. “All the dead are angels.”
She laughed, damp, strangely bitter.
“How long ago did this happen?” I asked.
“Two days.”
Two days ago. Brigid’s first message to me had been sent six days ago: when she’d first asked me for help, Luke had still been alive. But Brigid’s second message, directing me to Luke Kane, had been sent only a few hours ago—long after he was dead. She had said that it was too dangerous for her to be in contact with him. Apparently ‘too dangerous’ had spelled out ‘deadly’ for Luke Kane.
“I don’t know what to do,” Mina said. “I came here to clean up his apartment. It’s what you have to do when someone dies, and it isn’t important, but…”
“So you have to deal with all his things,” I realized. Including, probably, his Purifier. Whatever that was. Hopefully it wasn’t something important to a grieving sister.
“Hey, Mina?” I said, because she’d gone quiet. “You all right?”
“Fine,” Mina said. “You’re Kystrene, aren’t you?”
I hadn’t been maintaining the carefully bland Republican accent I’d put on when talking to the doorman—the moment I’d mistaken Mina for Brigid, any thought of linguistic integrity was lost—but still, I couldn’t see how it mattered. “From a very long time ago.”
“I follow world events very closely.” Mina turned her head away a little, as if that would hide her wiping at her eyes. “What the Ministers did to your country was terrible.”
“It was a long time ago.”
She nodded. The angle she held her head at now partially obscured her expression, making it hard to read against the blinding backdrop of the sister suns.
“You said you thought I was a friend of yours, when you arrived,” Mina said. “Which friend was that? The one you called me—Brigid?”
“Brigid didn’t even know Luke,” I lied. “You just sort of looked like her for a minute, in the dark. I’m sorry for intruding, Mina. I should leave you alone.”
“My brother never mentioned you. You’ve never gone by another name, have you?”
I’d gone by many other names, but none of them were known to Luke Kane. “No, sorry. Goodbye, Mina. I’m so, so sorry.”
I left her standing there in her dead brother’s apartment, by the blazing window. I walked past the wilting flowers and I went to the elevator, waited for the ding, and stepped on. All perfectly ordinary things for a perfectly ordinary visitor to do.
The elevator doors shut behind me. Luke’s apartment was completely empty, so Mina probably wouldn’t stay there much longer. I’d go downstairs and wait, hidden, until she emerged from the building. Then I would follow her back to her home, where she must be keeping her dead brother’s effects—including the Purifier.
I needed that Purifier. For all I knew, Luke had been murdered for it—which meant that if his innocent sister had it in her possession, I had to get it before something bad happened to her, too.
The elevator doors chimed open at the ground floor, opening back out into the lobby. The doorman was still stationed at his desk, ignoring the pile of packages, and by the front door—
I stopped short. She stood there, right next to the front door, arms folded across her chest. It wasn’t that I wasn’t glad to see her. It was that I hadn’t wanted to see her here.
“Hello, Sean,” Tamara said.



CHAPTER 18:
ADMITTEDLY SUSPICIOUS BEHAVIOR
WHAT I WOULDN’T do to be back aboard the Nameless, where a timely monster could save me from an unwanted conversation. “What happened to shopping?” I said.
“I did it online while I waited for you.” She lifted her wrist, waving a hand over her holoband so that its display triggered, the glowing image of some clothing aethernet site appearing over her arm. Because it was Tamara, even the gesture was sarcastic. “I know I’m five years out of date, but even back in my time, you could do your shopping remote.”
Okay. Okay, shit, so she’d been here for a while. “Where’s Indigo?”
“Back at the base of the space elevator, coordinating deliveries to the Alula.”
I glanced around the lobby anyway. All I saw was the doorman, watching us with curiosity.
“I’ll just skip waiting for your next question; yes, he knows you’re up to something, too,” Tamara said.
The elevator whirred softly behind me, machinery moving behind the doors. I glanced up—the display over the doors showed that the elevator was going to the fifth floor.
That would be Mina Kane leaving her brother’s empty apartment. I grabbed Tamara by the arm and pulled her out through the darkened doors. Past the doors it was bright, the Marian sun shining overhead; it had cooled down a little, but not much.
“Where are we going?” Tamara wanted to know.
“We’re going back to the Alula. You’re heading over first. Indigo will need help with those deliveries.”
“I think he’s capable of that on his own.”
The apartment building’s doors swung open again. We were much too exposed out here on the sidewalk. I grabbed Tamara by her bony shoulders and dragged her deeper into the shadow of the neighboring building. Then I arranged her between me and the opening door.
Over her shoulder, past the thin halo of black hairs escaping from her ponytail, I saw the apartment door swing open, the mirrored glass catching in the sun. Mina Kane stepped out, looking both more real and more distant in the sunlight. She would be easy to follow. Her voraciously orange curls marked her out among the crowd.
“So, are you going to let me in on what’s happening here, or am I going to have to guess,” Tamara said.
Mina set off northward, the advertisements lighting up beneath her feet, coloring her bare legs pink and blue and yellow as she passed. “We’re going for a walk,” I said, and steered Tamara after Mina Kane.
“Is that what brought you all the way over here? A walk?”
“How did you even find me?”
“I hired one of those old-fashioned sniffer dogs and walked around the neighborhood until it caught your scent.”
That was bizarre. “Really, a dog?”
“No, not a dog,” Tamara said, exasperated. “Sean, we are all hooked up to the same network—I tracked your holoband.”
I hadn’t thought of that. Back when I traveled with Benny, he would’ve never—he would’ve just left me to deal with my business on my own. Maybe he would’ve called me and told me to hurry the fuck up. He definitely wouldn’t have tracked me down.
“No?” Tamara said. “Nothing? Not even an excuse?”
“Do I need an excuse to go for a walk alone?”
Mina had crossed the street at the intersection ahead and entered a large plaza. There was a big fountain in the middle, the water lit up in a variety of colors as it sparkled across the stone. Some people were lounging, eating dinner or just enjoying the cool rays of the Marian star.
There was also a considerable crowd of chippers gathered along the walkway, ambushing anyone who walked past. Chippers handed out small data chips and projectors that, when grasped between the thumb and forefinger, used the low-grade electrical impulses of the human body to project a weak hologram above the chip, usually in the form of an advertisement of some kind. Mina Kane walked through this crowd, avoiding chippers with the grace of a lifelong city girl.
We reached the intersection, but the traffic was wrong. I watched the sleek shapes of private cars stream past, and beyond them, a head of orange curls receding into the distance. Then the hologram blocking my path lifted, the traffic stopped—praise be to the God of Blood!—and I hurried across the blinking walkway and into the plaza.
“Maybe you’ll answer this question,” Tamara said. “Why are we stalking that woman?”
My heart slammed against the inside of my chest. “We’re not stalking anyone.”
“Curvy redhead, twelve o’clock?”
“I’m not… doing anything creepy.”
“But you are following her,” Tamara concluded.
“Look, this is—when is Indigo going to show up? Are you two waiting to drop the other shoe? Because if we could just get the scolding out of the way now, I have something I have to do.”
I picked up my speed, afraid to lose Mina in the distance. Tamara’s legs were nearly as long as mine, and she kept pace with me easily as we crossed into the center of the plaza. The first of the chippers approached us with the special gleam in his eye that came from a scammer spotting a tourist. I waved him off.
“Indigo isn’t waiting in the wings to jump on you,” Tamara said. “He trusts that you’ll tell us what’s wrong when you really need to.”
It was just the dry air, I told myself, that made my throat suddenly feel sore. “Don’t you trust me, Lantern-Eyes?”
“You had a bomb in your head once and didn’t tell me.”
“I had pretty good reasons not to.”
“Then be mad at me for not trusting you.” Tamara was suddenly in front of me—she could move fast when she wanted. All that soldier training, I guess. “Call me paranoid, too. But I don’t think you’ll tell us anything until it’s too late to do a damn thing about it.”
She might be shorter than me, and without an ounce of fat to pad out her skin and bones, but Lantern-Eyes was still a trained soldier who had survived on wit and physical prowess in a hostile spaceship alone for five years. She could easily overpower me if she had to. She probably wouldn’t even break a sweat. And she was angry enough to do it.
Except… Tamara didn’t look angry. The hand she’d set on my chest only rested lightly; it didn’t restrain. She looked up at me not like someone furiously trying to obstruct me, but like someone who was quietly, sincerely, genuinely worried.
A stranger grabbed me by the arm and yanked my attention away from Tamara.
It was a man I’d never met. He looked at me intently, an odd little smile on his mouth. I had an instant to remember that Luke Kane had been murdered, and I didn’t know how or why, and that I’d spent my afternoon making none-too-subtle queries about his death.
The man’s smile widened.
And then Tamara Gupta grabbed him by the throat and slammed him into the ground.



CHAPTER 19:
AN APPROPRIATE AND BALANCED REACTION TO STREET SOLICITATION
TAMARA HAD THE man on the ground in a blink. She twisted his one leg over the other and bent them up, pinning them with her torso while she pushed her forearm down against the back of his neck, holding him in a sort of painful, twisted pretzel position. It all happened so fast he couldn’t even shout, just let out a baffled sort of “pah!”
“Wow,” I said, my own heartrate quickening belatedly, shocked by how near the guy had gotten, “Good job,” and then I saw the holo chips scattered on the ground where the man had dropped them.
Oh. Shit. Tamara hadn’t knocked down a murderer, just a very enthusiastic chipper.
The crowd around us scattered, a few seconds after the struggle had ended. The chipper was making wheezing sounds, like he was trying to speak but hadn’t quite regained his breath, and Tamara leaned her weight higher on him like she thought he was going to try to escape.
“Um, Tamara,” I said.
“Should we call the police?” I heard someone wonder, shocked.
I bent down to see Tamara’s face. She had the same determined expression as I’d seen her wear during our battles on the Nameless, when she was beating up manikins and other monsters that were intent on killing her.
But this was just some guy. “Hey, Tamara,” I said, and set my hand on her shoulder. “He’s just a chipper.”
The muscles under my hand were so tense they were trembling lightly. And then that tension slackened. Tamara blinked and looked around, like she was surfacing from somewhere deep underwater, and was only just now realizing where she’d come up.
She got off the strange man as quickly as she’d knocked him down, but nowhere near as gracefully. I caught her arm so she wouldn’t fall.
Everyone in a five-yard radius was staring at us. “Okay, let’s go, quickly now,” I said, and with one arm around Tamara’s back, I marched us away from the epicenter of the commotion. The chipper had only just realized he’d been released. He shifted around, like he wasn’t sure if something had been broken, and said, “Hey!”
“Little bit faster,” I advised my companion, and turned our march into something closer to a jog. As soon as I thought we were a good distance from the commotion, I veered us off the main path and into the relative privacy behind a fountain, where we were less likely to be followed. “What was that?”
“Self-defense,” Tamara said.
“Against what? Advertisements for his comedy show?”
“As long as we are who we are, all of us are in danger in this city. We have to be on alert; it’s not any different than the Nameless.”
“This isn’t anything like the Nameless, Tama—”
“I know that!”
She shoved my hands off her shoulders and I let her go, too stunned to object. Tamara rubbed her hands over her face, a self-calming gesture, well-practiced. Then she sat down heavily on the edge of the fountain.
I looked ahead, in the direction that Mina Kane had gone. Mina had been too far to overhear the commotion, and she was so distant now that she was just a pinprick of fiery red, like a lit match. I might lose her if I didn’t start walking immediately.
I sat down next to Tamara. There were lights beneath the fountain, flashing rippled, muted colors. We cast shadows over the pavement, hunched figures side-by-side like birds sitting on a line.
“Keziah would enjoy this,” Tamara said.
“Who’s Keziah?”
“My little sister. And a little delinquent. Kind of like you, actually—she got into fights in grade school and enjoyed running from the cops. If she saw me now she’d laugh until she choked.”
“I never got into fights,” I said, and then, “Wait, there’s a Gupta girl who likes running from the cops?”
“Where I grew up, there’s this big war museum right in the center of town. And right in the center of the museum there’s this thing they call the Halo. It doesn’t look like much. It’s a big crystal—huge; it’d come up to your waist—with metal bands around it carved with little spiral patterns.”
It sounded kind of pretty. “Why is it called the Halo?”
“Because it kept the Ministers away during the war. There’s nothing special about it that we can tell; it glows at night, that’s all. But during the war, the Ministers wouldn’t bomb within five miles of the Halo. No one knows why, but it got a reputation as a safe space.”
“Like consecrated ground.”
“Exactly. Anyway, the museum is built around the Halo, big, grand room, full of ancient and irreplaceable artifacts. The Halo is extremely old. It’s a piece of our living history. You’re not supposed to climb on it.”
“Keziah climbed on it?” I was starting to like this sister of Tamara’s.
“Keziah made it all the way to the top,” Tamara said. “She was obsessed with that thing. I specifically told her not to touch it, but whenever I told her one thing, she always did the opposite. I was trying to get her down but people saw her, and then the soldiers came over, and the guns, and the shouting…”
“God of Blood,” I said.
“No one got shot, just scared. Keziah most of all. I felt terrible.”
“Why? You didn’t put her on it.”
“She was my responsibility. I should’ve been watching her more closely. It was exhausting, being responsible for all my sisters. The military was a vacation by comparison. Bet she’d laugh if she saw me now.”
I wondered how Brigid would feel if she saw me now. She’d told me once that I was good at making words come out, but bad at actually saying anything. I looked at Tamara, staring off into the corner of the plaza with her brows furrowed low over her big amber eyes, and I felt very bad at talking, indeed.
I said, “You can’t tell Indigo.”
“Tell Indigo what?”
“Why I’m here,” I said. “What I’m doing. I can’t even tell you, yet, because I’m not even sure if… I can’t tell you anything yet.”
Tamara considered my words. I saw her brain working in the furrows of her brow, the meticulous and precise machinery of her mind turning over what I’d said and finding all its flaws. I waited for the swift axe of her judgment and knew there was no way I could escape.
“Okay,” Tamara said, at last.
And then she said, “What can I do to help?”



CHAPTER 20:
LATE NIGHT PASSWORD SHARING
FOURTEEN YEARS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE
(SIX YEARS BEFORE SHE DIED)
I WOKE FROM a sleep so sound I had no memory of it, no dreams, only an absolute absence of self in some distant negative space. That’s the kind of sleep I imagined death must be like, in the years after my family died, during the years when I could not keep from thinking about the manner of their deaths. But at the time I woke I was just a child, and death was nothing more than the uncomfortable memory of my mother’s mother laid upon the altar, droplets of blood splattered on her stiff white hand.
“Sean,” someone said to me as I floundered, trapped in the paralysis of my own limbs. “Sean!”
I grabbed at the hands grasping my shoulders and tried to find a face in the dark. The pale light of Kystrom’s moons filtered through the window like a layer of dust on the edge of a table, barely outlining shapes in gray.
It was Brigid. Even then, only eleven years old, I felt the stirrings of a fear that would be realized six years later—the fear that something terrible had happened to my sister, to make her wake me like this. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
Brigid took a deep breath. The talons of fear sunk deeper into my chest.
Brigid said, “What’s the aethernet password?”
I remember that my sister—so strange; I’d nearly forgotten—I remember that my sister was stubborn. See, Brigid was the good child. I spent most of my evenings in detention and forgot to do my chores more often than not, but Brigid was always on the side of righteousness and obedience. In fact, when Brigid did get into trouble, it was usually my idea and my fault; she was my little shadow, following me everywhere and doing anything I did.
So on the rare occasions when Brigid did get in trouble and was punished for it, she honestly got a little stubborn about it.
Our parents had taken her electronic devices away in punishment. Brigid had snuck out of her bedroom in the night, stolen one of her confiscated devices, and tried to connect it to the family aether. Except you needed the password to get onto the aether, and she couldn’t ask our parents.
I stared up at my sister, half-invisible in the dark. She’d woken me from a perfect, dreamless sleep for no good reason at all. I did not get angry often, but in that moment, I seriously considered getting mad.
I laughed. She looked startled, then abashed, like she’d only just then realized how absurd her actions had been.
I didn’t give her the password.
HERE AND NOW
I FELT NOW probably very much like Brigid had felt on that night, over a decade prior: abashed by the realization of my own behavior.
Except I’d turned Brigid away, denying her request, then rolled over to go back to sleep smiling. Tamara, though—she wanted to help me.
I stared at Tamara in the two-toned sunlight on the surface of Parnasse. I’d expected fury. That was how these things worked, right? I did something other people didn’t like, and they got pissed and yelled about it, and I just kept on doing what I’d been doing? It didn’t make any sense. I hadn’t apologized; I hadn’t even told Tamara the whole truth.
“Hello?” Tamara said. “Sean?”
“You really want to help?”
“Yes, Redeemer Almighty, I said I want to help,” Tamara said. “Should we start by catching up with the woman you’re stalking before she gets away?”
I backed out of our little alcove with the fountain and peered down the pathway through the plaza. Mina Kane was so far gone that she had almost vanished between parked trucks and hovercars and the slender trees planted at intervals along the sidewalk.
“You’re not that great at trailing someone, you know?” Tamara said. “Follow me.”
She set off, dark ponytail rippling with every step, gray jacket—Benny’s gray jacket—blown open by the exhale of hot wind from a passing car. There were ads on the building overhead, flashing neon in feeble competition with the second sun; this light flashed over her face when she turned her head to lift a brow at me, illuminating her features in fractured colors like stained glass.
I hurried after.
“Don’t hustle so much,” she told me when I caught up. “And walk normally. If you skulk around, it calls attention. You want to be as generic and boring as possible. How long have the ads had facial recognition?”
The sudden change of subject gave me whiplash. I looked around to see what she had seen and spotted the advertisement a few sidewalk squares ahead, recommending some sort of performance. It had two holographic tickets, one bearing the name TAMARA SHARMA and the other SEAN SPARROW, displayed hopefully beneath the glass.
“For at least the past few years,” I said. “Why?”
“Within the past five years?”
“Yeah, the past four or five… oh.” I searched for something, anything to lighten the mood. “See, our identities work.”
We walked over the ad, and the tickets vanished into the air, taking our aliases with them.
Usually when I walked with other people, I had to shorten my stride, because most other people are short. But with Lantern-Eyes, I could pretty much walk normally. We were gaining on Mina. Her flame-red hair was now about the size of my thumb.
We left the plaza behind and emerged onto a very wide laned road, in what seemed to be a very busy part of town. It was even brighter here. The sidewalk was nothing but ads paneled against ads, and every few feet there was another screen built into the side of the building. These screens were a little more varied, they showed snippets of news, ads, weather reports, ads, public safety notices, ads, ads, ads. The glassy surfaces of the blacked-out windows reflected all the riot of color and light into one swarming, swirling tunnel of brightness, brighter even than the second sun overhead. Cars and hoppers and flyers flashed between the bright buildings, adding to the colors and the bustle. I expected Tamara to flinch from the sudden chaos, but she kept walking without pause. Maybe stalking Mina Kane kept her calm.
The holographic crosswalk blinked as Mina crossed the street, and the ad in the building nearest her brightened, reacting to her presence. When we reached the crosswalk, I turned to follow.
“Nope,” Tamara said, and, stepping over an ad for shoes, she took me across the street and away from Mina Kane.
“She went the other way,” I informed her, helpfully.
“I know.”
When we reached the other side and the barrier of holographic crosswalk signals faded out behind us, Tamara turned north, the same direction as Mina. The light changed, and we crossed the street. We were following Mina again now, but from further away, and catty-corner.
“Why’d we do that?” I asked.
“Because these ads are going to blow our fucking cover.”
The ad on the building nearest us changed, helpfully, to a recommendation for a new security system.
“They’ve got trigger words,” I told Tamara. “I bet it heard you say ‘blow our cover’.”
“So our every conversation is being recorded?”
“No, the ads purge the audio logs as soon as they’ve been processed. That was the only way the Illinich Privacy Secretary would approve it.”
“And I’m sure that every corporation follows that law to the letter.”
“When they first got approved a few years ago I spent some time talking to the ads just to see what it would react to,” I said. “Computers don’t process languages like people do at all. It’s all statistics instead of intuition… Single words and standard phrases are the easiest, obviously, and there’s a few words that they look to hear within a certain time period of each other—‘mother’ and ‘birthday’ were one set; it always triggered ads for florists—”
“Hold up,” Tamara said, and hauled me around by my elbow to look at an ad in the building next to us. A woman smiled down at us, her fingertips resting on a delicate silver mesh choker that held a pale brown stone in place between the woman’s winged collarbones. It reminded me of Indigo’s Ministerial collar, except that his wasn’t so obviously decorative, and glowed with real light.
Also, it had been primarily indigo in color during the time I’d known him. This necklace was a pale brown rather similar to Tamara’s eyes; maybe that was why she’d stopped to look at it? I hadn’t taken her for—holy shit, the price tag.
“God’s blood, Lantern-Eyes,” I said. The necklace was made of amber—real amber, the kind that had been imported from Earth a thousand years ago and couldn’t be found on any of the colonized planets at all. It was a stone more rare and precious than any except maybe the Philosopher Stone: since Earth was gone, so was all the amber. “Is this how you want to spend Ketel’s money?”
“I didn’t stop us to look at the ad,” Tamara said. “Look in the window.”
She nodded her chin to the side, where the blacked-out window next to the ad had become a sort of mirror. In that mirror I could see Mina Kane, the red of her hair subdued in reflection, as she stopped at a bench opposite us and set down her purse. The ad in the sidewalk beneath her must’ve been for a haunted house, or something, because holographic hands protruded pale from the sidewalk surface. Formless, weak and thin in the light of the Marian sun overhead, they curled hollow fingers around her ankles, and passed right through.
The hologram didn’t bother Mina Kane, who was searching through her purse. She was shuffling around a lot, though, never pulling any one thing out, and it almost seemed like she wasn’t looking for anything at all.
She glanced to the side, back the way she had come. If we’d been right behind her, like I’d wanted, then she would’ve seen us.
“How’d you know she’d do that?” I asked Tamara.
“Training,” Tamara said, watching Mina in the mirrored glass.
“Stalking people is part of the Republican army’s curriculum, is it?”
“I was astromarine, not army. And—Sean, you realize that sending a small team into unknown territory to steal a high-value target isn’t standard Republican armed forces procedure, right?”
“I know nothing about the Republican army and I like it that way,” I informed her.
“Not army. Astromarine Special Forces division. I have Intelligence training.”
“Here I thought your intellect was natural—don’t hit me, God! So what does that mean, Intelligence training? That means…” Realization slapped me in the face, and I leaned in to speak quietly, just in case anything I was about to say was a keyword that the ads would pick up on and blast out for everyone else to hear. “Holy shit, Lantern-Eyes, were you a spy?”
“No, I was an astromarine with high security clearance,” Tamara said. She nodded at the reflection of Mina Kane. “It’s your friend who’s the spy.”
I’d surely misheard. “Sorry, what?”
“The woman you’re following has Intelligence training. I don’t know who she works for, but I’d bet good money she’s a spy.”



CHAPTER 21:
INTELLIGENCE
MINA KANE, THE sad, bereft sister of my murdered contact—she was a spy?
“You’ve got to be mistaken,” I said.
“Anything is possible, but I’m telling you, she’s been trained in this,” Tamara said. “She’s been taking precautions to avoid being followed, and she’s been doing it very well. Walking down the street with all the ads was a stroke of brilliance—it’ll be easy for her to tell who’s on her tail. It’s the same training I’ve had so I’d bet that she’s working for the Republican government. Sean, I know you don’t want to tell me exactly what’s going on, but I need more information.”
She was right: I didn’t want to tell her anything else. But if Mina Kane really was a spy for the Republic, or whatever, then it only became more obvious that I didn’t know what was going on, either.
I’d relied on Tamara for guidance before, back on the Nameless. She’d been the one who knew the layout of the ship and could find us a path. Maybe—just maybe—I could rely on her to chart a path for me here, too.
I couldn’t tell her about Brigid, but I could tell her about Mina Kane. “I was sent to pick something up from a man named Luke Kane. He lived in that building where you found me.”
“Uh-huh. And he wasn’t there?”
“He was dead.”
“Suicide? Accident?”
“Murder.”
“I was afraid you would say that,” she said, then tapped my arm. “Come on, she’s moving again.”
In the reflection of the glass, I saw, Mina Kane had slung her purse back over her shoulder. She was walking again, away from us, the holograms lighting up around her as she went. I glanced back at our ad once more before I walked away. It had moved on to display a different stone. This one was amber, too—but it had a creature caught inside it, an ancient Earth insect with limbs and wings askew, fragile and unsettling. It looked as alive as it had the day it had died, tens of thousands of years and lightyears ago. A fragment of the past, trapped in the moment of its own death for all eternity.
What was I so unsettled for? The only thing horrifying about that necklace was that someone might wear a dead bug as jewelry. I jogged after Tamara until I came up alongside her. “This woman is Mina Kane, Luke’s sister,” I said. “She was in his apartment when I arrived. She’d cleaned it out.”
“You spoke to her?”
“Just a little.”
Tamara looked suspicious. “What did you tell her?”
“That I was a friend of Luke’s and I was sorry for her loss. That’s it.”
She squinted at me, like she thought maybe I’d given away more than I’d said, but I hadn’t, I really hadn’t this time. “Okay, you think Mina Kane has her brother’s—whatever that you’re supposed to pick up. Assuming this woman is actually Luke Kane’s sister.”
Ice went through my chest. “Why would she lie about that?”
“Depends. What did Luke have that you need?”
“My contact told me to pick up something called a Purifier.”
“A Purifier?”
“You don’t know, either,” I said, disappointed.
“You’re telling me you walked into that building to pick something up without knowing what it was? Redemption, Sean, what if it was the size of a piano or something? How were you going to carry that out?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything, I just—I need to—”
“Hey, hey, okay,” Tamara said, and lifted up her wrist, the holoband a thick band wrapped around. “Have you tried to look it up yet?”
I sniffed. “Look it up?”
“I’ve spent all day looking up brands and technology and politics from the past five years,” Tamara said. She’d brought up the display again, connected to the Illinich aethernet. “You’d be surprised what you can find with the right query.”
Look it up—of course, that should’ve been my first course of action, as soon as we reached Illin. I’d been so distracted by the thought of my sister—and by the guilt of needing to keep it all a secret.
Tamara typed, one-handed, on the display of her holoband, totally focused on it and ignoring the ads that we walked past. I kept an eye on Mina Kane, a full street ahead of us now, the gleam of her hair a beacon; kept alert on the street around us while Tamara was distracted—
And stopped short.
“Tamara,” I said, “I don’t think you need to check the aether.”
On the sidewalk before us, another ad had lit up: a blazing display of pure white light.
And, cutting through the light like a blade, letters in clean black: PURIFIER.



CHAPTER 22:
THE GREAT AND TERRIBLE PURIFIER
“TRIGGER WORDS,” TAMARA said, tense.
Usually trigger words were product-related. These ads were designed to sell something, after all. But what the hell could they be selling?
The sharp blade of the Purifier narrowed, the letters disappearing; it crumbled, like chalk crushed in someone’s palm; the holographic debris spread over the clean white block of ad space like crumbs. And then—from the far corner—
“Seriously?” Tamara said.
It emerged, the hologram projected above the square, to almost waist height on me. An arched and curving shape like a metal sculpture, with downlights aimed at the floor around the base. And it moved, the base wheeling across the holographic floor with a soft whooshing sound, and as it passed over the black crumbs they vanished—
I said, “A Purifier is a vacuum?”
“Sean, I understand information is on a need-to-know basis, but I think I need to know,” Tamara said. “Is your contact prone to practical jokes?”
The question jarred me. It shouldn’t have—Tamara was joking, and my contact was Brigid, anyway, who I knew like I knew myself… and yet for an instant, I didn’t know if Brigid would play a practical joke on me.
Of course she wouldn’t play a joke on me under these circumstances. I knew her, and my sister was kind and understanding, an angel of a girl. How had I doubted that? “No,” I said.
Tamara lifted her holoband again. A quick tap on the screen paired the holoband to the ad and brought her to the company’s aethernet address. “It’s sold by Illinad Environmentals, a cleaning company. The Purifier is a new line of automated vacuums. Cutting-edge.”
Cutting-edge was right. As I watched, the metal sculpture folded in on itself, flattening down to a narrow plate that could pass beneath an unseen obstacle. Then it unfolded, and little bars extended out of the sculpture to lift up the vacuum base, placing it up on a higher level—like it was ascending a set of stairs.
I took Tamara’s arm, twisting her wrist so that I could see better—“Ow,” she said—and searched through the site. They sold vacuums for personal or industrial use; the Purifier line was split between both uses. It was designed for absolute purification: it would clean a room of any dust or biological contaminant, down to traces of DNA. (“Great for eliminating allergens!” the aethernet enthused.)
An obsessive’s dream vacuum. Tamara had probably added it to her wishlist. “Nobody uses this except people trying to hide an affair,” I said.
“This thing is seriously overpowered,” Tamara said. She was still reading the specs—I’d lost focus as soon as the website started going on about dimensions and storage space, but she seemed riveted. “It has multiple terabytes of local storage space available. You can program it with specific biological contaminants to eliminate, and ones to leave alone. It can hold multiple area maps, each several hundred thousand square feet and with millimeter precision. It has an AI—rudimentary, but still way smarter than I want a vacuum to be. I will never understand what the rich spend their money on.”
She’d grown up in the Republic. “Your family isn’t rich?”
“God, no. Come on—we’re going to lose Kane.”
I’d nearly forgotten about her for a minute there. She’d drawn pretty far ahead—I could just spot her distinctive hair three blocks down, almost drowned out by the flashing of the ads around and underfoot.
Tamara, I suspected, had not lost track of her for a second. “How do you do it?”
“Do what?” she asked.
“Not get distracted.”
“How do you keep track of weird Ameng grammar?” Tamara swiped away the hologram on her holoband. “Look, your friend’s gone inside.”
Ahead of us, now only two blocks away, a head of orange hair pulled open a mirrored door and vanished inside.
Tamara didn’t let me go up to the building. She brought me to the building across from Mina Kane’s, which turned out to be a museum: the ads underfoot flashed images of art ancient and modern. It was closed for the evening, and so we leaned against an ad under the awning, sheltered from the light of Maria Nova, engulfed in the rosy lights of the museum entryway.
Mina Kane’s building was tall, very tall; the upper stories had balconies open to the bright dry air, but with all the windows blackened for the evening, there was no way to tell which floor might be hers.
“I have to get in, try to convince the doorman to talk,” I started to say, anticipating Tamara’s negative reaction—but she stared past me, her whole body tense, her big amber eyes tight at the corners like the hammer of a gun drawn back to fire.
I heard the whoosh of a hopper landing behind me. It was not an unusual sound—we’d walked past several hoppers on our path following Mina—but this one made me tense.
I turned just as the hopper landed, and four uniformed figures disembarked, weapons at their hips, mirrored bands shielding their eyes and obscuring their features.
As soon as they stepped off the hopper, they headed straight for us.



CHAPTER 23:
NOT MY FIRST INTERROGATION
I FELT TAMARA tense up beside me immediately. Like feeling the hair on your arms lift in the seconds before a lightning strike.
These people were police. If Tamara attacked them, we wouldn’t have to deal with a startled crowd, we’d get arrested—or shot. I grabbed her arm. “Easy, Lantern-Eyes—!”
She leaned against my grip like a dog fighting its leash, but she did not charge.
One of the four officers drew ahead of the others: the leader. “You two,” he said. “Come with us.”
They cuffed us and led us into the back of the hopper. For a minute I thought about resisting, if only to avoid getting taken to wherever they were taking us, but if we tried to escape we’d have a much harder time convincing them they’d arrested the wrong people. That was the best way to deal with the cops. Not to outrun or outfight them, no, but to convince them that you weren’t worth the trouble. Then they’d just let you go.
Still, I felt nervous when I saw the ground receding beneath the hopper, and Mina Kane’s big shiny building disappeared behind us. It occurred to me that Indigo was still at the Alula and had no idea where we’d gone.
We landed in what must’ve been the back parking lot of some police station, because it was an abandoned-looking bit of asphalt behind buildings. Without seeing the façade, I couldn’t guess which of the Illinich police stations we’d ended up at, but I looked around as we were led from the hopper, trying to identify the buildings from behind. They brought us in through an unmarked back door and directly to what must’ve been their interrogation rooms. Neat. VIP treatment.
Tamara’s tolerance ended when they tried to separate us. She managed to knock over one officer, but two of the others managed to hold her back while my guard drew his weapon.
“Hey, hey!” I said, tracking the black muzzle of that gun from the corner of my eye. “It’s okay, Lantern-Eyes.”
She subsided back into the arms of the officers restraining her. Strands of her dark hair had escaped her ponytail and hung over her hungry face like a shadow over pavement. She fixed me with her pinioning gaze, but when her guards hauled her forward again, she went. I watched the tense flex of her back as she was led away, until my personal guardian escorted me into the interrogation room.
A fold-out table, two fold-out chairs. Empty room with dust in the corners. The Illinich police budget must’ve suffered some serious cuts.
“Take a seat,” the officer bade me.
I sat obligingly. My officer seemed to be the leader of the group—he’d given orders, back in the hopper. His bulletproof vest had no nametag or marker of rank, so I couldn’t make a guess at who he was, or even narrow down the precinct. “Are we at the Method Street station?” I asked.
The officer had been emptying his pockets onto the table—handcuff keys, gun, tablet, my holoband—but when I spoke, he paused. “Why do you ask?”
“I’ve had backstage tours of most of the police stations in this city, but not that one. I want to complete the set.”
He chuckled. That cheered me immensely. It’s always a good sign when your arresting officer laughed at your jokes.
“I’m happy to go through the intake form with you; it’s an old friend,” I said. “But I gotta say I’m wondering what I got arrested for. My friend and I were just walking down the street.”
“We don’t arrest people for walking,” my officer agreed, and pulled out the cheap fold-out chair across from me. It screeched over the dirty, concrete floor. “What’s your connection with Mina Kane?”
“Who?”
“The woman you were following.”
“I wasn’t following anyone.”
“You left the same building as Mina Kane earlier today, then followed her for several blocks,” the officer said. Wow, they’d been tracking us for a while. “That building contains the apartment belonging to her late brother, Luke Kane. Were you familiar with Luke Kane?”
“Never seen him before in my life,” I said.
The officer tapped at the surface of his tablet for a moment. Then he turned it around and slid it over the table for me. There was an image on the screen and, my stomach churning with unease, I leaned forward to look at the face of the dead man for the first time.
Luke Kane grinned at the camera, nose scrunched, the flush in his cheeks almost as red as his hair. His arm was around his sister, who had her head turned away. A goofy-looking guy. Utterly harmless.
Harmless, and dead.
“Seem familiar?” the officer asked.
I leaned away. “Nope.”
A knock upon the door. My officer didn’t seem surprised. He got up, opened the door, and accepted something—glasses of water, I saw. Then he leaned back, shut the door with his foot, and returned to the table. He set one down across from him, one across from me. Room service? This interrogation kept getting better.
“Listen, Mr. Sparrow,” the officer said, “we know about the Kanes.”
“Call me Sean. What do you know about the Kanes?”
“The older sister, Wilhelmina, works for the Republican government. She uses radio astronomy to create maps of planetary surfaces in the Maria Novan system.”
So she was a spy, working for the Republic, spying on the Ministers. Tamara had been right.
“Wow, you just let that secret drop,” I said. “Can I know this? Legally? I mean, do I have to sign a form or anything?”
The officer was watching me closely. “Perhaps you know more about her brother.”
“I told you, I don’t know anything about her brother.” But curiosity was killing me. “Why? Was Luke Kane also looking at Maria Nova through a home telescope?”
“Luke Kane was a foreign agent,” the police officer said. “He was working for the Ministers.”



CHAPTER 24:
LIME
SHOCK WAS A metallic tang on my tongue. I’d never in a million years have guessed that the late, Republican Luke Kane had been an agent of Maria Nova. And if he had been working for the Ministers, then what could Brigid have wanted—?
“This seems like it was a surprise to you,” the officer observed.
“What are you, a detective?” I said, unwisely.
He just smiled. “Take a drink. Calm your nerves.”
I picked up my glass of water obediently, the chain of my cuffs clattering. God of Blood, what had that sibling relationship been like? Mina Kane, an agent of the Republic; Luke Kane, an agent of the Ministers. Well, she had said that she knew her brother had been involved in something shady. Who would have thought—
Acidic brightness bloomed over my tongue, chasing all the thoughts from my head. I pulled the glass away quickly. It wasn’t plain water in there. I wondered, with a stab of panic as sharp as the flavor, if he was trying to drug me. But that was absurd, obviously. The Republican police had their rules and one of those rules involved not drugging random citizens.
Besides which, I recognized that flavor. It was just the context that threw me off. “Is that lime?”
“I find plain water very boring,” my officer said. “A bit of citrus is better for hydration.”
A dash of lime in a glass of water, for a prisoner? This was some royal treatment. Although… wouldn’t royal treatment land me in a nicer interrogation room? There was dust in the corners.
I looked at my captor anew. Cops—you know, the faceless authoritarian agents of oppression—are all pretty much the same. When you were arrested you weren’t just facing down your arresting officer, you were also fighting the system itself, and once it had you in its claws it didn’t like to let you go. Occasionally you’d get a nice officer, like Miles. More often you had to find a bureaucratic loophole, dive through, and start running.
This officer, though… he was clean-shaven, revealing brown skin lightly scarred at the jaw. His hair was cropped short, no piercings, no makeup. He had the thick-necked look of someone who spent far too much of their God-given lifetime working on fitness. Those were all normal, cop things. Somehow, though, if I’d spotted him on the street, I don’t think I would’ve pegged him for a cop. Maybe an aging actor instead.
“It’s a little sour,” I said.
Officer Lime shrugged. “It’s to my taste, not yours.”
Most cops, when faced with me, have the exact same kind of exasperation. Like I was the last obstacle standing between them and going home for the day, and they knew I was going to be a stubborn obstacle about it. Officer Lime wasn’t exasperated, or annoyed, or weary. In fact, he had a faint little smile playing about his mouth.
Something wasn’t right.
THIRTEEN YEARS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE
(FOUR YEARS BEFORE MY SISTER DIED)
I COULD SAY that the first time I got arrested was with Officer Miles, a few years after Kystrom fell, but the truth was that I’d been thrown into the clink about once a week during my youth. Not the literal jail, obviously. Though sometimes the detention hall at my middle school felt like a literal jail. What are teachers, really, but cops for pre-teens?
Brigid wasn’t as used to the prison life. She stood on her toes in front of the shut door, trying to peer out the little window in its upper half. Up on her toes, then back down when the strain came too much. A minute later, up again.
“Sit downnnn,” I said.
 “I don’t see them yet.”
“We’ve only been in here a few minutes. Ms. Patten likes to make you wait. I think she thinks it makes us feel guilty.” Joke’s on you, Patten. I’m incapable of remorse.
Brigid set her feet down flat. Then she lifted on her toes again, trying to peer out.
“It’s not that bad,” I wheedled. “We’re not even in huge trouble. It was my idea, so it’s my fault. I’ll tell her.”
She gave me a prickly look. Brigid had quite a sense of pride. Sometimes I forgot that, and accidentally stepped on the wrong conversational landmine, and set it off. “I did it, too.”
“Then sit down,” I said. “There’s nothing to be scared of. Teachers are like… I don’t know, like those old stories of demons that get banished by cold iron or turn into stone if they ever step out into open air. They have really strict rules they have to follow.”
“So did we,” said Brigid, with an acerbity well beyond her eleven years.
“Okay, but they actually follow them,” I said. “We don’t. You know, that’s the great thing about life, and you’ll learn this when you’re a little older. We can do whatever we want. Nobody stops you, not even God, no matter how big a mistake you’re about to make.”
“That’s a good thing?” Brigid said.
Brigid had learned about certain literary devices in class recently. Specifically, rhetorical questions and verbal irony. I wasn’t a big fan of how this had affected her vocabulary. “Ms. Patten can’t hurt us,” I assured her. “She can’t even really yell at us. There’s a limit to how long detentions can be, and how many they can have in a week. And she can’t suspend us unless we do something really dangerous, which we didn’t.” Disobeying Ms. Patten’s stupid rules didn’t count as dangerous, no matter what she thought. “We have to stick it out, be patient, and maybe say we’re sorry if they really insist. Easy.”
Brigid was silent, leaning against the holoboard at the front of the room. I knew my sister like a planet knew the shape of its own moons, but although I recognized the frown on her face, I did not know precisely what she was thinking.
Curiosity burned, deep in my chest. “What are you scared of?” I asked.
“I’m scared,” my sister said, “that something really bad will happen.”
HERE AND NOW
I’VE BEEN ARRESTED almost as many times as I’ve been sent to detention. And so I’ve developed a very finely honed sense for that most valuable of instincts: telling when a cop was full of shit.
“Mina Kane,” Officer Lime reminded me. “You were following her. Why?”
I took another sip of water, bright and sour. There were, I noticed, no cameras in this room.
“Were you following her to protect her, or to harm her?”
I hadn’t seen the entrance to the police station. Just an unmarked door, and no one other than the five people who had taken us in.
“Who was it who sent you here?”
I set my glass down on the table, carefully. The chains clattered against the plastic.
“How about you tell me who you are first?” I said. “Because you’re not the real police.”



CHAPTER 25:
THAT WHICH REMAINS
“FOR SOMEONE WHO claims to have been arrested often,” said Lime—for he was certainly no officer, “it took you a while to figure out.”
If Lime wasn’t a police officer, he wasn’t bound by the rules that the cops had to follow. Which meant that I might be in bigger trouble than I thought—and Tamara, too.
“I was surprised your friend didn’t figure it out, either,” Lime said, as if he’d read my mind. “She’s military, isn’t she? She has that air… like a collared wolf.”
“You’ve got an air, too,” I said. “Not as disciplined or as dangerous as my friend. More like a street performer than a soldier.”
His smug little smile faded.
Did that hurt his feelings? “Cute outfits, by the way,” I said.
“There are many different kinds of soldiers, Sean,” Lime said. “I can still call you Sean, can’t I?”
“It’s not like you know my real name.”
“It hardly matters. Why were you following Mina Kane?”
“It hardly matters. This is some kind of black-ops Republican espionage thing, isn’t it?” It fit, with the shabby but discreet little offices, and the not-quite-soldiers dressed up as cops. Mina Kane, who worked for the Republic.
“Would it make you nervous, if it was?”
“Oh, for God’s sake!” I said. “I don’t want to hurt your operative. I don’t even want to talk to her. I just was… friends with Luke, and he borrowed something from me I want back. It didn’t seem right to bug his grieving sister about it.”
That interested him. The water in our glasses rippled as he leaned onto the flimsy table. He said, “What did Luke have that you need?”
“A Purifier.”
I watched his face carefully when I said it, waiting for—I don’t know, a gasp of realization? A stormy look? A gun to my head? It probably wasn’t wise to even bring up the Purifier, but that was the thing about the perverse little imp that lived in my head. It wanted to push and push and push, until I knew the shape of things by how they broke.
Lime said, “A vacuum cleaner?”
“Yeah,” I said. “He borrowed it from me a couple of weeks ago. I want it back.”
Lime looked at me like he was waiting for the punchline. Whatever it was that Brigid wanted, he didn’t know anything about it.
“I told you,” I said, innocently, “I don’t know anything about what’s going on here. I just want my property back.”
“I was on the battlefield, once,” Lime said.
Nothing good ever came of one’s captor abruptly changing subjects like that. I sat back in my chair, let my hands drop to my lap, and ever so carefully began to run my finger along the metal seams of my cuffs.
“I am not a violent man, believe it or not,” Lime said. “That battlefield made that clear to me. I was close to the epicenter when one of the bombs went off. Whose was it, Republican or Ministerial—I don’t know.”
The thing about police is that they have really good handcuffs. The thing about people pretending to be police is that it’s kind of hard to get the police standard cuffs, but you can pick up convincing fakes at any local sex shop, especially if you’re in kind of a rush.
“Time seemed to slow,” Lime said. “I heard the whistle of it falling, and—I swear to you that I saw the explosion happen in slow motion.”
Most of the time, if you’re surprise arresting someone, they’re going to be so worried about the arrest they might not pay too much attention to the details of their cuffs. Like the fact that even the best fake handcuffs come with a hidden quick-release.
“The air ignited in petals,” Lime said, slow, like he was moving in half-time himself. “Like a flower blooming. And it rushed over the buildings, shattered glass, rolled over the ground—gentle, gentle. The smoke followed and covered up the flames. Covered up it all. And then the air went rushing back to the center where the ignition had begun, and the smoke blew away, and the fire was gone. It was all gone: the people, the plants, the wood. Anything that had ever been alive. And I realized that all that… organic material, it was just passing bits of trash. Only the ruins would remain unchanged, and the explosion showed us that—it revealed the things that would last.”
I could smell it again when he described it: the thick, choking smoke of Kystrom. I had seen a bomb go off before, too. On my way home, after the Ministers had arrived, they’d bombed the police station nearest my school.
With a sick lurch in my chest, I realized that those must have been Indigo’s orders. He must have told his people to aim for anyone who could resist them, to eliminate any threats and end the battle swiftly.
A misguided, cruel mercy. None of us in Itaka had been a threat to anyone.
“One of my contacts in this city died a few weeks ago,” Lime said. “That’s how I knew that Luke Kane had betrayed us. Kane is dead now, but my people are still dying. And when the smoke of Kane’s death cleared, do you know who was left standing? Only you.”
The quick-release for the handcuffs was a tiny nub beneath my thumb, but I hesitated on the trigger. Something else wasn’t adding up. “If you’re working for the Republic, why don’t you just ask Mina Kane what her brother knew about the Republican agents in the city? She should be able to tell you anything he could’ve told Maria Nova.”
Lime simply watched me, like he was waiting for me to catch on to something. Like he’d been waiting for it all this time and wanted very badly to see my face when I knew. But it didn’t make any sense; if he was working with the Republic, then why—
Oh, no.
“You’re not working for the Republic,” I realized. There had been two siblings, after all; Mina Kane, who worked for the Republic, and Luke…
“You work for the Ministers,” I said to Lime, and he smiled at me, like he thought it was funny that it had taken me this long.
That was the moment the screaming started.



CHAPTER 26:
IF YOU’RE GOING TO RESTRAIN ME, PLEASE AT LEAST PUT SOME EFFORT INTO IT
I THOUGHT IT was something mechanical at first; an engine, maybe, starting up outside. It was so thin and distant that it didn’t sound human, muffled through the door. But Lime’s expression changed when the sound started, shifting from smirking ease into something taut and furious.
When the gunshots started, then I realized that the sound was screaming.
Lime got up. He left me in my chair, with our waters on the table and his gun and my holoband right next to them, and he went to the doorway and cracked it open. The sound of screaming was abruptly louder and the gunshots deafening. I heard booted feet down the hall, and Lime stuck his head out to shout at someone, putting his back to me.
It couldn’t be that easy, could it? While his back was turned, I flicked open my cuffs and set them neatly on the table. Then I picked up my holoband, strapped it around my wrist, and took up Lime’s gun. It was cold and very heavy and I did not much like holding it, but at that moment Lime turned back around.
His expression when he saw me was gratifyingly startled. “Mate, come on,” I said.
A door opened somewhere else down the hall, and someone else shouted, the words drowned out by the irregular echoes of gunfire and running feet. The screaming had stopped. I hoped that meant that the screamer had come to their senses, not passed from this mortal realm.
Lime said, “This is when you reveal you’ve been working with the Republic all along, I suppose.”
He sounded bitter and resigned, like this was a foregone conclusion. I found that almost more insulting than the cuffs. “I told you, I’ve got nothing to do with any of this. Although I’m betting that sound out there means the real Republic tracked you down.”
“Then you have to let me go. They’ll kill me and all my people if you don’t. Just like they killed the others. This is the first step before a war; the Republic doesn’t want us reporting back home.”
“The Republic doesn’t want a war,” I said, remembering Tamara.
“Then why are they killing us?”
BOOM from outside, a deeper sound than before; a bigger gun, or a small explosion. I couldn’t tell which. I’ve never learned the differences between weapons, just how to run away from them. But Lime flinched, full body, leaning towards the door like he was desperate to throw himself in the massacre that sounded like it was happening outside.
I hesitated, the weight of my stolen gun aching in my wrist. “Where’s my friend?”
“She’s in the next room down the hall. Unharmed. No one would touch her without my order.”
“If I let you go, what will you do?”
He looked at me like I was insane for asking. “Get revenge.”
“That’s the wrong answer,” I told him.
“And what would the right answer be, to make you let me go?”
“Something not so bloody.”
“I have seen too much blood lately to give you a bloodless answer,” Lime said.
There was a kind of stark and horrible honesty in the way he said it. He wasn’t a violent man, he’d told me earlier; he did not like war. And yet all his friends were dead.
The truth was, it was a pointless argument. I wasn’t going to shoot him. I didn’t think I could physically force my finger to pull the trigger. He must’ve realized that, during the time when I stood frozen, thinking, because without another word spoken he pushed open the door and walked out.
“They’ll kill you if you go out there!” I shouted at him, because no one deserved to die, not even him, but he didn’t so much as hesitate.
I had to find Tamara.
I emerged into the hallway to the bright flash of sunlight streaming through the back door as Lime exited. The sound of gunfire and shouting got louder when he opened the door, so that must be where the battle was located. Tamara and I would have to find another way out.
Lime’s gun was an uncomfortable weight, held low and ahead of me. I didn’t want to hold it, but I didn’t dare to leave it behind. I hated the way the handle had warmed to my hand.
There was another door down the hall, as featureless and innocuous as mine. This must be where I would find Tamara. I took a deep breath, reminded myself to look scary, not scared, and then kicked the door open.
Or—I tried. I’d forgotten that my door had opened outward. All I succeeded at with this door was slamming it into the frame with a BANG to rival the sound of gunfire from just outside.
There went the advantage of surprise. I grabbed the handle and wrenched the door open, which aside from being much less kickass, also had the result of swiveling my body in an awkward way that ruined my aim with the heavy, awful gun—
Tamara sat behind a table in the room, just like I’d sat in mine. She had a guard, a young man with all the breadth and length of a string bean. Stringy or not, he was faster on the draw than I was. His gun was already aimed directly at my chest.
For a second, we all just stared each other, utter silence in contrast to the sounds of gunfire from outside. Then Tamara said, “Finally!” and lifted her no-longer-cuffed hands, grabbing the young man’s wrist and twisting it in some counterintuitive way that seemed to make his whole hand go nerveless, dropping the gun directly into her ready grip. In the same movement, within the same second, Tamara slammed her elbow into his nose, definitely breaking it and sending him to the floor. She caught the gun in midair and checked its ammunition, fluid and confident, totally at ease.
“Terrifying,” I told her.
“I wondered how long you wanted to let these fake cops question us,” Tamara said.
“I didn’t—wait, how did you know they were fake?”
“They put us in sex cuffs, Sean.”
“Did the Republic send you here to kill us?” the young man croaked, his voice coming out funny through his broken nose.
Tamara didn’t even glance his way. She just pointed her gun at him where he lay on the floor, and he shut up. To me she said, “Who are they?”
“Marian spies, if you can believe it,” I said.
“What?”
“I know. Look, the Republic has been wiping them out. Luke Kane was a Minister spy, but I think he was a double agent, or maybe his sister found out—I don’t know. Somehow the Republic found out the identities of all the Marian spies on Parnasse, and has been killing them one by one. That’s the Republic outside right now.”
“Fuck,” Tamara said. “We’ve gotta go.”
The young man on the floor groaned. I didn’t know if it was in reaction to what we were discussing, or purely a reaction to pain, but it called my attention to him. He lay on his side, eyes shut, hands clasped over his nose with blood leaking down his wrists. I looked at Tamara, silently pleading.
She sighed and moved the nose of her gun away from the downed boy. “You,” she said, kicking his boot. “Shut up, do what I say, don’t try to kill either of us, and we’ll get you out of here.”
He lifted his head. “Really?”
“She only offers once,” I told him, kindly, just as something slammed against the exit door down the hall.
Tamara moved, striding towards me. The stringbean-skinny young man was a little slower to react, but he stumbled upright, revealing a face absolutely streaked with blood. We reached the hallway together and headed away, deeper into the building, just as the back door slammed open.



CHAPTER 27:
FACELESS
WE RAN DOWN the hallway, away from the exit door. A few feet past Tamara’s cell door, the hallway branched; I chose the right fork, not for any good reason, but because I wanted to be out of sight by the time whoever was outside came through that door.
The building around us was unfinished: wires exposed in empty fixtures in the ceiling, and bare drywall around us. There was no furniture in any of the rooms we passed, and not all of them had doors. Lime must’ve set up his hideout in some unfinished new construction. Smart—there were no residents to bother, and no one around to notice them come and go.
Nobody built a house with only one door. “Hey, you,” I called down the line at Stringbean Boy. “How do we get out of here?”
He didn’t answer at once. I thought he was having trouble breathing, running like we were and with his nose smashed in. Or maybe he was just as new to this building as we were. “I think… if we go to the left ahead, we can make our way to the main lobby.”
“And the main lobby has a working door?” I was still carrying Lime’s gun; the weight of it was becoming intolerable.
“It should,” Stringbean Boy said.
Great. We’d make it out of this alive. I started to look for a place where I could dump Lime’s gun.
“Give me that,” Tamara said, and snatched the gun from my hand, tucking it into the back of her pants.
Stringbean Boy said, “Could I…?”
“No,” Tamara and I said at once.
We followed Stringbean Boy’s directions to the left, down another hall, and out a set of internal double doors. The main lobby had a higher ceiling than any of the back rooms; I suspected it would be quite grand when it was complete, but for now it just seemed cavernous.
And dark. The temporary lighting strung through the building wasn’t strong enough to penetrate the heights of the ceiling above. It was just bright enough to show me the doors at the front of the building.
I jogged towards them. Running around in the dark while we were being chased by someone trying to kill us; I almost felt nostalgic about it. I’d feel much more nostalgic, though, once we got out of here alive. I pressed on the door bar, pushing—
And stopped. The doors opened a crack, allowing a slice of sunlight into the darkened lobby, but they wouldn’t open anymore.
“Here,” Tamara said, and joined her strength to mine, slamming into the bar with her hip. I pushed, and pushed, and put my weight on it, but the door still would not open more than a crack.
“The doors must be chained on the outside,” Stringbean Boy said. Even in the weak light, he looked sickly. “For safety.”
Of all the damned luck. “There’s a word for that, I think.”
“Fucked up?” Tamara suggested, in rhythm with her violent kicks against the door bar.
“I was thinking irony, but that works, too. Look, Stringbean Boy, how else can we get outside? I’d even take a window.”
“The windows are all boarded up.”
“God of Blood, why?”
“To keep the homeless from getting in,” he said, in a small voice.
“Great,” I said. “Typical Republic.”
“Are there any other exits in this fucking building?” Tamara said.
“There’s one on the north side of the building,” Stringbean Boy said. “But we have to go back the way we came. We have to pass where we were—”
We’d have to take the left fork instead of the right. I’d chosen the wrong path. “We don’t have another choice,” I said to Tamara, half as a question.
“If we don’t get out of here soon the Republic will swarm this place,” Tamara agreed. “We can’t hide; we’ve got to run. You—lead the way.”
Stringbean Boy looked startled. But he adapted quickly, and led us back down the hall.
We returned down the hallway much more slowly than we’d advanced. There was gunfire coming from ahead, but not a whole lot of it. Lime hadn’t had too many men to begin with. I wondered how many were still left alive. Stringbean Boy led the way, Tamara behind him with her gun held out and ready. And I, unarmed, kept the rear.
We reached the branch in the hallway without meeting anyone. Stringbean Boy pressed his back against the wall and breathed in, once, twice. His nose was still bleeding down to his chin. He looked at me, like he was asking for permission or something, and then when I nodded, he leaned his head out to peer down the hallway.
And immediately the front of his skull exploded into blood.
Tamara was shouting something. I couldn’t hear her through the ringing in my ears. Stringbean Boy leaned forward, his hands still pressed against the wall; he slipped, started to fall. There was blood streaming down his chest now, far more blood than had just come from his nose. And then he crumpled to the floor.
I was knelt beside him, right out in the open. I didn’t remember moving. Tamara was grabbing at my arm, trying to drag me away, but I was too heavy for her to move at this angle. Stringbean Boy lay on his side in the hall, his skinny arms folded like grasshopper legs against his chest, and no face left but blood. Like Brigid.
Like Brigid.
An echoing boom from beside me. I looked up slowly. It seemed everything was moving slowly, like I was underwater, and the sounds echoed weirdly, too. There was a man in body armor coming towards us down the hall—not sleek Minister body armor like Indigo had, but the bulky stuff that the Republic used. The booming noise next to me was Tamara emptying her clip into his chest. It didn’t matter—the body armor stopped it. The man staggered but did not fall.
Tamara swore next to me. She would’ve made it if she hadn’t tried to grab me. She would’ve had enough time to line up her shot, hit him in the head, not the chest. She would’ve had time to escape. But I couldn’t seem to move, even now. The young man had no face. Like Brigid.
The armored man stood over us and aimed his weapon at my head.



CHAPTER 28:
PEREGRINE’S LIST
WE WERE DEAD. I hadn’t found Brigid. I hadn’t even told Indigo what was happening. We were dead, pointlessly dead, here and now. I reached for Tamara, although my fingers felt numb; it was hard to tell if I found her hand through the noise.
The man with the gun aimed at my head was a Republican soldier; a real one, not fake police, like Lime. I could tell from the armor he wore, the gun pointed at my skull; I could tell from the way Tamara clutched at my fingers. He was real Republic, which meant we were dead.
Except, he hadn’t fired. One-handed, he consulted his holoband, a holographic image extending into the air above his wrist. I saw a collection of photographs displayed. One was Stringbean Boy. One was Lime.
One, in a separate section from the rest, was me.
The soldier closed the hologram before I could do more than recognize the shock of my own face. He lowered his gun. “You can get out that way,” he said, thumbing over his shoulder at the door.
At first I didn’t understand what he said. When I did, “I’m not leaving without her.”
The man looked at Tamara, appraising. His gun wasn’t raised anymore, but I did not think even for a second that that didn’t mean he’d shoot me. He said to Tamara, “You served?”
“Same as you,” Tamara replied, wary.
The man considered this another moment, then shrugged. “You’re not on Peregrine’s list.”
Tamara got to her feet, all slow, measured movements, like she was trying not to set off a coiled snake. I went up with her, but when she tried to pull me around the armored man, I hung back.
“I’m on your list,” I said. “Why are you letting me go?”
“Sean,” Tamara said.
“Different list,” the man said. “Lucky for you.”
He grinned at me. He had a very thick, long beard, and his teeth were a shock through the strands.
Peregrine was an old, old word. The name of a bird, for one; a raptor extinct now, but native to old Earth. A very, very fast bird. But the word was even older than that. In a language dead even before Ameng had been born, peregrine had meant wanderer.
“You said it was Peregrine’s list?” I said. “Who’s Peregrine?”
“Sean,” Tamara said, sharply. “We’re leaving.”
“That’s for the best,” the man agreed. “The police will be here any moment, and neither of us want our presence here to be officially recorded.”
“Why,” I started.
Tamara shoved me towards the door. “Go.”
I stumbled from her push, then got my feet under me and started to move. The hallway around us didn’t quite feel real. My knees were damp, warm and damp—blood. Stringbean Boy’s blood. It felt like maybe the world had ended two minutes ago, and this was a dream in the last firings of neurons around a bullet in my head.
“Be careful out there,” the man called, just as we’d reached the back door, limned round its edges in the light of the sister stars. He jerked his thumb deeper into the building. “One of them got away.”
Lime, or one of Lime’s men. The soldier turned away from us, his armor bulky as he rounded the corner, pursuing the last of the Marians, and leaving a trail of blood from where he’d stepped in the puddle coming from that boy’s head.
The air of Illin was dry and warm, the sunlight silvery—we were approaching half-night, then, when the great star of Terra Nova sank slowly beneath the horizon, but the more distant star of Maria Nova continued to shine. The fake police hopper was parked precisely where we’d left it, in an empty stretch of cracking asphalt on a utility road behind buildings, where no one had bothered to install the flashing lights of advertisements, because no one was meant to come this way. We were surrounded by back doors, and emergency exits, and bins of trash ready to be fed into the city’s recyclers. There was no sign of life—because the people who had brought us here were dead.
Three bodies lay on the cracked asphalt, in pools of their own spreading blood. Soft, limp bodies; recently dead. I recognized the other Marian agents. Lime was not among them.
Overhead, piercing, like the cries of hunting birds, I heard sirens. They weren’t here yet, but they’d arrive soon.
“Why would the Republic send an assassin?” I asked. “Why not just send the police and arrest them? Why kill them all?”
“Plausible deniability.” Tamara sounded deathly calm. She’d drawn her second stolen gun, the one I’d taken from Lime, although we were past any need to use it. “If they really are trying to eliminate the Marian spies in advance of a war with Maria Nova, they’ll want a certain degree of separation from the act. Just in case someone sends a warning back home.”
So they could blame the murders on an independent agent, if they wanted. I felt sick. There were bloodied legs lying beneath the wing of the hopper that had brought us here. The war in miniature, happening here and now. A terrible thing.
I looked at Tamara. Not for any good reason, except that I wanted to look at something better than blood on hot asphalt.
I found her a step behind me, accessing her holoband. She was about to call Indigo. “Don’t!”
“What do you mean, don’t? We need backup!”
“The Republic is coming to arrest a group of Marian spies; they’ll be looking for a Minister!”
“Fuck,” Tamara said, and lowered her holoband. Then again, more vicious than before, “Fuck!”
“We’ve got to lose the gun, too,” I realized, looking around. The trash bins?
“I’m not losing the gun,” Tamara said.
The sirens were closer now. “If they see you with that—!”
“Fuck,” she said again, and flicked the release on the side of the gun until the clip dropped out, then racked open the slide to get rid of the last bullet. She threw the gun into the nearest dumpster with much more force than necessary. Metal banged against metal, almost as loud as a gunshot itself. I looked up, towards the sirens, but Tamara grabbed my arm and pulled me away.
We burst out into the flashing lights of the main street, where holograms swirled like a colorful fog underfoot. There were crowds of people gathered on the sidewalk, some walking, some just standing around; far more than before. It must be dinner in the local time. Were they staring? No, they weren’t staring, but I must have blood on me, right? I’d knelt down next to the dead boy; I’d been right beside him when his head had been blown open. There must be blood on my pants.
I slowed, looking down at my legs. There were wet splotches around my knees and calves, but I’d chosen dark pants this morning. Without the color to give the blood away, it just looked like dirty water. No clear sign of the boy’s death. Like Lime’s story of the bomb, erasing those it destroyed.
Tamara’s grip on my arm hauled me down the street to the right. She had a destination, I assumed; I didn’t even know where we were.
The echo of the sirens behind us had changed, suggesting that they were landing in the back street we’d just escaped from. I followed where Tamara pulled me, keeping close at her heels through the crowd.
She moved like a tank, forcing her way through close-gathered groups of friends chatting beside the open-air dining without a moment’s pause or regard for their personal space. I followed, half-jogging, ads lighting up under our feet. SEAN SPARROW, they said, SEAN SPARROW, TAMARA SHARMA.
We shouldered our way through a group of young men spread across the sidewalk. I was less agile than Tamara, and I slammed into one man’s shoulder as we passed, staggering both him and me.
“Hey, watch it!” the guy shouted, grabbing my arm.
“Sorry!” I said, or started to say; I didn’t have time to finish the word before Tamara separated his hand from my arm and, in the same motion, knocked him to the ground.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I said, while one of the other guys said, “What the?” and the group of them shifted from positions of casual annoyance into something a lot more ready to fight. Tamara shifted, too, a bright, bright look in her eyes, and at that moment I realized three things.
First, that Tamara absolutely did not have herself together;
Second, that the sirens behind us had emerged from behind the buildings, as if the vehicles had moved onto the street;
And third, that if the police flew past while we were in a brawl in the middle of a city sidewalk, then they’d arrest us. And we’d be caught by the Republic—this time, for real.



CHAPTER 29:
THREE THINGS OF BLUE
THE TWIN SUNS of Parnasse shone down at odds upon us, one at either side, approaching a true planetary night. Tamara, at my side, facing off the strangers in the street, coiled as a spring.
I caught her before she could, wrapping one arm around her chest and waist. “Sorry, guys!” I called to the strangers, and pulled Tamara away. She was a lot more muscular than me, but she was also a lot lighter, which made it relatively easy to drag her off. That, and she wasn’t seriously trying to fight me. Thank God. If she’d seriously wanted to fight me, I’d probably be laid out on the sidewalk with my toes pinned beneath my scapula.
“Keep your girlfriend under control!” one of the men shouted at me and, oh, normally I would let Tamara punch him for that, but I had to get us away.
The sirens were almost on top of us now, and it wouldn’t look good for me to be dragging a woman half my weight unwillingly along city streets. There was a restaurant right ahead, the menu posted on a hologram outside their window. I dragged us to a stop there, like we were reading it. Tamara craned her head around, looking back the way we’d come, behind us, ahead.
“Look at the menu,” I begged her.
“They—”
“It’s fine. We’re in Illin. As long as we act normal, we’ll be fine. Like you were telling me earlier, when we were following Mina.”
“I am acting normal!”
“You’re really not,” I said. She was, in fact, freaking out.
My mind flashed to Indigo, and I tried to pitch my voice calm, the way he always sounded. “Tamara, can you find three blue things for me?”
“What?”
“Three blue things. In the area around us. Can you name three blue things for me?”
She exhaled, hard. “The sky.”
“Cheap. Easy. What else?”
“The lamp inside the restaurant.”
I squinted. The darkened windows almost totally blocked it out, but she was right; there was a blue light of some kind inside.
And the sirens had almost passed us by. Another minute, and we’d be free. “One more.”
“Indigo’s collar-light.”
“Indigo’s not here,” I pointed out.
“Fine. Your eyes.”
“That’s so sweet,” I said. “I didn’t think you noticed.”
“Don’t let it go to your head. Are they gone?”
I dared to crane my head back, peering down the street in the direction the police vehicles had gone. The sirens had faded to a distant wail, and we’d actually traveled further during our flight than I’d noticed. I couldn’t even see the entrance to the utility road from here.
We’d escaped. Not just Lime, but also the Republican commando, and then the Illinich police. That felt like some sort of impressive criminal achievement. “I think we’re all good. Yeah. We’re good.”
Except I didn’t feel so good. I actually felt worse than I’d felt just a minute earlier, when the police had been right behind us, and I’d been trying to calm Lantern-Eyes down. Way worse. I could feel all the sticky spots on my pants where that boy’s blood had dried—
“Excuse me,” I said to Tamara, and walked over to the alleyway next to the restaurant, where I vomited into the trash.
The nausea overwhelmed me, the rest of the world disappearing. Nothing but the sickening misery of my body, and the horrible memory of the way the boy’s face had been there one second and gone the next. I was only my own gasping breaths, and the surreal memories of shattered bone and burst skin.
It faded, as these sorts of things always had to do eventually. I stared into the trash bin I’d soiled until the chunks of my own ejecta stopped looking like half-liquefied bits of brain, and just looked like vomit instead.
I straightened up. I felt clammy all over, but I was fully capable of walking. “We can go now.”
“We could,” Tamara said, but instead of making any move to leave, she stared into the window of the restaurant with the blue light.
Then she said, “Want to get a drink?”



CHAPTER 30:
TOLERANCE
“JUST ONE DRINK,” Tamara said.
I barely heard her. A blue light, Tamara had claimed she saw—the whole bar was blue. Some demented designer had decided on an undersea theme, and the only lights in the room were dim blue. There was a hologram on every table and several above the bar, all in keeping with the theme. A bright orange koi rippled its tail, endless unmoving movement through the blue light that surrounded it. A stellafish unfolded its complex mouth to let several smaller kellits dart out into the watery blue light around it. Even by Illin’s usual standard of ‘obsessed with holograms’, this bar was tacky.
“Did you hear me?” Tamara said.
I said, “Do you think they tried to be the ugliest bar on the block, or was it an accident?”
Tamara set off towards the bar without answering, weaving between holographic jellyfish.
I caught up with her. “Drinks are on me.”
“We’re paying with the same money.”
“Still. They’re on me.”
She shrugged, then nodded at the surface of the bar and said, “Check it out.”
I looked down. There were screens in the bars, so that if you’d rather watch a game than stare at holographic goldfish, you could. Or, at the very least, you could be advertised to while you became drunk and susceptible. The screen in the bar closest to me showed—
“Oh, hello,” I said, and tapped the screen to up the volume, because that was Todd Ketel on the screen.
His voice jolted in as the volume rose, folksy and detestable. “…has confirmed that humans and Ministers are sister species. I know that this comes as a shock to most humans, given the fraught and painful history between our peoples—”
“Understatement,” I said.
“Shush,” said Tamara.
“—but I can tell you that there is no doubt regarding these results,” Ketel continued. “The Ministers and the human race are members of the same family—siblings, just as our stars are siblings. And it is for that reason that I believe this war has gone on for long enough.”
An outcry from the watching crowd. Ketel stood there, looking every inch a leader, dignified and honorable and a little bit sad. All totally fake, of course. He was a terrible person.
“Looks like a Senate meeting,” Tamara said, bent so close to hear the speech over the din of the bar that her hair tickled my nose. “He’s actually going through with proposing peace talks.”
“He’d better. He’s got to know we’re annoyed.”
“We must,” said Ketel, when the crowd settled down, “we must offer the hand of peace to the Ministers! We have lived in fear and enmity for too, too long. No more should humanity or the Ministers fear another war. No more should the independent planets fear another Kystrom.”
Okay, that was pointed. Yes, hi, Todd. I see you.
The camera cut to a different old man. I didn’t recognize this one, but I figured him for another Senator. He said, “What about the issue of self-defense? The Ministers have never given any indication that they would be interested in a peace.”
“In any shaking of hands,” Ketel said, “someone must reach out first.”
“And what of economic concerns? The blockade—”
I turned off the volume. “And that’s enough.”
“Not big on macroeconomics, are you?” Tamara asked, lifting a hand to catch the attention of the bartender.
“Were you enjoying that?”
“Ketel is a good politician,” Tamara said, which didn’t really answer my question, but then the bartender arrived and, frankly, alcohol was more interesting than economics.
“What can I get you?” the bartender asked.
“I’ll have something blue,” I told him.
“And you, Ma’am?”
“Your most expensive whiskey,” Tamara said. “Neat.”
“You’ll regret that when you see my candy blue drink,” I told her, as the bartender moved away.
“No matter how good a politician Ketel is, this peace effort could fail,” Tamara said, ignoring me. “There’s no guarantee the other Senators will support him.”
“So cynical,” I marveled. “Where’s my patriotic Lieutenant?”
“Your patriotic Lieutenant shares toothpaste with the enemy. I stand by your plan, Sean, I mean that, but politics is uglier and more complicated than you make it seem.”
That kind of hurt. “O ye of little faith.”
“It’s not a lack of faith. It’s realism. We’ve hit Ketel with a carrot and a stick, but he’s still only one man. If this is going to work, he needs support from within the Republic—and from within Maria Nova.”
The bartender returned then, delivering to Tamara her simple glass of plain amber liquor, and to me a massive monstrosity of ice and umbrellas that was, as promised, blue. Tamara shook her head when she saw my drink, the smallest of smiles returning to its rightful place on her face.
I lifted my glass to her. “May the Wanderer pass you by.”
“What’s that mean?”
“It’s a Kystrene toast.”
“Huh,” Tamara said. “We say sloncha.”
“What’s that mean?”
“No idea. Sloncha.”
She tapped her glass against mine, then tipped her glass back for a small, measured sip. I took a sip of mine, too. It tasted… blue.
I wondered if I should try to talk about what had happened in the street. Tamara had been fine, and then she had been very much not fine. I wanted to know how to stop it from happening again. On the other hand, if Tamara had wanted to talk about it, she would have raised the subject. Her silence meant that I should leave it be. Besides which, I’d put her through a lot today, and I really did feel guilty about that. I’d be respectful, I decided, and not ask.
“So do you want to tell me what just happened out there?” I said.
She sighed. “I overreacted.”
“I mean, not totally,” I said. “You got me out of Lime’s little prison, and out of the alley before the cops arrived. I don’t think I would’ve thought that fast.”
“That’s the thing, I didn’t think. I got used to being hunted on the Nameless. I didn’t even have to think about how to survive anymore, after a while; it became instinct. When we were kidnapped and surrounded by enemies, that was familiar. And then suddenly we were on the street, surrounded by people, and they were enemies, too.”
I was suddenly glad of Tamara’s self-control. I suspected that guy who had grabbed me earlier would never know how close he came to getting his skull smashed in. “You’re not on the Nameless anymore, though. You’re safe.”
“Being safe is being suffocated. I don’t want to be safe.”
“I thought you said you don’t want to be an outlaw,” I said, baffled.
“I said I don’t want to live life on the run. Redeemer, Sean, why do you think I joined the military in the first place when there’s a war going on? Why do you think I volunteered for the mission to the Nameless? Safe is back at my parents’ house, raising seven sisters instead of living my own life. I don’t want to be safe.”
If I could be back with my family, safe, I would be, in a heartbeat. I stared down at my blue drink, which was starting to melt at the edges; condensation mingling with the stickiness of drips falling down the sides of the glass.
“But at the same time,” Tamara said, “I’m sitting with you right now, and it feels like I’m still there. Like this is all a hologram, and if I wave my hand, I’ll scatter the light and be back on the Nameless again.”
My holoband buzzed before I could think how to reply. Heart in my throat, I looked down.
It was not Brigid, but Indigo. He said, Status?
Oh, shit. We hadn’t told him anything. He didn’t know about Lime, or about the cops, or anything—
And he wasn’t going to find out. It would give him a heart attack. I’d tell him when we got back to the ship, I told myself, and with a few sips of liquor in me, it was a lot easier to pretend that was the only reason why.
Fine, I typed back. Grabbing a quick drink. We’ll be home soon.
Home. That was weird; it had just slipped out. I hadn’t meant to call the Alula home.
“Indigo says your name differently,” Tamara said. “Why is that?”
“What? He says it normally.”
“Shonn-ah,” Tamara said, in an absolutely abysmal imitation of Indigo’s accent and general tone of voice. “Shone-ahhh.”
“You mean he says it the right way.”
Tamara squinted at me. “Have I been saying it wrong?”
“You’ve just been saying it like a Republican,” I said, taking another sip of my drink. Maybe it was because the ice was melting, but it actually tasted kind of good now. “Kystrene has a vocative case; you add a schwa… it’s not reflected in the spelling, it’s purely conversational. You can tell who learned Kystrene from native speakers versus from a book by who gets that right… Indigo must’ve learned Kystrene from the Kystrenes.” Right after he’d finished killing them.
“Shoooo-nahhh,” Tamara said.
She leaned onto the bar, lip movements wildly exaggerated, and a look of serious concentration on her face. This was delightful. “Lantern-Eyes, are you tipsy already?”
“Give me another ten minutes. It’s been five years since I even smelled alcohol, and I haven’t eaten since this morning. Shone-ah. Shohhhh-nahhh.”
With her accent, it still sounded like a different word. I laughed, and took another gulp of my drink. Hey, this thing actually tasted pretty great.
“It’s a Kystrene thing, isn’t it?” Tamara said.
“Yeah, we’re speaking Kystrene,” I said. Except that we weren’t speaking Kystrene, we were speaking Sister. It would’ve been a lot easier to speak Kystrene, I thought mournfully.
“No, I mean this whole thing,” Tamara said. “You don’t want me to know what you’re doing, but you really don’t want Indigo to know. Whatever this Purifier thing is about, it’s a Kystrene thing.”
I couldn’t look at her. I took another sip of my drink. Then another. The glass was slippery in my hand.
“Why can’t you say it?” Tamara said. She sounded almost sad. “Is it that you don’t trust me?”
“It’s not that,” I said, and to my surprise, I knew it was true. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Tamara. Even if she hadn’t proved herself worthy of trust before, she’d proven it a hundred times over today.
I didn’t trust myself not to drive her away. Like I’d driven away Benny.
And… if I spoke the name of my sister aloud… It was just stupid superstition, really. That if I did anything as crass and direct as speaking Brigid’s name aloud, it would be like waving my hand through a cloud. That fragile thing would dissipate, and I would be left with nothing but loss, all over again.
Tamara said, “Does it have to do with your friend Benny, the one who died?”
She didn’t even know how close she was—or how far. I almost laughed. The air had gotten a little bit smoother around me, maybe. A little warmer. The sounds a little more distant.
Maybe that was why I was able to admit it this time.
“It’s my sister,” I said. “It’s Brigid.”



CHAPTER 31:
BOTTLED UP
“WHAT?” TAMARA SAID.
There was a lump in my throat; it hurt to speak past it. “She’s alive. My sister is alive, Tamara, I thought—”
“Start from the beginning,” Tamara urged, grabbing my arm.
I felt nauseous again, though I’d only had a few sips of—actually, it looked like I’d drunk almost all of my glass of Mysterious Blue. When had that happened? But Tamara’s grip on my arm was firm: something solid to lean upon.
“I got a message,” I said. “She said she was glad I was alive, that she didn’t know why I’d changed my name…”
“Wait. Your name isn’t Sean Wren?”
I swatted at her question like a fly. “No, it was Hart. Anyway, she…”
“Hart Wren?”
“No, Sean Hart. Why would my first name be Hart?”
“You tell me! I’m sorry. Lost focus for a minute there.” Tamara set her nearly-empty glass of whiskey down on the bar, and very deliberately pushed it a few inches away. “That message you got, that was from Brigid?”
“It was.” I chose my words carefully, trying to explain things clearly, when the tangled knot in my chest wanted just to ramble. “Brigid said she was alive, that she needed help. She said she needed this Purifier.”
Tamara hunched on the bar stool next to me, her gaze gone distant. She had that familiar glimmer in her eyes, like she was methodically working out a path through a labyrinth filled with monsters. I felt a rush of affection rise up in my chest, as warm as the air around.
“I see why you don’t want to tell Indigo,” Tamara said at last.
Vindication. “Right?”
“You’ve gotta, though.”
“I don’t ‘gotta’ anything,” I said. The very thought of it made me want to make a break for it—running for nowhere in particular, just run. “What am I even gonna say to him? Hey, Shay, remember those people you murdered? Remember how—”
“He might be able to clarify the situation. I mean, are you even sure this is really your sister?”
“Of course it’s her!”
My voice was too loud, even by the standards of the bar. The people two stools behind Tamara stopped their conversation to crane their necks at me. The bartender, doing something arcane with glassware and a rag, caught my eye.
It’s hard enough to make eye contact with a bartender. Now that I had him, I wasn’t going to let him go. I waved him over. “Another round, please.”
“I don’t think—” Tamara started.
“Same things?” the bartender asked me.
“Do you have anything green?” I asked.
“We only serve blue.”
Blue would do. “Same thing for us both,” I said, and the bartender nodded, gingerly picking up my sopping wet glass.
He hesitated with his hand extended for Tamara’s not-quite-empty glass, raising his brows at her in question. Tamara looked torn. Then she picked up her drink and tossed back the last mouthful like a champ, barely grimacing.
That cheered me up, a little, but there was still something bothering me. “When did you find out about… Indigo, and what happened on Kystrom?” I asked, after the bartender left. It was hard to say it: “What he did, I mean.”
“He told me on the Nameless after we thought you died. I think he expected me to leave him behind. Bastard caught me too late—I was already committed to helping him by then.”
I coughed out a laugh. “Sunk cost fallacy.”
“That’s why I’m here,” Tamara agreed. “Sunk cost fallacy. Sean, I’ve never asked… What do you remember of your sister? You were how old when she died?”
There went my good cheer. “Seventeen.”
“You’re… twenty-five?”
“Yes,” I said, puzzled. “You can count? You do need another round.”
“I thought you were younger,” Tamara sighed, leaning her head on one hand. “But you’re almost a grown-up.”
Almost? “How old are you?”
“I don’t know. What month is it?”
“It’s Hicka.”
“The fuck month is that?”
“A Kystrene month,” I said. “I don’t keep the Standard calendar. But there’s that poem to convert them, how does it go—We Fear A Liar, Faces Doubled Higher—”
“It’s January, Sean,” Tamara said, lifting her holoband, where she’d just checked the date. “Hm. January, already.”
I waited. “So how old are you?”
“I am almost thirty-three.”
She was almost eight years older than me. Almost the same amount of time separated her birth from mine, as separated me now from Brigid’s supposed death. I didn’t know what that meant. If it meant anything.
Two full glasses appeared on the bar in front of us, courtesy of the minor angel working behind the counter. I picked up my drink at once. They must’ve perfected the recipe between orders, because this drink was smooth.
“It’s eight years since I saw my sister,” I said. “All the dead are angels. I tried to only remember the good things. I know I’ve forgotten.”
Tamara didn’t seem to be drinking. She was just holding her glass, swirling the liquid around. It was the same amber color as her eyes. “If the best traits are the only thing you know about a person,” she said, “you don’t really know them at all.”
“So, what,” I said, and the words fought me on the way out, like they were a spell my tongue didn’t want to shape. “You think Brigid is bad?”
“I think Brigid is bait. She said she’s in danger. What danger? Why wait until now to reach out?”
“Or maybe,” I said, “it’s not really Brigid.” My eyes stung.
“Maybe. Who else knew your real name?” Then Tamara seemed to see me. “Oh, Sean…”
Stupid to cry here and now. Incredibly stupid. Especially where the hardened Lantern-Eyes could see. And it wasn’t like anything had changed, really. If this was Brigid, then hooray, my sister was alive! If it wasn’t Brigid, then it wasn’t like she had died for a second time.
And yet it felt like she had, my heart tearing itself familiarly asunder.
An arm settled over my shoulders, the warmth and weight of it like a heavy blanket on a cold night. It was Tamara, leaning onto my shoulder. I didn’t dare to move. My family was long dead, and for the past years all I’d had was Benny. I couldn’t remember the last time a friend had hugged me. I thought it should’ve been comforting. Instead, it made my throat hurt more, my fight against tears now a definite rout.
Something crumpled shoved its way into my face, near enough to hit my eyelashes. I pulled back and found a napkin held under my nose in Tamara’s left hand, while her right hand rubbed at my back. I took the napkin and pressed it against the damp skin under my eyes. “Sorry,” I said, embarrassed.
Something bony landed on my left shoulder: Tamara’s chin. She said, “There must be something only you and your sister know about. Something no one else could imitate, or whatever.”
“Probably,” I said, puzzled. “Why?”
“Test her,” Tamara said. “Make her prove she’s really Brigid.”



CHAPTER 32:
WHAT GOD HATH WROUGHT, OR SOMETHING OF THAT KIND
LANTERN-EYES WAS a genius.
“I should make her prove it,” I said.
“You should,” she said.
“I should.”
“Can you call her?”
I had her SLC address. I could message her, call her, whatever. “I could video call her.”
“Do it,” Tamara said, her voice muffled; she was speaking into her glass.
I pulled out my holoband. The screen was blurry—must’ve been the lighting in the room, I thought, and I squinted at the screen until it came into wobbly focus. There was another message from Indigo, asking whether I wanted to go back to the Alula or rent a room in the city, which was one too many decisions for me right now. I found Brigid’s SLC address and sent a connection request.
Tamara and I sat there, shoulder-to-shoulder, silent at the bar while the holoband projected CONNECTION STATUS: PENDING above my wrist. Below my hand, the muted video of Senator Ketel in debate continued to play.
The holoband display changed: CONNECTION FAILED.
“She didn’t pick up,” I said, disappointed.
“Maybe she’s not by her computer,” Tamara suggested. “You could message her.”
I closed down the video connection, then hesitated over the message screen. “You don’t think I’m going to scare her off?”
“If you scare her off, she isn’t really your sister.”
Fair enough. I’d message her, then—something to prove she was her, and I was me.
But what to say?
ELEVEN YEARS BEFORE…
(HANG ON, THAT’S NOT RIGHT. LET ME DO THE MATH AGAIN.
SOMETHING LIKE TWENTY-FIVE, MINUS THIRTEEN…)
TWELVE YEARS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE
I HAD A brilliant idea, at age thirteen, to invent a language for me and Brigid alone.
“It can be sort of like Ameng, but with better spelling,” I told her, taking the stairs in the house two at a time, and ignoring my mother’s distant call of, Slow down, Sean, you’ll fall! “None of the spelling in Ameng matches how the words are said, but in our language it’ll match.”
Brigid was at my heels, taking the steps two at a time, just the same as me. She was like that; doubting me to my face and copying every old thing behind my back. “None of the spelling?”
“None of it,” I confirmed. I took a sharp right at the top of the stairs, into my bedroom; there, sitting at a crooked angle on my desk, was my prized possession: a real, hard-bound copy of The Words of Our Ancestors: Ameng Grammar. Physical books were inconvenient and uncommon, so they had to be specially-ordered in Itaka. My father had gotten me this copy for my birthday the preceding year, and every time I opened it, I felt like I was on one of the ancient starships, journeying slowly from long-lost Earth to the marvelous binary Sisters.
I flipped it open, careful with the fragile and already-dogeared pages. “See, here,” I said, pointing to one of my favorite chapters, on question-phrasing. “We can do an inverted sentence when we want to ask a question.”
Brigid sat down on my bed, brow furrowed with thought. “Okay.”
“And we can make a whole vocabulary that’s really intuitive. Like, if you want to say cat, you say maow. Or an owl is a hoo-oo. Or a cona is a hnn-hnn.”
I could tell from the look on her face that I was losing her. “What if it’s not an animal?” she asked.
“Then obviously it would be more complex.”
“How would you say ‘Sean’ or ‘Brigid’?”
“‘Sean’. ‘Brigid’.”
I thought I was pretty clever, but she scowled at me. “What if we forgot about a whole stupid language and just had a secret code?”
I mean, assuming that there was still going to be some grammar involved, I could maybe get behind the secret code idea. “Like, we substitute in one word for another?”
“Words for numbers.” Brigid slid off my bed and came to stand alongside me at the desk, bending over The Words of Our Ancestors. She had to bend further than me. Brigid had hit her growth spurt before I hit mine; Brigid aged twelve and myself aged thirteen was the only time in our shared lives when she was taller than me. It concerned me, at the time; there was something fundamentally wrong about being shorter than my younger sister. Then I’d hit my own growth spurt and left Brigid far behind, and all was well in the world again.
“It’s a book cipher,” Brigid explained. “So, pick a sentence. Maybe—”
“‘What hath God wrought’,” I said. It was a traditional phrase in Ameng. Every time the ancients invented a new method of communication, that was what they said first: What hath God wrought.
“So we’ve got four words,” Brigid said. “You find each of those four words in some text that you agree on beforehand, like Words of Our Ancestors—this would be easier with an electronic copy.”
“I have an electronic copy, too,” I said.
We shuffled over to my computer, leaving the manuscript splayed wide on my desk. Brigid searched each of the words into the text, one at a time: WHAT HATH GOD WROUGHT. For each word, she wrote down a number. What was the hundred and eleventh word in the manuscript, so she wrote down 111. Hath showed up a little over eighty thousand words in, so 80769. And so on. In the end she came up with a string of numbers: 111 80769 2 451.
“No one will know what it says,” Brigid said, “unless they know what book we used. And only the two of us will know the book.”
Brigid had always preferred numbers to words; I’d always been the other way around. “I still think I can come up with a language.”
Brigid closed the electronic copy of Words of Our Ancestors. “Sure. Just let me know when it’s done.”
She knew me well. A day or two later, I’d forgotten all about it. See, that was one thing Brigid had over me. When she chose a course of action, no matter what that course of action was—she followed it through to the end.
HERE AND NOW
Dear Brigid,
Luke Kane’s dead. Things are crazy down here. Prove it’s really you, or I’m done helping. Tell me, WHAT HATH GOD WROUGHT?
Sean
“Sinister,” Tamara remarked. “I take it that’s the secret message only you two know?”
“That’s the one,” I said, and sent it. I missed the button on the holoband the first time I tried, so I aimed again, and this time managed to send the message on its merry little way. “She’d better answer me fast.”
A hand landed on my shoulder.
“Oh, not that fast,” I said, and giggled, because wouldn’t it be funny if that was Brigid standing behind me, right now? But Tamara had gone dangerously still.
My blood chilled, despite the heat of the room. I turned slowly.
Mina Kane stood there, wearing a black jacket with a hood up, like she didn’t want to be noticed. Her hands were stuffed in her pockets and her expression was set—not quite fear, not quite anger.
Mina said, “You know something about my brother.”



CHAPTER 33:
HARD PROOF
“OH, HELL NO,” Tamara said.
“I need to talk to you,” Mina insisted. I hadn’t noticed it in the darkness of her brother’s empty apartment, but she had a round little mouth that looked pouty when she was ticked off. It was kind of adorable. And kind of funny.
“We’ll give you our number,” Tamara said. “You can call us tomorrow, and we can all have a nice long conversation someplace public that I have personally vetted.”
“Didn’t you choose this bar? What’s more public than this?”
“Give me a rough estimate,” Tamara said. “How many people do you have waiting outside the bar to arrest us?”
“I came alone.”
“And you expect me to believe that why?”
“Because I need to know what you know about my brother,” Mina said. “And I can’t let my bosses get in the way.”
She spoke with a muted desperation that I knew very well. I’d felt the same way, back when the death of my family had been fresh. The need to keep moving, and the fear that if I stopped for an instant, I would fall like a hopper out of the sky.
“In that case, you won’t mind waiting until tomorrow,” Tamara said.
The round pout of Mina Kane’s mouth took on a dangerous angle. Like a woman on the verge of hollering for the cops.
“Could you give us a moment?” I asked Mina, and turned Tamara back to face the bar so that we could have a quick conference. “She knows things, and she’s willing to talk.”
“Sean,” Tamara said, “you may not understand this, because you are only twenty-five—”
“Hey!”
“—but I’m in my thirties and I’ve had two drinks, so my evening plans involve fried food and going to bed early, not fighting our way out of what is a very obvious sting—”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” said Mina Kane, at which point I realized that our quiet conversation had not been all that quiet. Mina reached between us—her curls in my face—and rapped hard on the surface of the bar. “One shot. Vodka.”
The bartender looked at her, eyes narrowed. Then he reached under the bar and pulled out a glass and a bottle. Without breaking eye contact, he poured her drink, then dropped it on the bar between mine and Tamara’s. Liquor sloshed over the edge to puddle on the surface of the bar.
Mina picked it up without pause, shot it, then slammed the glass back in its own puddle.
“Now,” she said, “let’s talk.”
BETWEEN THE THREE of us, we managed to force our way from the bar to one of the tables. It was a complicated venture involving first locating an empty table, then enough empty chairs, and then some sort of negotiation with the bartender that Tamara spearheaded, luckily, because I think I would’ve just walked off with the chairs. The bargain seemed to involve us buying another round of drinks, which was the only explanation I had for the three glasses that arrived on the table when we did. They encircled the branching hologram of coral that glowed in the center of the table and reached its limbs over us like some massive tree.
Mina still had her hood up. “Why did you come looking for my brother?” she asked, as soon as we were all seated.
I was feeling the drinks from earlier—the air was soupy. “Someone told me to. I was supposed to pick up a package.”
“Who?”
“I can’t say for sure,” I said, cleverly. “I never saw her face.”
“You must know something about her,” Mina said.
“Uh-uh,” Tamara said. She’d started to drawl. Typical of a Republican. Three drinks, and the enunciation went right out the window. “It’s your turn. What happened to your brother?”
“He died,” Mina said, flatly.
“Who killed him and why?”
Mina stared at her for a minute, eyes narrowed beneath her hood. Then she held out her shot glass towards Tamara.
Tamara lifted her whiskey glass in reply.
Mina swallowed the shot. Tamara took a long pull from her glass that drained about half of it in one go. I found the little straw in my drink that I’d been ignoring, and sipped until the straw made empty sucking sounds against the ice.
“Christ, Sean,” Tamara said.
Mina caught the bartender’s eye, holding up her finger to indicate another round. Her hood had fallen off with the last shot, revealing an orange halo where the fabric had messed up her curls. “My brother was sending information to Maria Nova,” she said, abruptly.
There was still a little bit of drink left in my glass, between the ice. “We know,” I said, chasing it with the straw.
“How much did Vela tell you?” Mina asked.
“Who’s Vela?” I asked.
“The man who pretended to be police and arrested you.”
Wait a minute. Mina wasn’t there when Lime took us into fake custody; so how did she know about that? “How do you know about that?”
“She rescued us.” Tamara was doing a stupendous job of not looking or sounding shitfaced, which I knew she was, because I was on my way there myself. “I mean, she sent the Republican Special Forces from the five-oh-one in after us and killed everybody else. Didn’t you, Mina?”
“You’re welcome,” Mina said.
My brain churned like drying cement. “Are you Peregrine?”
She looked at me like I was crazy. Then she looked at Tamara. Then back at me. Then she said, “Redeemer Almighty, you don’t know anything.”
“Hey,” I said, offended.
The waiter dropped off another round. Tamara pushed her glass away with one finger, a grim expression on her face. Mina picked up her glass and shot it back. Then she reached through the hologram to snatch Tamara’s glass, and swallowed some of that, too.
My drink was melting into the table. I snagged it with a finger and pulled it slyly closer to my mouth. Tamara said, “Sean.”
“My brother died two days ago,” Mina said abruptly. “And it was my fault.”
“You didn’t kill him,” I said, “right?”
“I might as well have. I told him to make the connection to Maria Nova.”
Even in my hazy mental state, I knew a story when I heard one. I slipped the straw into my mouth—stealthily, so that Tamara wouldn’t notice I was doing it—and waited for Mina to continue.
She took her time about it, staring into the glass she’d stolen from Tamara like she could see something in its reflections. “We always knew that there were Marian spies in the Republic,” she said. “Illin’s the economic capital of the galaxy, so we knew there must be some here. We knew they must be human. We’d notice if a Minister were here—”
I snickered into my glass until I saw Tamara’s glare.
“—and there are plenty of poor brainwashed humans living in Maria Nova to choose from,” Mina continued. “We know that, sometimes, when there’s no human family left alive, Ministers will raise human orphans. Like students. Or pets. Most of their clandestine agents are such orphans, because of the high level of trust between the human and the Minister tutor who raised them. I put together a whole dossier on a hypothetical Marian human spy, with a personality profile, and… and all that. Whoa.”
She looked a little wide-eyed, as if Parnasse had spontaneously decided to start spinning a little faster. I felt a wave of sympathy. “I know,” I said. “It’s always the fourth drink that does it.”
“You put together a dossier on a hypothetical spy,” Tamara reminded Mina, keeping us on track like the champion she was. “And you found one.”
Mina nodded, still a little wide-eyed. “Gregorio Vela,” she said. “I could’ve arrested him and had him questioned and deported. But what a waste! Vela was one of hundreds, if not thousands of Ministerial agents hidden in the Republic. Why take him off the board when I could use him as a piece of my own? Vela would never trust me—if I pretended to sell out to Maria Nova, he’d smell a trap. But my brother… I got some classified documents, gave them to Luke, then Luke told Vela he stole them from me.”
“Why store them in a Purifier?” I asked.
She blinked. “Because I had one.”
Ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer, I supposed. “You didn’t have any regular data chips on hand?”
“Of course. But the Purifier was more secure, innocuous, yet still portable. Luke and I thought that Vela might try to take the data by force instead of going through with the trade. We had to make sure the data was hidden somewhere he’d never look.”
“What was the point of developing a relationship with Vela?” Tamara wanted to know. “No matter what Luke gave him, the Ministers would never provide anything useful in exchange. You were trading empty packages back and forth.”
“Vela was an investment,” Mina said. “Luke was giving him real information—vetted and approved by my supervisors, obviously; but real classified information that the Ministers could confirm. I wanted the Ministers to trust Vela’s source. Then, when the time was right, we’d poison them.”
I swallowed my mouthful of icy drink with difficulty. “Sorry?”
“Poison them with bad intel. They’d trust whatever Luke gave them, because, well—look at how he’d cooperated with them before. In this field, who gives you the data matters almost as much as what the data is.”
“Using your bad intel, the Ministers would sabotage themselves,” I surmised. It was ingenious, if not a little underhanded.
“I’d trick them into weakening their position somewhere, or even lose a battle, if it came to that. But first I had to create that paper trail. It was working—my brother and Vela established a rapport—before long, my brother was sent up the food chain to some higher-ranking Minister spy, Peregrine.”
“Peregrine is working with the Republic,” I remembered.
“No. Peregrine’s working for Maria Nova. She might be a Minister herself; I’ve never met her. She came to Parnasse to clean house, to get rid of spies that had become liabilities. You know how Ministers are.”
I had a flash of Indigo’s face then, cold and remote in the glow of his collar-light, the way he’d looked when first we’d met. No, no, that wasn’t true of him. I knew him better now. He wasn’t like that now; he’d only been like that before. It wasn’t the same.
I reached for my glass only to find it moving away from me; Tamara set it on the opposite side of the table. “Peregrine came to Maria Nova to act as your brother’s new liaison and to kill compromised spies,” Tamara said. “She killed your brother?”
“Vela killed my brother,” Mina said. “Luke saw him coming up in the elevator, right before he died. He sent me a message to let me know they were about to make contact. Standard procedure. Last thing he ever did.” She pressed her hands over her face. “I told Luke to let him in.”
I thought at first I’d misheard her. It was loud at the bar, and her words were muffled through her palms. But no. Mina kept her hands over her face, hiding grief, hiding shame. Hiding her complicity in her brother’s death. I felt that echo of grief shared again, and reached out to squeeze her shoulder. I would’ve hugged her, if I’d been closer, like Tamara had hugged me.
Tamara said, “So you decided to start murdering the Marians in return?”
“What am I supposed to do, when Vela’s people attacked us first?” Mina flung her hands off her face, revealing reddened, swollen eyes. “I want to bring Vela to justice for what he did. But Peregrine won’t give him to me.”
My wrist itched. I scratched it, only for my fingers to bump into something hard. Oh—the holoband. The holoband was buzzing against my skin and I’d mistaken it for an itch. I’d received a new message.
“Peregrine knows my brother was a double agent,” Mina said. “But Luke never got around to handing over the last piece of data that Peregrine wants.”
The message was from Brigid. I scrambled to open it. The hologram unfolded over my wrist and I kept my arm low so that the hologram on the table wouldn’t wash it out, so that Brigid’s message would be easier to read.
“She wants that data,” Mina said. “She wants that data so bad. And fuck it, I’m willing to give it over, even though my bosses forbade it. But I have a price.”
“What price?” Tamara asked.
“Vela,” Mina said.
Dear Sean,
2 80769 451 80 6.
You’re on the news. Get out of there.
Brigid
That wasn’t the right string of numbers, but it was a string of numbers. It certainly looked like our childhood code—but what was Brigid’s encoded message, if not the usual—oh, shit, the news.
“Turn on the news,” I said. Both women looked at me, startled. “Is there a screen here? Can we go back to the bar? The news—Ketel, the Senate hearing with Ketel—”
Mina reached out to the holographic base in the center of the table, the one displaying the branching coral. She fiddled with the touch screen somehow, and the coral disappeared, replaced by the floating image of Todd Ketel’s annoying face, standing behind a podium.
“—authorized to reveal their true identities,” Ketel said, arranging his expression in a way that he probably thought looked stoic and noble. “I hope that you will see, through the alliance of these three persons, that peace and cooperation is truly possible between our countries.”
“Oh, fuck,” said Tamara.
“I would like to introduce you all to the three heroes who brought the Philosopher Stone data safely out of its resting place, before access to the ancient data was lost,” Ketel said. “They very nearly gave their lives ensuring that this truth would come to light. The first is a Minister who, of course, has no public name to share.”
An image of Indigo’s face appeared in the hologram, beside Todd Ketel. It was a slightly blurry photo—no collar-light—serene expression, and a healing scratch on the jaw that meant it was a recent photo. This image had been taken from within the Sulla ship that Indigo had subdued, I realized.
“The second is a Republican Lieutenant by the name of Tamara Gupta, a native of Marchen, and top of her class,” Todd Ketel said.
Tamara’s face appeared on the screen. This must’ve been her enlistment photo. She looked younger, much rounder in the cheeks, sitting perfectly upright and unsmiling in a dress uniform.
“And the last,” Todd Ketel said, and it seemed I heard him from a long way off, “is a young man who has lost so much in his short life. He had no reason to help either of our countries, and yet he saw clearly that the only way for our species to grow is to have peace between humans and Ministers alike. Sean Hart of Kystrom, one of the only survivors of the Itakan massacre.”
My picture appeared on the screen. It was taken from within Ketel’s office. I had Ketel’s antique clock in my lap, and a big grin on my face.
“These people did not do what they did for the fame,” Ketel continued, as all three of our photographs appeared on screen together, Indigo blurry, Tamara professional, and me, grinning like a loon. “They did it because it was right. I only hope that we can see that if they could find common ground—so can we.”
In the instant before the broadcast ended, I could’ve sworn that Todd Ketel looked directly at the camera—directly at me. That he smiled. Just a little.
The broadcast ended. The bar was still loud, but the people nearest our table—and the bartender—had all gone quiet. Mina Kane gaped at us openly, her curls wild around her face.
Our anonymity had been the one thing keeping us from arrest. Todd Ketel had stripped it away in one go.
We were so screwed.



CHAPTER 34:
ALCOHOL’S NOT THE SOLUTION, IT’S A…
LOOK, JUST STICK YOUR FAVORITE DRUNK PUN HERE
(I’M PRETTY SLOSHED RIGHT NOW)
OUR FACES WERE displayed on the hologram at our table, on the screen at the bar. Probably on a million other screens throughout Illin right now, at this very moment; by tomorrow, our faces, names, identities would be everywhere, for everyone to know.
Not many at the bar had noticed us, yet. One or two people within eyeshot of our table. The bartender. And Mina Kane.
Mina blinked at us, hard. Like she was having trouble focusing. How many drinks had she had? We were at the table with a Republican spymaster, who probably knew Todd Ketel personally, and she had just found out that we were behind the most important data leak of the past thousand years. Literally the only thing saving us from her trying to—I don’t know—arrest us, or whatever—the only thing saving us was that we’d gotten her drunk first.
The light hitting my cheek went dark: Tamara had shut down the hologram of our faces. “Go,” she said to me, tersely.
Everything around me was very clear, as crisp as if it were limned in ice. My mind was sharp and my movements were agile and quick. And then I tried to get off my bar stool and, nope, I was still drunk.
“Wait,” Mina said.
The crowd moved around me, the room flowing like water. I stumbled and fell into Tamara’s wake as she made her way towards the exit, her hair reflecting blue lights, her back iron-straight. The outside caught me by surprise, cooler air, sudden silence away from the buzzing of voices and movements and electronics in the bar behind. I took a deep breath of the clean air, and tried to get my spinning mind to focus. There were a few other patrons on the sidewalk with us, just standing around, or walking past, or whatever. None of them were looking at us. None of them were looking at us yet.
I twisted around, looking back at the restaurant door. “Is she following us? Mina?”
“She’s sloshed and she knows I can take her out. She’ll call for backup—probably is calling for backup right now,” Tamara said. “This was so fucking stupid—hang on.”
She marched off to the alley next to the bar like the soldier she was, stuck her fingers down her throat, and vomited into the very same trash can I’d lost my breakfast into a few hours earlier. Two women who’d stopped to read the menu on the sidewalk watched her with horror.
That was probably the right course of action, but I’d already vomited once today and I sort of felt like I’d met my quota. Tamara marched up alongside me again, the determined expression on her face somewhat undermined by the fact that she moved like she was trying to find her footing in a faulty art-grav field. If someone did recognize us, I thought dimly, we were not going to have an easy time getting away.
My thoughts were clicking in my head like an empty lighter. Click-click-click, and then, a spark. “We gotta call Indigo.”
“Already did.” Tamara lifted her holoband but, like, more than she needed to; she almost hit me in the cheek. “Soon as Ketel started talking.”
My Lantern-Eyes was smart. Indigo was forewarned, at least. And already on his way, probably. When Indigo was here we’d be safe. We—
We couldn’t wait out here in public for Indigo to find us. As recognizable as we were on our own, we’d be infinitely more recognizable with Indigo at our side. And if anyone recognized him, a Minister…
I jolted back to awareness of our surroundings. I could only focus on one thing at a time, even more so than usual. The girls who’d been studying the menu had gone into the bar, but another, larger group had arrived, laughing among themselves. The police, or the five-oh-one, or whatever hired thugs Todd had found—they’d be on top of us before I noticed.
“We gotta go,” I said. Away from the bar, away from Mina Kane. While the last tatters of anonymity held.
Tamara grabbed my arm and marched down the street, away from the bar. Her arm hooked into mine was a solid point of reality as the ground blurred by underfoot. The holographic ads almost blinded me with their light. I blinked and squinted. It took me a moment to realize what my eyes had seen. Our names—our fake names—were emblazoned on every wall down the block. SEAN SPARROW. TAMARA SHARMA.
The holograms flickered. The names vanished. And they were replaced:
SEAN HART. TAMARA GUPTA.
Tamara said something, too muddled for my buzzing ears to understand.
“What?” I said.
“We need a safe place to lie low,” Tamara repeated, obviously clinging to a facsimile of sobriety with all ten nails and most of her teeth. “Where do we go?”
We couldn’t get back to the Alula. I’d stranded us on Parnasse. Tamara’d even tried to warn me, and I hadn’t listened. “Cicero’s?”
“They’ll take us?”
They would, of course. They’d taken me and Benny in under worse situations than—no, actually. There had never been worse situations than this, had there?
A blur rounded the corner of the block. Someone—I wouldn’t have even paid him any mind, except that Tamara stopped abruptly, and her arm, hooked in my elbow, pulled me to a stop, too. I squinted down over the illuminated advertisements. It was full night on Parnasse—both Sister stars on the other side of the planet—and so the light of the advertisements was blinding, and the man hard to see. He looked very ordinary. Ordinary man, in ordinary clothes. With ordinary, close-cropped hair. Like a military man would have.
When he walked past the holographic advertisements, they lit up—but no name appeared in the ads.
“Back, back,” Tamara muttered, and I was swung around, the cool air breezing across my cheeks. We set our backs to the man without a name, and faced the path back to the bar—
There were three people coming down the path in the opposite direction, headed our way. Like the man ahead of us, the advertisements lit up with their passing, but showed not a single name. Mina Kane’s reinforcements, headed our way.
The advertisements on all sides were as brilliant as a spotlight, encircling us with our own names. No hiding, no escape.
Darkness fell upon us so sudden and impossible that I thought, for an instant, that I had gone blind. One instant, we were surrounded by light, haloed, exposed. The next, nothing but darkness, and the cool touch of the wind.
“Sean,” someone said, not Tamara; “this way!”
I knew that voice. I knew it in my bones, and I trusted it without reservation. I turned to the voice, blinking through the darkness as the glow of city lights from three blocks over illuminated the area around us faintly. There was someone in a narrow alley between buildings behind me, nothing more than a shadow between stones.
I moved towards that shadow, pulling Tamara along. The shadow ran away, sliding between buildings, glancing back to be sure I followed. I could see the movement, not the face. I could not see her face.
There was shouting behind us, the sound of running feet; the world seemed warm and cold all at once. The only real things were the scrape of raw stone from the walls I squeezed between, and the hard grip of Tamara’s hand on my elbow. The shadow was still ahead of me, out of reach; she emerged from the gap in the walls into a larger space and in that better light I caught a glimpse of blond hair flying back, stained orange by the quality of the light.
My heart seized in my chest. I pushed myself free of the narrow gap and chased her, Tamara at my heels.
I didn’t try to track where we went. I couldn’t. I ran in a dream I wasn’t sure wasn’t a nightmare, keeping pace behind the figure as she wove between buildings, through courtyards, up and around exit stairs. Always close, but never close enough to catch her.
And then she slowed down, run to a jog to a walk to a stop. I staggered to stillness behind her, my breath coming uneven as the world spun around me, spun around everything, and through all that spinning she remained perfectly still.
We’d stopped in an area without advertisements, where the public was not meant to go, at the knee of a great and windowless building that was as smooth and featureless as an obelisk. Neither of the stars was overhead, and the only light to see by was the dark violet glow of illegible signage across the street. The color of that signage illuminated everything in wounded shadows, bruise-colored. It reminded me of Number One and her deadly violet collar-light.
The air came rough and dry into my chest, scratching at my throat. Tamara beside me was silent, and the woman who had led us here stood very still, her back to us, her cropped blond hair tangled by the run.
She turned, slowly, as if she was as afraid to see my face as I was to see hers. But she turned around. I saw her.
I knew her.
Brigid.



CHAPTER 35:
SOME FAMILY REUNIONS ARE MORE AWKWARD THAN OTHERS
I’D NEVER REALLY seen someone age before. I’d seen all my peers rise from children to adults, sure, but I’d been rising with them, and we had all changed in sync. Besides, there was a difference between a child growing up and an adult beginning to age. My sister was twenty-four: still young. But she’d been sixteen last I’d seen her, and the changes in her face now were not the drastic and expected changes of a child becoming an adult. They were the honing of features that aging brings: the shaping of a life lived, in which the next great change was not puberty, but death.
And yet I knew her. God of Blood, that was my sister there. Blue eyes, like mine. A face like—and I felt the memory like a knife to the gut—like my father’s, a little round in the cheeks. Blond hair darkened to tarnished gold, in tangled little tufts no longer than her cheekbones.
I said, “You cut your hair.”
Brigid’s expression had been remote, cold. The way she always had been when she was truly nervous and too proud to show it. My question hit that coldness like a stone crashing through an ice-covered pond.
Brigid said, “Are you kidding?”
My heart was swollen a thousand times its size, a hammer-beat on all my organs. This was my sister. I crossed the last few steps that separated her from me and caught her up in my arms. She was warm, and moving, and alive in my arms, grabbing me around the neck the way she used to when she was just a little girl. My brain was still spinning from the alcohol. It didn’t feel real.
She said in my ear, “Are you drunk?”
“No. Yes.” I laughed, then released her, holding her an arm’s length away. She grabbed me in turn, her fingers digging into my arms. She looked so different. She looked exactly how I remembered. I hadn’t even been able to recall the features of her face, but seeing them now all felt so familiar. She looked—
“You look like Mom,” I said, and her whole expression flinched.
“I don’t mean to interrupt,” said a voice from behind us, “but we’ve got to move.”
I’d completely forgotten Tamara was there. I’d also not realized that I’d slipped back into Kystrene as soon as I’d seen Brigid, and that we’d been having a conversation of which Tamara couldn’t understand a word.
“Uh, Brigid, this is Tamara,” I said, switching back into Sister. “Tamara, this is my sister, Brigid.”
“Pleasure to meet you,” Tamara said. “Your brother talks about you a lot.”
Brigid studied Tamara, her expression shadowed in the bruise-colored light. Brigid said in Kystrene, “She’s pretty.”
I thought Tamara was beautiful: beautiful like sunrises were beautiful, and lanterns lit at night, and the front door of your house after a long, long journey. The way Brigid said it, though, made it sound tawdry. “It’s not like that. She’s a very good friend.”
Brigid switched to Sister Standard. “You were a Lieutenant?” she asked Tamara.
“I was,” Tamara answered, warily.
“Where did you serve?”
“Not Kystrom.”
“Come on, Bridge, let’s go,” I said. We shouldn’t talk about this. We should just be glad to see each other.
“You no longer serve the Republic?” Brigid asked. She had an accent. That was funny. I’d long since lost my Kystrene accent, of course; I could speak Sister like a native. But Brigid, it seemed, had kept hers.
“I don’t,” Tamara said. “I’m like Sean now, which means we’ve got to get somewhere safer than—than the back side of a waste treatment plant.”
“We’re fine for another moment,” Brigid said, then set her hand on my elbow, drawing me closer to her. Her hand on my elbow, real, physical. This was really, really her. This was my sister.
“Sean,” she said to me, quietly, in Kystrene, “is that the woman from the broadcast earlier?”
She meant Todd’s broadcast, which had ruined everything. I winced. “Yeah. That’s why we’ve got to go.”
“If that woman is with you—then, from the broadcast—”
“Incoming,” Tamara said, sharply.
Her tone of voice had me bracing to run, looking wildly for the group of armed men or savage crazed monsters that were surely about to attack us, but Tamara wasn’t looking at the street around us. She was frowning down at her holoband.
“Someone else is coming,” she said—to Brigid, not to me. “He’s a friend. He doesn’t mean any harm, so, don’t—”
A figure emerged from the shadows along the side of the massive obelisk. At first he was just a shadow himself, moving as smooth and quiet as a breeze between the buildings. He flowed forward like a quiet stream, barely seeming to part the air so much as the air parted for him, and in his otherworldly, inhuman grace, I knew him. Tamara had scared me, and it was just Indigo?
I noticed the absence of Brigid’s grip on my arm before I realized anything else. I turned, but she was already backing away, to the very edge of the violet light from the advertisement. Half-shadowed again.
It was the alcohol’s fault, I was sure of it. I wanted to forget who Indigo was, what he’d done; I’d let myself forget it, and the liquor still slowing down my thoughts put that grief briefly out of reach.
Indigo came up alongside me, where Brigid had stood. He looked at me, but I could not meet his eyes, caught in the awful yawning realization of which two persons I had brought together.
In that silence, Indigo turned to Brigid. He said, “Who are you?”
My sister’s face twisted. As swiftly as she’d arrived, she turned and fled into the dark.



CHAPTER 36:
THE BELLS
I CALLED OUT Brigid’s name, reaching into the void where she had gone.
Tamara pulled me back. “Don’t call attention,” she said, or something of that kind. “We have to get someplace safe, while we can.”
“Brigid—”
“You’ve seen she’s alive. You’ll find her again.”
Indigo said, “Brigid?”
“Now’s not the time,” Tamara snapped. “We have to get back to the Cicero. Is that all right? Sean?”
My head was reeling. I could not speak. I felt very nauseous all of a sudden, the world blurring around me in streaks of awful color, like Ministerial collar-lights. Indigo standing in the middle of the street, no light on him, just a shadow with awful, awful eyes.
“Sean!” Tamara said. “Christ—Indigo, snap out of it. Ketel just turned the whole city against us. We have to go.”
We went. We must’ve gone. I remembered moving, I remembered streaks of colored light. I remembered the expression on my sister’s face. I remembered very little else.
I WALKED DOWN a street with Tamara. The street was empty, the lights dim. There was a terrible clamor coming from up ahead.
“What’s that sound?” I said.
“I don’t hear anything,” said Tamara.
Couldn’t hear it? How could she not? It was ringing so loud it was like I had my head in a church bell, a pounding in perfect rhythm with my blood. I couldn’t get away from it.
I clutched at my chest, at my aching, pounding heart. My hand landed on something solid and impossibly heavy—a bell, hung around my neck. It was cold and hard under my palm, and the ringing wasn’t even muffled by my grip. The weight of it was dragging me down.
I managed to turn my head and look at Tamara. Her eyes were glowing like the lanterns I’d once compared them to. She had bells around her neck, too, more of them than me, but they only made a dull clacking noise when she moved. She’d wrapped their ringers in scraps of fabric.
“Pay attention, Sean,” Tamara said. “Don’t keep turning your head away.”
There was something written on the side of the bell I held in my hand. I dared to uncurl my fingers, to peer at the writing inscribed. It was a single word, a name: BENNY.
“Where’s Brigid been, all these years?” Tamara asked.
No, not Tamara, I realized: a dream.
“What does Brigid want?”
I was dreaming.
“Who died in that house?”
I was—
I was dragged up from sleep like a corpse dredged from a lake. I brought that awful, head-pounding ringing to consciousness with me. There was a figure crouched on the floor near the edge of my bed, misshapen, inhuman, slouching like some unknown beast. A monster, I thought, and with the ringing in my head I thought of bells again: a beast with bells wrapped around its neck, its waist, its arms, its ankles; bells around every limb, in bunches, weighing it down. Bells like boils upon a sickened corpse.
The figure lifted its misshapen head, and then the light changed again. It was not some misshapen monster; it was Indigo, cross-legged and bent over his knees.
We were in the Cicero’s hideout, and I was still lying where we’d all slept, on the Cicero’s broad pillow underneath the holographically lit sidewalk. It was just the weird lighting and unfamiliar location that had given Indigo such a strange silhouette. My head was pounding, not from bells, as it turned out, but from what was the midpoint of a truly spectacular hangover.
The advertisement overhead changed again, to something far brighter. It struck right through my eyes and directly into my brain. I groaned.
“Don’t move,” Indigo said.
He had a voice like a cool towel laid over my face. I laid still, breathing in steady, careful increments, which seemed to stop the bells from ringing. After a minute, there was a shifting in the darkness behind my lids. Indigo said, “Open your eyes.”
I cracked open one eye. He was knelt alongside the Cicero’s big pillow, very faintly illuminated by the advertisement overhead, which had changed from piercingly bright to something cooler and darker. Shadows fell over his barely-illuminated features.
The unamused expression was clear as day, though. “Both eyes, Sean.”
Fine. I opened the other eye. “What hit me?”
“From what Tamara told me, five or six drinks of indeterminate alcohol content in a very short frame of time.”
“They were blue,” I said, casting my mind back. “And—five or six? I think Tamara’s count is—”
“Sean,” Indigo said.
This time, the sound of his voice was like a slide against asphalt. I stared up at the mirror-image lights of the inverse hologram above us, the faint passage of people walking over the translucent sidewalk like clouds drifting past the sun. “Did Tamara tell you?”
“Tamara will only say that it is your story to tell.”
Trust Lantern-Eyes to faithfully keep a secret, but unfaithfully betray its existence. “Where is Tamara, anyway?”
“She is upstairs, speaking with your associates. She offered to trade knowledge of Republican police codes for our safe harbor.”
I would bet she hated that. Tamara wanted to follow rules, obey the laws, be a good Republican. But here she was passing on illegal knowledge for illegal purposes.
“That young woman,” Indigo began. “Who is she?”
He knew already, I could hear it in his voice, even if Tamara had refused to confirm it. You gotta tell him, Tamara had told me, back in the bar. At the time I’d felt her words like—I don’t know, like the annoyance of a teacher or a parent telling you what you should do, when there wasn’t really any good reason to. But now I saw what Tamara had really meant. Avoiding something painful wouldn’t prevent the agony. It would only extend it.
I said, “Did you know my sister was alive?”



CHAPTER 37:
THE MEMORY OF THE MURDERER
THE INVERTED HOLOGRAMS flickered and glowed, ghostly, the shadows of people passing over our underground hideout sending ripples of color and shadow over the enclosed room. The wires hung over my borrowed cushion-bed hummed with stolen electricity, taken straight from the city’s grid, and in the dimness of the room it was hard to tell, but Indigo, I thought, had lost what little color he had in his face.
“My sister is alive,” I said. “You didn’t manage to kill her. You killed everyone else, but Brigid—did you know? Did you know, and not tell me?”
“I didn’t,” Indigo started, and then he stopped. I saw him swallow. It made his neck look fragile, like something that could be broken, not the impenetrable skin of an unkillable murder machine.
There was a sick heat in my chest. It felt foreign and unnatural. I turned my head away.
Indigo broke through the humming-wire silence. “Explain.”
Rage re-ignited in my chest, unfamiliar, unwanted. “You can read Kystrene, can’t you?” I said, and I fumbled for my holoband—removed, and set nicely on the floor beside the pillow—and, once it was on, I brought up Brigid’s original message.
I twisted my wrist so that he could read it, feeling the strain of the unnatural position in my forearm, my neck. Indigo leaned closer, his eyes darting back and forth as he read.
“Brigid sent it to me right after I spoke to the Senator,” I said. “I thought she was dead—all these years, I thought she was dead.” I had to stop and take a breath; it felt like I was not getting air all the way into my lungs. “I wasn’t even sure it was her. I didn’t want to find out that… but it is her; I saw her, last night. Brigid’s really alive.”
“Brigid Hart,” Indigo read. “Your last name is not Wren?”
“No. I changed it.”
“Any particular reason?”
Shouldn’t that be obvious? “It was my family name.”
He was well controlled, but I knew him by now. I was glad to see him flinch.
“Most of Itaka died,” Indigo said. “The city’s population at the time of the attack was 285,403, including the surrounding metropolitan areas. A young colony; a small city.”
Anger cut me like lightning through clouds. “There was nothing small about it!”
“There was nothing small about what I did,” Indigo agreed. “Or what you lost.”
My head ached, the pain pushed away by the brightness of my anger redoubled upon its return. I pulled my arm back into my lap and stared down at Brigid’s message.
“We counted 191,020 corpses,” Indigo said. His voice sounded flat and relentless, like the clanging of a metal bell. “There were another 45,600 reasonably presumed dead, based on last known locations and… inconclusive evidence of passing. Over the next six months, another 1,005 people died of the wounds received in the attack. Physical wounds, or mental.”
The numbers landed on me like hailstones, senseless and stinging. “How many Ministers dead?”
“None.”
“None?” I said. “What do you mean, none—not even one from, from, from pure bad luck? From accident? From shame?”
“We are a dying race, so the Ministerium needs us alive. Even those who wished to die, from… shame, were prevented.”
My eyes were stinging again. Why cry now, I asked myself, furious at the dampness on my cheeks. Why cry now, why cry for that?
“So almost everyone died, one way or another,” I said. “I can’t do that math—how many survived?”
“Seventy thousand Itakans survived.”
That didn’t seem right. “That number’s too high.”
“Yes. Going by population calculations, there should be only forty-eight thousand, seven hundred and eighty-three survivors of the battle of Itaka,” Indigo said. “Fewer by two, since you and Benjamin escaped by spaceship. But the population count does not account for visitors to the city. Tourists. Those who lived elsewhere, but worked in Itaka. Those who had been born, or immigrated, or moved to Itaka since the most recent census. Those who had never bothered to register themselves, and so existed as ghosts within the city infrastructure, uncounted, and unaccounted.”
Indigo exhaled. He’d been knelt at my bedside all this time, as still and agonized as a penitent before an altar. Now he lifted his gaze skyward, as if he could see the far-distant star around which Kystrene orbited with all its murdered dead.
“We cannot know exactly how many persons were in Itaka on the day of the attack,” Indigo said. “We cannot know, from the destruction we wreaked, exactly how many died. You are probably on a list of the dead somewhere, Sean.”
“But you’ve seen those lists. You’ve read them. Haven’t you?”
“If your sister was on the list of the dead, it does not mean she died.”
“But the lists of the living, you saw them too!”
“Seventy thousand names, Sean,” Indigo said, as raw and painful as flayed skin, and I hated it, I hated the pain of his voice. “I could not possibly remember them all. I tried—for a while, but then—”
“If you’d known she was alive, would you have told me?”
He looked shocked. “Of course.”
Of course he would have. His shock stung, the sting of shame. I trusted Indigo. I cared about Indigo. Nothing had changed, except what I knew about the past.
I hated this; I hated everything about this place where we’d found ourselves. I rubbed at my aching eyes. “The seventy thousand survivors—what happened to them?”
“Some remained on Kystrom. I worked to rebuild the city and restart its economy before I was… removed. Others went to Maria Nova, for treatment, or counseling, or a new life. Some, I am sure, escaped, as you did.”
Trapped in the ruins of our happy childhood, taken captive by the Ministers, or fled alone into the homeless darkness of outer space. I wanted none of those fates for my younger sister. And yet, she’d suffered one of them, alone.
“Treatment,” I said, and barely recognized my own voice for how bitter it was. “Counseling. How kind of you. A new life under the rule of the people who’d murdered their families.”
“The alternative was to leave them with nothing,” Indigo said. “I have no doubt that they resented our efforts, and they have every right to. But surely some aid is better than nothing?”
I didn’t know the answer to that. “How did you decide who went where?”
“Most of those decisions happened after my removal.”
“And you didn’t bother keeping track after you were reassigned?”
“I was confined, not reassigned.”
“What, like jail?”
“The Ministerial Council did not take legal issue with my actions. Nor did they have moral concerns. I was too valuable a commander to be permanently removed.”
“So then why were you confined?”
“It was a psychological confinement,” Indigo said.
Silence crashed down upon us. My head still pounded like the clanging of dull bells, but it seemed further away than it had before. The light of the sidewalk overhead faded, a bruise-dark violet, a color like inside a mausoleum, like the inside of shut eyes. Like the Ultraviolet Minister’s collar-light, a deathly bright black.
Indigo said, “Did you keep your sister’s return a secret because you thought I might harm her?”
“What? No,” I said, because even in the darkest of my thoughts, I’d never been afraid of that. “I just—I didn’t want you to tell me it couldn’t be true, or that you knew she was dead because you’d—you’d—”
“I was the general during the attack, not a foot soldier,” Indigo said. “Every death that occurred during the attack is unquestionably my fault. But I did not personally kill any Kystrene, if that eases your mind.”
It did help, in a way. I knew now that Indigo’s face wasn’t the last one my parents ever saw. I could cast aside the image I had of two people I’d loved meeting over the edge of a knife—Indigo’s knife, embedded in my mother’s or my father’s chest.
And it made it worse, somehow, too. Like he’d ruined my life but he hadn’t even had the courage to do it personally.
“I didn’t want to talk to you about it,” I said, and speaking it aloud felt like scraping all my organs out of my chest. “I didn’t want to bring you and her together. I wanted her to be her and I wanted you to be someone else.”
I didn’t want to see his expression. I shut my eyes instead.
“You told me once that you wished to forgive me,” Indigo said, his voice, always so quiet, like the hush in a funeral hall. “I want you to know that you have no obligation to do so. I must atone for what I’ve done, no matter what awaits at the end of that atonement. You have my friendship, and my aid, even if you hate me for the rest of my life.”
ELEVEN YEARS BEFORE I LEARNED MY SISTER WAS STILL ALIVE
(THREE YEARS BEFORE INDIGO KILLED HER)
I RUINED MY little sister’s thirteenth birthday. It didn’t matter how or why, though I supposed the answer to both questions was the same: She hadn’t wanted me at her party, so I’d forced my way in. Even then, I hadn’t liked to be alone.
I’d felt remorse for it as early as an hour after the party had dispersed. But Brigid hadn’t been in a forgiving mood.
“I’m not leaving until you talk to me,” I said, my back against her shut bedroom door.
Silence behind, nothing else. Silence in the whole house—my mother and my father had left on some errand.
I tapped my fingers against my knee. I didn’t recall this memory often, so it was clearer than the rest. I remembered with aching precision the roughness of the uneven paint on the wall opposite Brigid’s door, the off-white my parents had chosen for the hallway, lightly scuffed down by the floor. Brigid’s door against my back, the wood warm from the sunlight behind.
And silent.
“I’m sorry,” I told the unevenly painted wall.
The sound of a footfall was my only warning. When Brigid’s door swung open sharply, I fell backwards, landing halfway into her room staring up at my sister’s furious expression.
You know, now that I think of it, that was exactly where my sister had died. Lying half-in and half-out of her bedroom, but facedown, head smashed into blood and shards of bone. 
 Not Brigid’s body, as I now knew—but then, whose?
“Go away,” she said.
“Brigid,” I said, wounded. “You know, there’s nothing I wouldn’t forgive.”
Brigid spoke with all the scorn she could summon. Which, from a thirteen-year-old girl, was quite a crushing amount.
“Sure there is,” she said. “Just no one’s done it to you yet.”



CHAPTER 38:
VOWS
HERE AND NOW
INDIGO DIDN’T SAY anything else to me. I didn’t say anything else to him. All my words had run dry, and I felt even more tired than I had when I had woken up.
The jingling of a tiny bell had me flinching, thrown back into the weighty darkness of my eerie dream; a second later, though, I heard footsteps on the basement stairs, and realized that the bell had been the Cicero’s early warning system for visitors. I peered into the shadows of the oddly-shaped basement and saw a familiar pair of boots descending; a minute later, Tamara Gupta arrived on the lower floor with her hair pulled back and a plastic platter in the crook of her elbow. The scent of meat and bread and spicy oil accompanied her, like a halo to the sun.
“Your friends were very concerned that you might go hungry while you’re in their house,” Tamara told me, as she made her way through the dim basement towards the bed-pillow with breakfast in the crook of her arm.
I wondered how much she’d heard of mine and Indigo’s conversation, if anything. “Did you eat?”
“I ate, and I slept, though I don’t have your trick of sleeping through the worst of a hangover,” Tamara said. She settled herself down carefully on the floor beside Indigo, cross-legged, like he was. “Speaking of, we’re both up now, Indigo, so you don’t have to keep watch anymore. I’m sure Sean would give you the pillow.”
“I am not tired,” Indigo said.
He looked tired, though. So did Tamara, as she handed me the meat bun that the Cicero’s family must have made. My heart clenched as I took the plate into my lap. I’d put them both into danger, and I hadn’t even given them the choice of it.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“For what?” Tamara said. “Ordering another drink after you promised me we’d have only one? And then doing that three more times?”
“For getting you involved in this,” I said. I didn’t regret coming here myself. Brigid was alive—I’d seen her, I’d held her, and I wouldn’t leave now that I knew she was here. But my companions didn’t have to risk themselves any more than they had. “The Cicero will have a way to sneak onto the customs station, I’m sure of it. I’ll give you Officer Miles’s information so he can help you get through security. You can take the Alula—”
“Excuse me?” Tamara said.
“I’ll deal with my sister; you two get to somewhere you’re not being hunted, and—”
“What makes you think we want to leave?”
God of Blood, but I didn’t want to have this conversation. I didn’t want to have any of the conversations I’d been stuck in since I’d woken up. I should’ve followed Brigid last night and avoided this whole thing. “It’s like you said. We’re stuck together because we’re being hunted by the Republican police. But I’m the only one who has to stay in Illin; you two can get back to the Alula and go live your lives—”
“Do you really think that’s the only reason we’re here?” Tamara said.
My tongue refused to work. Just flat out refused to shape any words in my mouth, like in the early days of learning a language, when my brain still hadn’t figured out how to put the grammar in order.
“Just because you did something we don’t like and don’t agree with doesn’t mean we won’t have your back,” Tamara said. “And you don’t get to cut us out just because you’re afraid of what we might say. Unless you really don’t trust us at all.”
“I didn’t say I don’t trust you,” I said.
“No, you’re showing it. You really think we’re only here because we have to be? I mean, I can only speak for myself, but…”
“As with many things, Lieutenant, you are completely correct,” Indigo said.
Tamara straightened her shoulders, like a pleased bird ruffling its feathers. “I’m not a Lieutenant.”
“You don’t have to be here,” I said, grasping desperately for the point I was trying to make, which Tamara seemed determined to avoid. “It’s not safe and it’s not fair. You can leave.”
“If we didn’t want to be here, we all would’ve parted ways after we gave that data to Ketel,” Tamara said. “I would’ve let myself get arrested—at least then I wouldn’t be on the run, and I could see my family from prison. Indigo could’ve finished what he tried to do after Kystrom. And you could’ve left us behind for good when we landed in Illin—but you kept your holoband on.”
“You want to be here,” I repeated. In all the things she’d said, that seemed to be the only one I could get my mind around.
“We want to be here,” Tamara said, firmly. “We want to help you, no matter the danger. Wouldn’t you do the same for us?”
There were times, I supposed, when the heart knew something long before the mind could put it into words. My heart was so full it ached, and I found, in the wake of Tamara’s question, that I did not even need to think about what my answer would be.
I said, “I would.”



CHAPTER 39:
GODDAMMIT, TODD
“DID YOU LEARN anything more about Ketel’s plans?” Indigo asked.
His soft voice broke the silence so gently it felt natural, like waking up with the sun instead of an alarm. And then the meaning of his words trickled into my brain, and the thought of Todd Fucking Ketel wiped all other thoughts from my mind.
“That asshole,” I said. “God of Blood, I can’t believe he—I’m going to leak something from our little blackmail collection. Let’s pick something really good. Like he cheated on his wife, maybe, or—or peed on an orphan, or something.”
“Peed,” Tamara repeated. “On an orphan.”
“The Republic has grown more degenerate than I imagined,” Indigo said.
That was probably a joke, I figured, as I brought up my holoband and accessed the Alula’s computers. I’d stored all of our salacious blackmail on the ship’s computers, so it would be accessible even from down here.
“I’d love to hear about Ministerial political scandals sometime,” Tamara said, sweetly.
“You cannot humiliate him, in any case,” Indigo said, as if Tamara hadn’t said anything.
I squinted at him, trying to decide if that was a joke, too.
“Todd Ketel is a politician, and an elected one at that,” Indigo said. “His ability to command relies almost entirely on the perception the public and his colleagues have of him. Humiliate him, and you destroy his credibility.”
“I’m not seeing the downside,” I said.
“The downside is that if we ruin his credibility, he has no power,” Tamara realized. “He can’t get any motions passed, and he’ll get voted out in the next election.”
“Again,” I said, “I don’t see the—ugh.”
I’d blackmailed Todd Ketel into starting peace negotiations with the Ministers. He was therefore the only senator in the Republic willing to take steps towards a real peace. Therefore, if I ruined his career, I’d also ruin our chance at a peace.
“He’s toying with us,” Tamara said. “He wants us captured, so we can’t blackmail him, but he doesn’t want to provoke us so much that we actually release our blackmail. Even exposing our names and faces was for the purpose of promoting peace—and he’s right about it, too; the fact that the three of us were the ones to find the data makes a peace sound more plausible. He has the wiggle room to jerk us around, but our blackmail is one-and-done.”
“So we can’t do anything to him?” I said, dismayed.
“We shouldn’t,” Tamara said. She raised her arm, setting her wrist into the middle of our rough triangle, and opened up a hologram over her holoband. “I’ve been looking into Ketel while you slept, and I found some interesting things. Look.”
An array of photographs, documents, and complex spreadsheets fanned out into the air over Tamara’s wrist. I stared at what appeared to be Ketel’s financial documents, transcripts of news reports, and several satellite images of the Republican Senate building. “Tamara, I have an unprecedented amount of questions.”
“Look at this,” Tamara said, ignoring me, and pulled forward one of the spreadsheets. “This is a financial report from Ketel’s campaign funds.”
The sums involved were staggering. “We took so much money from him, and he can still spend like that on a whim,” I said. There was something deeply wrong with the Republic’s financial system.
“I don’t think it’s a whim. Look at who he’s donating to. These six are pro-peace lobbyists—pretty weak as far as lobbies go, but they’re underfunded. Or they used to be. Now, these three companies up here? They’re subsidiaries of the two largest megacorporations that supply the government with high-tech spaceship engines, armor, even ammunition—everything the Republic needs to have to maintain the cold war with Maria Nova.”
“So he’s calling for peace in public and funding a war in private,” I said. I couldn’t even be disappointed. Todd Ketel was a terrible person.
“No!” Tamara said. “See, that’s the thing. These aren’t the subcompanies geared towards war. These are the subcompanies that explore civilian applications of the military technology.”
It was the word ‘subcompany’ that did me in—throw too much corporate structure at me, and my soul leaves my body. “Can you simplify, please?”
“He’s investing,” Indigo said. He’d leaned forward to study the financial records more closely, and the hologram cast a gridlike pattern of shadows and light over his face. “It is a sound strategy. He knows that his speeches might create a desire for peace, but that no peace will ever be achieved unless it is economically beneficial.”
“Now you sound like a politician, too,” I said, disgusted. Human and Minister lives, reduced down to numbers in a budget.
“But this is the thing,” Tamara said. “He could have easily just paid lip service to peace. He didn’t have to do all this.”
The smell of the bun Tamara had brought me wafted up, enticing. I’d almost forgotten it was in my lap. “Maybe it makes him look good to the voters.”
“The voters can’t see this. These are private financial contributions. Ketel wants us gone, for sure—but I don’t think he’s solely biding his time to screw us over. I think he’s genuinely working for peace.”
I hadn’t been hungry earlier, but now my stomach was growling. The bun was still warm, and when I took a bite, savory heat and spice burst over my tongue. I felt suddenly very content and safe, sitting in a basement beneath the ghostly shapes of the holographic ads, with Tamara and Indigo beside me.
Indigo was smiling faintly, like maybe he’d felt the same strange contentment as me.
“What’s so funny?” Tamara asked, warily.
“You have a talent for this,” Indigo said.
Tamara withdrew her arm, shutting down the hologram. “I just put some puzzle pieces together.”
“I always found the political aspects of my duties in Maria Nova to be tedious,” Indigo said. “Someone who is capable of enjoying the complexities as a puzzle would perhaps have been better at the career than I.”
“Shay,” Tamara said, a little uncertainly, like she wasn’t sure she was allowed to call him that, “you were… involved with governance in the Ministerium. Do you know why the Ministers haven’t responded to any of Ketel’s calls for parlay?”
Indigo was silent for a time. The lights swirled overhead, a fractured rainbow, a stained-glass window.
“For a chance at our species’ survival,” Indigo said at last, “we would agree to any terms and believe any promises. If my people have not answered Senator Ketel yet, it must be that they have hope of gaining access to the data by another source.”
I felt uneasy. “You mean, maybe they’re hoping they’ll be able to translate enough of their version, and they won’t need the Republic?”
“They’ve had the data long enough to know that isn’t possible,” Tamara said. “The Ministers must be up to something. We know for a fact that Lime is only one of their many spies here.”
And now, according to Mina Kane, there was the mysterious Peregrine, who had arrived in Illin so abruptly. I felt unsteady, like I stood with my toes hanging over a cliff’s edge, the breeze at my back. I could almost—but not quite—make out the shape of the ground below.
Then my holoband hummed against my wrist; an incoming message.
It was from Brigid.



CHAPTER 40:
DEAR SEAN
Dear Sean,
Get out of Illin. I’ll handle this alone.
Brigid



CHAPTER 41:
A GOOD OLD-FASHIONED ROBBERY
“WHAT’S THE MATTER?” Tamara asked.
I enlarged the image and then held out my wrist for the two of them to read. Indigo leaned in, frowning, but Tamara said, “I can’t read Kystrene.”
Oh, right. “Brigid wants me to leave,” I said. “She says she’ll handle this herself.”
“Handle what?” Indigo asked.
“Brigid didn’t just reach out to me for a reunion. She wanted me to pick up something called a Purifier from a man named Luke Kane—the Purifier is a vacuum cleaner, but it’s got some sort of data hidden on it. Luke’s dead. His sister, Mina, has the Purifier. Mina works for the Republic—she’s a spy.”
“There’s a shadow war going on between the Marian spies in the city and the Republican government,” Tamara said. “The Republic is hunting down all the Marian spies; the leader of the Marians, Vela—Sean’s been calling him Lime—killed Luke Kane in retaliation.”
“Mina says a Minister named Peregrine started it,” I remembered. “She came to Illin to get rid of Lime or something, but he thought it was the Republic who was trying to wipe him out. So he killed Luke, and now Mina’s going after all the Marians. Peregrine wants the Purifier, too, but Mina won’t give it up unless Peregrine gives her Lime.”
Tamara glanced at me, an odd, sideways look. She said, “We don’t know that Peregrine is a Minister.”
I had to cast my memory back to the blurry interior of the bar last night, Mina with her red hair tangled over her shoulders. “Right, Mina never met Peregrine face-to-face,” I remembered.
There was a weird kind of silence, then. Neither Tamara nor Indigo was looking at me. Instead, they looked at each other, some silent conversation happening, incomprehensible to me, as if it were conducted in one of the very few languages I did not understand.
Then Tamara said, “Whatever’s going on in this city, Sean, your sister is obviously trying to protect you by getting you clear of it. What do you want to do?”
“I’m not going to let her go into danger alone,” I said, surprised. We had two separate spies and a Minister running around, not to mention Todd Ketel’s machinations. “I just don’t know how to help her.”
“We must acquire the Purifier first,” Indigo said.
“Mina was pretty clear in the bar that she wasn’t going to hand it over,” I said.
“We do not need to acquire it voluntarily.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You want to rob Mina Kane?”
HERE AND NOW
(TWENTY-FOUR HOURS AFTER INDIGO SUGGESTED WE STRAIGHT UP ROB SOMEONE)
NOT QUITE TWENTY-FOUR hours later found myself and Indigo standing together on an Illinich city street. Like usual, Indigo looked serene—what little I could see of his face, anyway. Tamara, Indigo, and I had spent hours discussing the best way to get around Todd Ketel’s abrupt exposure of our identities, with solutions ranging from the highly technical (some sort of electronic field distortion that would mess with any cameras in our vicinity) to the highly arcane (following an extremely precise choreography of where to walk and how to turn our heads in order to follow the tiniest thread of blind spots between public cameras). In the end, we had conceded to the fact that we had very little time in which to find a solution, and we’d gone with the stupidest answer. In short: facial recognition only worked if it could see our faces.
Indigo and I wore face masks.
“So far so good, right?” I said to him, my words muffled by the mask over my lips. He glanced at me—all I could see of him was his eyes, as dark and narrow as blades over the edge of his mask—and nodded.
It was going better than the last time I’d been in this part of town, anyway. That had been two days ago now—when Lime had kidnapped me and Tamara by pretending to be police, right out here in the public street. There was no sign of Lime now—which was good, because Indigo and I needed to be undisturbed. We had to find a very specific vantage point. It had to be inside a building that was open to the public, so that we wouldn’t get in trouble for going inside. It had to be on this block, and at least seven stories tall, so that we would have a clear view. And, ideally, it would be a mostly empty building, so that there wasn’t any risk of someone recognizing either of us from Ketel’s stupid broadcast.
My gaze fell upon an art museum. Ten or eleven stories tall. Directly across from the building we had come here to survey.
I looked at Indigo. “Art museum’s probably empty on a weekday, isn’t it?” I said.
“In the Republic, it is most likely empty every day,” he replied.
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS EARLIER
(PLANNING OUR HEIST)
“THE FIRST THING we have to do,” Tamara said, twenty-four hours before Indigo and I went to an art museum together, “is confirm the location of the Purifier.”
It was nearly impossible to tell the time from within the Cicero’s basement hideout. The only light was the mirror-image flow of the holograms overhead, as if we were in some underworld, looking up at the living above.
Almost the only light, that is. I’d made a quick visit to the Cicero upstairs and had convinced them to let us borrow their computer equipment. Now the three of us were spread out over the basement floor with screens and holograms casting their own smaller light over the space.
“Did Mina Kane say where she was keeping the Purifier?” Indigo asked me.
“I know she has it, but not where she’s keeping it,” I admitted. “She took all her brother’s things after he died. I can’t imagine she’d put something so important in storage.”
“She may have a safehouse somewhere.”
“The website says that Purifiers have aethernet access,” Tamara volunteered. She had one of the Cicero’s tablets propped up against her knees. “That means if it’s connected to a network, the company will know where it is. I bet I can convince Illinad Environmentals to give me that information.”
“Will the company not ask for proof of ownership before passing on such information?” Indigo asked.
“You can bluff your way past. I had to pretend to be my mother all the time with utilities companies growing up.”
I was impressed. “You two are really good at this.”
“We’re both trained in clandestine military operations, Sean,” Tamara said.
“You’re so fancy,” I told her. “This is just a plain old robbery.”
HERE AND NOW
APPARENTLY, YOU HAD to buy a ticket to enter an art museum.
“I never knew,” I remarked to Indigo, low, as we entered the very short line to get into the museum. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in a museum before.”
“Never?” he replied, soft.
“Well, on Kystrom.” The Native Plants and Animals Museum. Indigo had probably razed it to the ground eight years ago—I didn’t particularly want to ask. “Do you have to pay for museums in Maria Nova?”
“Ministers do not pay for anything.”
“Seriously?”
The older man who’d been ahead of us took something from the ticket machine, then vanished inside the museum. It was our turn. I’d borrowed one of the Cicero’s brother’s hats, and I tugged it lower down over my face to shadow my features as we stepped up to the ticket machine. These things had video cameras; I really didn’t want my face, or Indigo’s, to be recorded.
The screen greeted us cheerfully, HELLO spelled out in painfully bright letters. I selected two tickets, then watched as the screen switched to PAYMENT OPTIONS.
Crap. I’d made the three of us separate credit accounts, but I’d attached them to our false identities, and I knew for sure that Sean Sparrow, Tamara Sharma, and Indigo Aoyama were all compromised names. I had direct access to Ketel’s accounts, but while it would be funny to buy two art museum tickets in his name, that would be as good as lighting up a firecracker in front of a police station and screaming, “Todd Ketel, I’m Right Here!”
“What do you think would happen if we just walked in without tickets?” I asked Indigo out of the side of my mouth.
“There is an old Minister saying that you should never commit two crimes at the same time.”
“Sometimes I commit three or four in one sitting. You know, go wild.”
Indigo reached out to the screen. I watched his narrow fingers as he deftly navigated to an option I hadn’t noticed: DONATION AMOUNT. Then he typed in 0.00.
“Wait, it’s not a ticket?” I said. “It’s an optional donation?”
The ticket machine lit up green and beeped confirmation. “Apparently,” Indigo said.
Nothing ever came for free, I thought; but I soon had to revise my assumption. Indigo and I walked through the front door of the art museum, and no one tried to stop us.
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS EARLIER
IT DIDN’T EVEN take Tamara all that long to win her duel with Illinad Environmentals’ customer service. “I got it,” she said.
I sat up from the pillow, where I’d been dozing beneath the flickering colors of the upside-down advertisement. “Where is it?”
In answer, she swiped her data off the tablet and onto the holographic display that we’d borrowed from the Cicero. A map appeared in the air, the ghostly imprint of Illin itself. The red glow of the Purifier’s location appeared in the air above the city, then meandered downward like a bumblebee between the buildings, slowly narrowing down the location.
I watched, nervous. What if Mina wasn’t keeping the Purifier in Illin? What if she’d stashed it away in some storage space off-planet? Or locked it up in some high security government safehouse?
The little red location point slowed down, and stopped—on the eighth floor of an apartment building I’d seen earlier that very day.
“Lantern-Eyes, I could kiss you,” I said.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, Sean,” Tamara said, “but please don’t.”
HERE AND NOW
INDIGO AND I ascended the stairs of the art museum until we reached the seventh floor. My legs were burning, and I was breathing harder than I think anyone had ever breathed inside an art museum, but the stairs had seemed safer than the more heavily-surveilled (and heavily-used) elevator.
The first thing I noticed when we emerged onto the seventh floor was the art, although I use that term loosely. This art museum was located in a rich part of Illin, so I supposed it was natural that the art was incomprehensible and unappealing. The room was full of lumpy, abstract statues. I could probably kick one out of the seventh-story window where we stood, and no one would be able to tell after they hit the ground. Something about their hunched, tortured shapes reminded me, unpleasantly, of the nightmare I’d had about bells.
Indigo wove through the statues without hesitation. It occurred to me, watching him, that humans had made Ministers, just as we’d made these statues.
At least Ministers, for all their many flaws, weren’t as freaky-looking as these statues. I shook my head and followed him across the room. We both stopped, at long last, at the exterior window.
Out the window we could see the city of Illin, bright with lights, gleaming with metal. Across was an apartment building, balconied all across the front, windows open to the pleasant breeze.
And, directly across from us, a perfect view of the place we’d come to see.
I tapped the earpiece in my ear. “Tamara,” I said, “we have eyes on Mina Kane’s apartment.”



CHAPTER 42:
SHARED LANGUAGE
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS EARLIER
“WE KNOW THAT the Purifier is in Mina Kane’s apartment,” I said. “How do we get it out?”
A second round of food had made its way downstairs, carried by the owner of the grocery. I’d never learned her name, and I suspected she did not want me to know it—she dropped off the food without a word spoken, altogether acting like there was no one sitting around in her basement, and it was a moment of isolated madness that she’d made three bowls of kikalie stew and left them on the basement floor.
“Obviously we can’t do it while Mina’s in there,” Tamara said. She lay on her back on the patterned rug, hands behind her head, staring up at the lights in the sidewalk like she was stargazing. “We could stake her out. Even if she’s taking bereavement leave, she’ll have to go out occasionally.”
“Or,” I said, “we could lure her out.”
“Ms. Kane saw Ketel’s speech, did she not?” Indigo said.
“She did,” I said.
“I imagine,” Indigo said, “that she would be very interested in asking any one of us some questions.”
Tamara smiled, crooked. “I did tell her I’d choose a location for us to meet, didn’t I?”
HERE AND NOW
TAMARA CONFIRMED OVER the earpiece, then cut the connection. She’d send the message to Mina, arranging the meeting for across the city in about an hour from now. Indigo and I would watch to see when Mina left, and as soon as she was gone, we’d go in.
The Terra Novan sun was risen again in the Parnassian sky, this time alone, but storm clouds were rolling in over Illin. The air had a bottle-green cast, like opening one’s eyes underwater. Mina Kane had appeared on her balcony a few minutes ago, pulling cushions off her fancy chairs in anticipation of rain.
“She’s got to be old money, right?” I said.
“Perhaps generational wealth,” Indigo said. “Perhaps the Republic pays her well. Or, perhaps, she has alternate income sources, not unlike the Senator.”
She very well might. A day or two ago, I would’ve said no way, Mina Kane was nice, she wouldn’t do something like that. Now, though? Now I was starting to wonder if I sometimes saw things in other people that weren’t there to see.
God, I hated to wait. It was so dull. It made my skin itch, like if I didn’t do something I’d get stuck here, in this moment, in this place. I needed something to do.
I glanced at Indigo. He’d taught me a few words in his own language, the language of the Ministers, which was spoken in flashes of colored light. I’d learned a prayer from him and a few words of greeting or comfort. After the Nameless, while we’d been traveling on the then-Viper, I’d convinced him to teach me a few more phrases, but since we’d arrived at Parnasse, our lessons had understandably stalled. “How do you say ‘heist’ in Light?”
“The vocabulary of Light is smaller than that of Sister Standard. We would simply say ‘theft’.”
That sort of took the fun out of the word. “Can you show me?”
“I have no lights on hand,” he reminded me.
The room’s lights were on a sensor system to accommodate Parnasse’s complex day/night system. They detected the level of light coming in from the window, and then they would adjust the lighting in the room accordingly. If you put your hand over the sensor—which I could see embedded in the wall beside the window, not far from where we stood—you could use the lights as a dimmer. Or as a makeshift method for speaking Ministerial Light language.
I pointed to the switch, hopefully.
“No,” Indigo said.
“You’re no fun,” I said, the way I used to say it to Brigid; some foolish nostalgia made me say it to him in Kystrene.
Indigo spoke Kystrene. I knew that, but I did not think he would reply until he said, “I did not intend to be.”
I shut my eyes when I heard it: Kystrene, my language. The syllables of it almost forgotten, spoken directly from my past.
When I could trust my voice again, I said, “Why’d you learn Kystrene, Indigo?”
“I remained on Kystrom for several months after the battle—” Indigo said, then corrected, “the massacre that I caused. I listened to your people pray. I listened to them curse me. I wanted to help them rebuild, to recover from what I’d done. I thought that would be easier if I could speak to them in their own words.”
“Nothing would make it easier,” I said.
“I know that now.”
We’d switched back to Sister. Habit, I think. I’d gotten used to speaking in a language other than my own.
“Speak to me in Kystrene,” I told him, switching myself back to the tongue of my youth.
He looked at me with those unfathomable eyes. “What would you like me to say?”
I didn’t know. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he’d replied in Kystrene; that I heard my birth language from another’s mouth. He almost had an Itakan accent when he spoke, so I knew that he had learned it from the very people he’d killed.
I’ve always known I had an imp in me. The imp of the perverse, my mother called it; the urge to poke and prod at whatever was forbidden, to provoke danger until the full shape of risk was revealed. Lately, though, I’d come to feel like my imp had grown sharp little teeth, and that sometimes I could not help but use them.
I said, “Would you still be here if I wasn’t Kystrene? I mean, if you didn’t feel guilty, would you have helped me on the Nameless? Would you be helping me now?”
I saw the shock in his expression. He hadn’t expected the question. Neither had I, in truth, until it had come from my mouth. Now that I had asked it, I wished I hadn’t.
“Never mind,” I said, and I turned away from him, looking out the window down at the street instead. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”
“Sean—”
“Wait,” I said, because I saw someone I knew on the street below. I recognized him from the way he walked—a little bit of a swagger, like he was used to the stage.
It was Lime.
And he was heading for Mina Kane’s front door.



CHAPTER 43:
FLASHBACK
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS EARLIER
“WELL, THAT’S IT, ladies and gentlemen,” I said to Tamara and Indigo, in the colorful darkness of the Cicero’s basement hideout. “I think we have a foolproof plan.”
“No plan,” Tamara said darkly, “is ever foolproof.”
HERE AND NOW
WHAT WAS THE last thing Lime had said to me, back when the Republic had attacked? He’d told me that he wanted revenge, for all of his people that the Republic had killed.
“What is it?” Indigo asked.
“That’s Lime—the Marian spy, that’s him, down there,” I said. “God of Blood—he’s going to kill Mina.”
“Do we know that for sure?”
“I talked to him, Indigo, I’m sure he—he’s almost at the front door!”
I smacked my palm against the glass. My skin stung from the impact, but the sound was absorbed by the glass, and the frame didn’t so much as wobble. Lime, seven stories down, hadn’t a chance of hearing it.
“Tamara, Lime is heading for Ms. Kane’s building,” Indigo said, touching his own earpiece so she could hear. Must be weird for him to use a device that required him to speak aloud, as a Minister, he preferred to talk in Light—
Wait. Lime was from Maria Nova, too.
I spun around, looking for the sensor I’d noticed earlier.
“Sean,” Indigo said, a glimmering in his voice like the liquid edge of a sun over the horizon—realizing, probably, what I meant to do.
I slapped my palm over the sensor, blocking out all external light. The internal lights did what they were coded to do: they flared bright. The sudden change in illumination flashed out like lightning, visible all the way down to the street.
That didn’t stop Lime. He probably thought it was lightning.
“Sean, you are calling attention,” Indigo began, but I had a woman’s life to save. I lifted my hand carefully from the sensor, and it attenuated slowly. By manipulating how much of the sensor I covered, I could control how much it would brighten or dim, or how fast the change would occur: the two distinguishing features of ‘phonemes’ in the Light language, as distinctive as vowels and consonants in the spoken word.
With only my palm and the room lights, I said, STOP, HUMAN.
His hand extended for the door to Mina’s building, Lime paused. I saw the distant, tiny pinprick of his head look up.
STOP, HUMAN, I said again, then added, TALK WITH ME.
“You see Lime? What’s going on?” Tamara asked over the earpiece.
“Sean is attempting to communicate with Lime,” Indigo said, very neutrally.
“That’s a terrible idea,” Tamara said, which, thanks, you’re not a part of this right now, Lantern-Eyes.
“Sir, you can’t do that,” a new voice said.
Security. “Just a minute!” I said, frantically going through what I knew of the Light language in my head. How did I spell out ‘Mina’? Should I just call her ‘the woman’? Would Lime get it?
“Sir, step away from the lights,” the security guard said. I glanced back over my shoulder—he was standing a few feet away from us, with a kind of resigned expression on his face, like I was making his day so much worse.
If we were under fake museum arrest, then there would be no one to stop Lime from murdering Mina Kane. There were also a ton of cameras here, so if Indigo used his impossible Minister moves to subdue this guy, then mask or no mask, someone would notice.
There was a fire suppressant system right beside the light switch. I considered my options for all of point two seconds. Then I pulled the fire alarm.
The thing about fire suppressant systems in the Republic is that they’re pretty standard, especially for fragile materials like art museums and rich people’s houses. They didn’t spray water all over anything, no—that would short out too many electronics. Instead, some Republican scientist had devised a very fine powder that would fill the room almost immediately and suppress any fires it fell on. Supposedly, it was even safe to breathe.
The fire suppressant system reacted seconds after I pulled the bar. A thick cloud filled the room, choking the air, and turning visibility to approximately zero. I held my breath, trying to stop myself from inhaling any of the allegedly safe powder, and reached out for Indigo.
He grabbed my arm first. Somewhere in the room, I heard the security guard coughing, but I couldn’t see him and he couldn’t see us. Indigo’s impeccable sense of direction led us to the exit.
As soon as we pushed through the door to the fire stairs, the air was clear. I coughed, thumping my free arm on my chest; safe to inhale, my ass. Indigo pulled me ahead without consideration of my poor lungs and we descended rapidly, more of a controlled fall than a descent. The stairs ended at ground level, and I burst out into an exhibit on war art. Abstract ships exploding against starry backdrops, looking like parts of the starscapes themselves; a fully Republican, fully removed view of what real violence was. Real war art was the imprint of your sister’s cracked skull on her bedroom floor.
The crowds were especially thick here, and I had to shoulder my way through. I wasn’t a very small person, and that worked in my favor—people didn’t usually stay in my way when I was really determined to get somewhere. Still, it slowed me down.
It was really raining by the time I burst out onto the street—in the very same spot where Lime had arrested me and Tamara, a day or so prior. Back when his team had still been alive.
His team was dead now, though, and he stood alone across the street, watching as we burst out of the museum. Water ran through his thick dark hair, but he didn’t seem to notice. He looked at me—and then he saw Indigo. He must’ve recognized him, even with the mask. I saw his expression change.
Lime lifted his arm. He was wearing a holoband, and he flashed something at us that I could almost understand.
I had to be sure. “What’d he say?” I asked Indigo.
Indigo was frowning, dark brows furrowed low. “He said, ‘Come to kill me, too?’”
Lime faced us over the wide street, holograms flickering in the rain around him. There was nothing in his expression: as cold and unfriendly as bare steel.
Then he turned, set his hand on the bar of the door, and stepped inside Mina Kane’s building.



CHAPTER 44:
SURPRISE GUEST
THE RAIN POURED down on us so hard it was like we stood underwater, not beside the street. The door swung shut behind Lime.
He was going to kill her. I tapped my earpiece. “Tamara, we’re going in to stop a murder, okay?”
“Mina is still in the building!”
“Yeah, and I’m going to save her life!”
Tamara swore, high volume, directly into my ear. Then she said, “Get in and out, fast. I’m leaving my position and coming to you.”
Indigo was already moving, striding across the street with the alertness and determination of someone who was probably capable of martial arts-ing his way over any car that didn’t slow for him. I jogged after him, shielding my head uselessly from the pounding rain with one hand. We reached the other side safely, but not without the muffled doppler-echo of horns in the rain.
The holograms on the sidewalk were still functional, but the rain distorted their shapes, leaving nothing but flickering glows where before there had been defined shapes. Like we were surrounded by ghosts in the storm.
We burst in through the glass doors to silence and dryness. I shook water out of my eyes, brushing my sodden hair out of my face—and found that the doorman’s station was empty. No human guard, nor holographic interface. It was absolutely silent. I could hear the droplets of water impacting the stone floor.
Ahead of me, Indigo stopped. The rain had flattened down his dark hair and his loose robe, making him look even narrower than before. Like the fine point of the knives he used to carry. With quick, economical movements, he stripped off the mask concealing his face, then shrugged off his robe. It landed with a wet splat on the floor and, unencumbered, looking like nothing so much as the Minister that he was, Indigo strode for the elevator bank.
If Indigo was stripping away his unnecessary clothing, he thought it was going to be a serious fight up there. I wiped water off my face, discarding my own uselessly soaked mask, and followed.
Only one elevator was lit. It showed the numbers climbing: 5, 6, 7. Mina Kane’s floor.
Indigo examined the call panel. I said, “He shut the others down?”
“He did,” Indigo said.
We were going to climb seven stories of stairs again, then. I’d thought I’d be free of ridiculous climbs after I escaped the Nameless. But Mina Kane was up there, maybe fighting for her life, and if we lingered down here, then Republican police would burst in and arrest us. When Indigo went, I followed.
The first few flights were no big deal. I was even doing all right four stories up, and was starting to feel cocky about it. But by the top of the fifth staircase my body decided it needed its oxygen requirements met, NOW. Indigo did not seem to have any trouble and continued ascending at precisely the same brutal pace, which was another sign of Ministerial superiority that I didn’t need right now. I lagged behind so far that Indigo disappeared through the seventh-story door before I had reached the sixth.
Now Indigo was in there, unarmed, with a crazy man. Not that Indigo was ever really unarmed, but who knew what Lime was up to? He might have a bomb. I leaned against the railing, legs burning, gasping for breath. And then I ran up the last staircase after him.
I emerged into a carpeted hallway, quiet, but for the distant murmur of voices. My breath was sawing in and out of my lungs, and Tamara said tensely in my ear, “Status?”
I tapped the earpiece. It took me a minute to get my breath. “Fine. Just climbed… lotta stairs.”
“Shay?”
I looked down the hallway. There was one door at the far end—and it hung open. That was where the voices came from.
“He went on ahead,” I told Tamara, examining the open door. It had been opened willingly, not forced. I knew that for sure because the door was about six inches thick, and the walls on either side were even thicker. Mina Kane’s apartment had reinforced walls. An army could be standing in this hallway, and if her security system was activated, they wouldn’t be able to break through that door.
I touched my earpiece. “Mina has a home security system. A serious one. It hasn’t been activated. Lime must’ve caught her by surprise.”
The inside of Mina Kane’s apartment was dark, no lights but the storm flashing lightning through an as-yet-unseen window. I crept down the hallway, alert to any sign of movement, seeing nothing—
Someone caught me around the shoulders, a hand pressing down over my mouth. Before I could shout, I was pulled back against someone extremely strong—and kind of short. “Shh,” Indigo said into my ear.
I relaxed.
There were voices coming from around the corner, the same tense, murmured voices I’d heard on my way in. Indigo had silenced me so that I wouldn’t give our presence away. Moving carefully, letting Indigo guide me with a hand on my back, I peeked around the corner, and into a quiet spot beneath the storm.
Mina Kane’s living room was more of a greenhouse than anything: glass walls, glass domed ceiling. All streaked and mottled by the streaming rain falling upon it, like being beneath a waterfall. I spotted Mina, seated in a high-backed chair beneath the storm, her hair curling like flames around her face. I saw Lime, soaked to the skin, his back bent as tense as a wire about to snap. And I saw—
I stepped free of Indigo’s grip. I wasn’t thinking anymore, just reacting. Because standing against the storming glass, a gun in her gentle hands aimed directly at Lime’s skull, I saw her.
Brigid.



CHAPTER 45:
A FINE MORAL DISTINCTION
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS EARLIER
“I DON’T KNOW how many robberies the two of you have been a part of, but there’s a few things you always have to bring,” I said.
Tamara sighed. “Sean, I’ve been trying not to judge, but it depresses me how much you know about this.”
It must’ve been reaching half-day outside of the Cicero’s basement, because the light filtering through the translucent sidewalk cover was a little dimmer than before. That, plus the elbow Tamara had flung over her face, made it hard to see if she was joking or not.
I decided to pretend that she was. “Keep hanging out with me, Lantern-Eyes, and you’ll learn how much more fun it is to not be a law-abiding citizen.”
“Joy,” she said.
“What should we bring?” Indigo said, bringing the conversation back on track.
“Earpieces on a private channel, obviously, so we can stay in contact,” I said. “The Cicero should have some that we can buy or borrow. Masks, plus hats or hoods, to block the facial recognition. A police scanner, so we can tell if the cops are close. And an EMP, if we really get fancy; it’s a lot easier to get away if all the electronics on the block are knocked dead.”
Tamara lifted her arm from her face, but only so she could frown at me. “No weapons?”
“No!” I said. “No, no. There’s a big difference between robbery and armed robbery, legally.”
“Legally, Sean, we’re already in bigger trouble than a little robbery could cause.”
“Morally, then.”
“Morals are for the living.”
“Okay, fine,” I said. “Weapons aren’t allowed in the city limits. There are scanners all over the city. We’ve got devices to fool facial recognition, but nothing to fool the weapon scanners. If we’re going to stay unnoticed, that means we’re going to stay unarmed.”
HERE AND NOW
I STARED AT my sister beneath the storming dome. She gaped at me. The nose of her gun dropped, just a little, like her hands had gone weak around the grip.
Lime must’ve noticed her inattention. There was a flash of movement to my right, Lime surging forward, lifting his own gun to train it on Mina Kane with killing intent, about to put a bullet in her skull—
—and he probably would have, except that Indigo stepped forward, as smooth as a river flowing, and caught Lime by the elbow. He moved the nose of the gun up, away from Mina, and slid his own finger into the trigger guard to block Lime from pulling off the shot. Another fluid, inhuman movement, and Lime’s gun lay on the floor between me and Mina, while Indigo had one hand curled around Lime’s nape and the other holding Lime’s arm locked behind his back.
I’d brought something better than a weapon with me. I’d brought a Minister.
Brigid’s gaze darted between me and Indigo. She still had her gun in hand, the nose of it now trained upon the ground. I saw movement to my left, Mina Kane reaching for something underneath her endtable—
I had my EMP ready in my pocket. It was one of the Cicero’s, so it was minuscule and lavishly overpowered. I hit the button, and there was a crackle and a crash, and every light in the room abruptly went out.
Mina gasped and Lime made a strangled sound, but the massive windows and the storm outside still provided enough light to see. “Whatever you were about to do under that table, please don’t,” I said to Mina. “It was a panic button, wasn’t it?”
She slouched against the back of her chair like she’d been tossed there, her hair clinging to the rough surface. Wordlessly, she nodded.
“Great,” I said. “Could you tip the end table over so that it falls out of your reach, please?”
The electronics in the room—including the lights, the panic button, and mine and Indigo’s earpieces—would restart in about another thirty seconds. Mina looked very sick in the dim green light of the storm, but she tipped over the table, just as I’d directed. I could even see the alert button attached to the underside of the wood.
“Sean,” my sister said.
I turned away from Mina, neutralized in her chair; I ignored Lime, neutralized by Indigo. I looked across the room at my sister, illuminated eerily by the green light of the storm.
“You shouldn’t have come here,” Brigid said.
My chest ached. “Bridge,” I said. “Isn’t it time that you told me the truth?”



CHAPTER 46:
ROOM FULL OF MURDERERS
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS EARLIER
“WE’VE FOUND OUT where the Purifier is,” Tamara said. The light of the holographic sidewalk flashed over her face, white, like lightning. “We’ve figured out how to get Mina out of the house; we’ve got the earpieces and the EMP, and the police scanner is downloaded onto the holobands. But there’s something we have to talk about before we go.”
I felt wary at once. “And what is that?”
Tamara took in a deep, heartfelt sigh. She looked at Indigo. He nodded.
Tamara said, “We have to talk about Peregrine.”
HERE AND NOW
“YOU BROUGHT ME here,” I told Brigid, beneath Mina Kane’s storming glass dome. “Aren’t you going to tell me why?”
“Right now?” Brigid said.
That was—okay, that was a reasonable objection, but I wasn’t going to back down on this. “You ran away last time.”
“I ran away because Zhu Five Shay was there,” Brigid said.
It took me a moment to recognize the name. I knew Indigo’s real name was Shay, but I hadn’t realized that that was the Minister equivalent of a given name. Zhu Five—he was descended from Mara Zhu, so that must be the source of his surname—
Brigid stepped forward, quiet, cautious. The dim light of the storm left her face partially shadowed. “Sean,” she said, low, “I can get you away from him.”
“Get me away from—what, from Indigo? From Shay?”
“I don’t know what he told you in Maria Nova, but you’re out of the Ministerium now, and you don’t have to stay with him, not for any reason, not anymore.”
“I’ve never been to Maria Nova,” I said, confused, and I saw Brigid frown through the bottle-green shadows, her jaw moving like she was about to ask a question, and—
“What the hell is going on?” Lime said.
“A bargain,” Mina said from her seat. Her voice was hoarse, but furious. “You for the Purifier. Unless someone intends to go back on her word.”
“I don’t,” Brigid said.
“I got a message on classified Marian channels,” Lime said. He was speaking over his shoulder, more to Indigo than to any of us. “Saying that Mina Kane was alone in her apartment, and there was a chance to strike back for the deaths of our people. Did you send that? Was this a trap, all along? Has the Ministerial Council sold out to the Republic?”
Indigo, who had been listening in silence to Lime’s words, raised his gaze to meet mine.
“The death of your people?” Mina said. A flash of lightning caught her stark, pale and furious, in the act of rising from her chair. “What about mine? You murdered my brother!”
“You and your brother murdered my men! One at a time, in their homes, their beds—”
“I only looked for you after you killed Luke!” Mina said. She strode forward, fists clenched; I caught her around the shoulders and pushed her back, not too roughly, so that she stumbled to a stop just beside her chair. The fury in her expression did not abate. “You murdered him, for no reason at all, you killed him—”
“Because he killed mine!”
Another flash of lightning caught us all in tableau, Mina and Lime shouting, hatred and fury; myself keeping Mina back; Indigo restraining Lime.
And my sister a few steps away from me, her back to the storm, her gun in her hand. Watching, unsurprised, and silent.
My heart was so heavy it might have been made of lead. “You’ve both been set up,” I said. “Lime—Vela, whatever your name is—the Republic didn’t kill your people until after you killed Luke Kane. Someone just made it look like they had.”
“That’s impossible,” Lime said, but, “Who?”
I met my sister’s eyes. She watched me, silent, not denying a word. “Peregrine,” I said. “Her.”



CHAPTER 47:
THE WILLING CAPTIVE
THE ROOM WAS silent in the wake of my words. Brigid frowned at me. She didn’t even look like she was upset—she looked like she was trying to figure me out.
Mina said, “I don’t care.”
That threw me off entirely. “Sorry, what?”
“I don’t care who started it,” Mina said. “Vela murdered my brother.”
Lime looked a little sick, and he wasn’t fighting Indigo’s grip anymore.
“The deal stands,” Mina told Brigid. “Leave me Vela, and you can have the Purifier.”
“What? No!” I said. “God of Blood, we are not trading lives here!”
Mina ignored me, though. Brigid nodded at her, briefly, then stepped forward, close enough to whisper to me.
“Sean,” Brigid said, so low that no one else would have been able to hear; she hesitated, looking at me with worried eyes. It was strange to see my sister’s expressions on the face of an adult.
“I know what it’s like,” she said, quietly. “I saw it happen to the others. It’s like puppies taken from their mothers, then raised by the person who took them. The puppies bond to their owners, even though it was the owner who tore them from their family to start with. Because they need someone to love and rely on.”
“Brigid,” I said, matching her hushed tone but starting to genuinely get concerned about her mental state, “why are you talking about puppies?”
“Because we are not dogs,” Brigid said, fiercely. “The Ministers killed our families and took us from our homes and tried to raise us like pets. You see that, don’t you? The others gave in after a couple of years. They started acting like dogs—they sat down and rolled over and did whatever the Ministers wanted on command. But you were never like that. Sean, I can get you away from Zhu Five Shay, here and now.”
“Brigid,” I realized, “after the attack—did the Ministers take you to Maria Nova?”
“Yes—didn’t they take you?”
I felt sick. “No. I escaped.”
She blinked, like the Cicero had blinked, big and slow. Once, twice. Brigid said, “Then why are you with Zhu Five Shay?”
Another flash of blinding brightness—I took it for lightning, but when my eyes cleared, I found that the electricity in the room had finished rebooting after my EMP. The lights had come back on, and my earpiece hissed as it returned to life.
Not just hissed—no, there was jumbled noise on my earpiece, like someone talking frantically, and the receiver hadn’t quite woken up enough yet to put it into order. I touched my ear, tapping at the volume to try to bring the sounds into some kind of sense.
“Do you know what he’s done?” Brigid said.
The sounds in my ear snapped abruptly into clarity, Tamara’s voice hard-edged and frantic. “—way, Sean, Shay, do you copy? I’m on the police scanner and there is movement headed your way—”
Police? I looked automatically at Mina Kane. I’d stopped her before she could touch the panic button. She looked back at me blankly, but my expression must have given something away, because I saw the realization in her eyes.
“There are police headed our way,” I said. “What did you do?”
“I didn’t do anything,” Mina said. “Those aren’t my people.”
“You have to know something.”
“I told Todd Ketel about our encounter the other night,” Mina said. “He’s had my apartment under watch ever since.”



CHAPTER 48:
LOCKED ROOM
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS EARLIER
EVERY SUCCESSFUL HEIST had a map. You needed to identify multiple entry points—and multiple exit points, if things went south.
There were no publicly available blueprints of Mina’s apartment building available on the aethernet, for obvious reasons. But Indigo turned out to have a knack for architecture. From within the Cicero’s basement, we searched through old rental listings to create rough blueprints of the surrounding apartments, and even used social media photographs taken from within various apartments to reconstruct a very rough layout of the building’s plumbing and wiring. The result was an impressive, ghostly hologram of a building that we could rotate and examine from all sides.
I rotated the building carefully. Balconies were common in Illin—the weather was pleasant all year round—but Mina’s apartment building had even more balconies than average. They looked like steps down the building’s front.
“This is a nightmare,” Tamara said.
“Hey,” I said. “I thought we did a pretty good job.”
“I don’t mean the blueprints. I mean the building itself. Look—there’s only one set of stairs and an elevator bank to get between floors. If we are discovered, the police can block off the lower levels and trap us in Mina’s apartment.”
“Not you,” I pointed out. “You’ll be at a park five miles away.”
“Do you think I’m staying at the park if you and Shay get cornered?”
“Egress will be difficult if we are discovered,” Indigo agreed. He took over control of the hologram from me, turning it so that the building’s many balconies faced him, instead. “We will be on the seventh floor, so we cannot simply escape from the window. And the exterior is glass, so there are no handholds.”
Tamara made a sound in the back of her throat. Right, I’d forgotten; she didn’t like heights.
“Our best bet,” Indigo said, “is to avoid being discovered at all.”
HERE AND NOW
TODD KETEL HAD found us. Shit. Shit. We had to get out of here, now. I tapped my earpiece. “Did you hear any of that?”
“Yes, Shay tapped me in,” Tamara reported, terse. “I’m still three miles out. Sean, the police have reached the building; you can’t get out by the stairs or the elevator bank. You have to lock that apartment down.”
“A senator wasn’t part of the bargain,” Brigid said to Mina.
“He’s not here for you,” Mina replied.
I tapped my earpiece again. “If we lock the apartment down, we’ll be trapped.”
“I know. I said I’m three miles out, but I’ve got an idea. Wait thirty minutes then get onto the balcony. You hear me? Onto the balcony—but not before then; if these are Ketel’s people then they’re more than just Illinich police. They’ll have snipers.”
Something slammed into the ground from the direction of the front door; boots pounding, suddenly, and men shouting. The Republic arrived with a force of violence and volume, shouting for our surrender, men in armor with guns upraised. I lifted my arms, stunned by the speed of their arrival, but before any more of them could enter the vast open living room Indigo moved. I’d nearly forgotten how fast he could be when he had to be. One moment he was standing beside Lime, the next he was in the midst of the three Republican soldiers at the forefront, darting between them and grabbing one by the base of his armor.
Lime, now alone, lifted his gun.
I lunged forward, grabbing his arm. “You’ll hit Indigo!”
And he would, if he fired. Indigo was a whirlwind in the midst of the soldiers, taking advantage of the bottleneck that was Mina’s front hall. No more than one of them could fit through at a time with all that bulky armor on, and Indigo had backed up the first attackers, crowding them all in that space. In such close quarters they couldn’t fire on him, and he was stronger, faster, and better than they were at hand-to-hand combat. The armor that defended them also slowed them down. As I watched, Indigo hit something in the back of one soldier’s armor that made him collapse, joints locking. The other soldiers had to drag him back; Indigo slammed another man into the wall, helmet leaving a dent in the plaster.
Something brushed my arm, rushing past me. I grabbed it and hauled it back before I consciously realized that the motion was Mina Kane. She was running towards the soldiers—for escape, maybe, or to help overwhelm Indigo. Either way, I couldn’t let her go. She’d get hurt, or she’d get Indigo hurt—and if she was gone, the Republic would have no reason not to just toss a grenade in here and call it done. No one but Ketel knew Indigo and I were in here, so it would be really easy to cover up our deaths.
I flinched at a burst of gunfire, horror rising sickening in my throat, half-expecting to see Indigo with his gut torn apart when I turned around. Instead I saw Indigo with the rifle tucked in the crook of his arm, leaning against the doorway to the kitchen for cover while he drove the Republic back with carefully aimed bursts of their own bullets. He seemed calm, as ever. Weird. Obviously I knew Indigo could use a gun, but I’d never seen him do it before.
“Vela,” Indigo said. “Use the access on the wall. Seal the apartment.”
Access on the wall? I followed Lime’s gaze to something that I’d assumed was a thermostat. Not a thermostat, I realized, but the controls for Mina Kane’s overpowered home security system.
Lime darted across the room to the panel, ducking low beneath the rattling gunfire. I looked around wildly for Brigid and found her in the back of the room, still holding her own gun, looking eerily calm despite the chaos. She watched Indigo as he leaned around the wall and let off another volley of deafening shots. I could hear the soldiers shouting to each other through the dust and smoke of the firefight.
The storm was reaching its peak overhead, lightning flashing through rain that was falling so hard the glass was covered by one rippling river of water. Mina was trembling against my arm, so I guided her backwards until she was seated in the chair. Pity struck me. “Some spy you are,” I told her.
Mina swallowed. “I work in an office.”
A shout behind me, another deafening round of shots; an impact so low and profound that it shook the building around us, and then silence followed. I looked away from Mina slouched on her chair. Indigo lowered his rifle, coming out from his hidden place in the door frame, and Lime stepped away from the wall panel. They’d activated Mina Kane’s security system.
We weren’t safe in here forever, but we’d gained some time.
Brigid was beside me again. I could feel the warmth of her on my arm—this ghost of my sister, real and tangible and live. “You can have Vela,” she said to Mina. “I want Sean Hart.”
“If it were up to me, you’d have whatever you want,” Mina said. “I don’t care about Todd Ketel. But I can’t control him, either.”
Brigid’s gaze cut to me, then past me, towards the cloudy, ammunition-and-plaster front of the room. She said, “Do you think he’d let Sean go in exchange for a live Minister?”
“For the last fucking time,” I said, “we are not exchanging anyone’s life for anything!”
The hissing sound was so quiet that I wouldn’t have even noticed it, had it not been so ominously familiar. A second later the ruler-snap scent of something metallic hit my nose.
As soon as I recognized the smell, I looked to Indigo in horror. It was the same gas that we had encountered on the Nameless, that Tamara had used to subdue Ministers and monsters alike. The Republic was pumping a gas through the building’s AC.
If they couldn’t fight us, they would knock us out.



CHAPTER 49:
CHOKED OUT
THE GOOD NEWS was that the gas didn’t affect humans. The bad news was that with Indigo unconscious, the rest of us would be helpless—the Republic could burn through Mina’s sealed doors at their leisure, and the most we could do is fire a few useless shots at them from the rifle Indigo had stolen, or the little handgun Lime had brought.
We had to get out. Now.
Indigo looked heavenward and sighed, like he just could not believe how badly this day had gone. “The windows,” I said, he went straight for the balcony door. He grasped the handle—and it did not open. It did not even turn. He pushed and pulled, but the door was sealed.
Mina Kane’s super powered home security system, again. It had locked the Republic out—but it had locked all of us in.
I tapped at my earpiece. “Tamara, remember that metallic knock-out gas from the Nameless?”
“Black Mist?” Tamara said. “Shit, are they pumping it in through the ducts?”
“Is there any way to fight it?”
“He needs adrenaline!”
“I think we’ve both got plenty of adrenaline right now!”
“The Ministerial adrenal system isn’t the same as ours; Black Mist selectively blocks only the—you know what, Sean? It just matters that you get some epinephrine into him.”
“Crazy thing,” I said, “but I must’ve left my epinephrine at home.”
“Just get out of there. Get to fresh air, to the balcony—I’m on my way.”
“Sean.” It was my sister’s voice, my sister’s hands grabbing at my shoulders, my cheeks, pulling me to face her. My sister’s face, so familiar, long-lost, staring at me like she was searching for a secret I had hidden in my skull. She said, “Sean, this is your chance. Another minute, maybe two, and the gas will knock him out.”
“God,” I said, and my heart ached so much that I felt past tears from the pain of it. “What happened to you, Brigid?”
“Sean, Zhu Five Shay was the one who killed our home. He was the one who killed Mom and Dad. It was him.”
I said, “I know.”
Indigo had given up on trying to force the door. There was a little keypad on the wall beside where the glass began, and he tore off the cover, pulling wires out again. The scent of the gas in the room was undeniable now—it would easily knock out a Minister in these concentrations. He must be holding his breath.
“I’m sorry,” a man said, hoarsely. It was Lime—I hadn’t even recognized his voice. He was walking towards Mina across the ruined living room, a sick expression on his face. “I didn’t know that—I thought you’d done it. I thought you’d been murdering my people.”
God of Blood, he chose now to do this?
“I’m sorry about your brother,” Lime said.
Mina said, “Fuck you.”
By the wall, Indigo staggered—the slightest imbalance, but noticeable, in someone like him.
It was like someone had opened up a drain in my chest. All my fear, my frustration just vanished. I felt very calm, all of a sudden; the room around me felt very clear.
I turned to my sister. “I’m not leaving without him. I’m not leaving without you. The more time we waste arguing about it, the more likely it is that we’re all going to die. Now help me get us out of here.”
My sister said, “Mina, where’s the Purifier?”
“In my closet,” Mina said.
Brigid drew her gun, aimed it at the vast glass window, and fired.
The glass shattered, and in howled the rain and the wind and little shards of flying glass. Lime shouted something. I couldn’t hear it at all. Brigid went upstairs; going for the Purifier. I went straight for Indigo, knelt on the ground with his fingers digging into the flooring, and pulled him up by his arm. Lime appeared at Indigo’s other side and helped. Together we went to the gap in the glass, where the wind screamed into the house. The storm outside was raging. From this height I could see the lightning reaching out of the clouds like a divine hand, seizing upon the skyscraper across the way.
Next to me, Indigo took in a deep, deep breath.
I stepped out first, between the dangerous shards of jutting glass. I turned back, reaching for Indigo, being held up by Lime—and saw, over Lime’s shoulder, that Mina had grabbed the gun that Lime had left behind on the floor.
I froze. She had a clear shot at Lime’s back; a clear shot at Indigo, too, if she wanted to take it. She met my gaze, and she had bitter, bitter eyes.
Mina held the gun up, took aim—and did not fire. She dropped the gun like it burned her and pressed her hands over her face. I thought she might have screamed, in grief or frustration, but I could not hear her over the wind. I pulled Indigo out into the storm and Lime followed, just as Brigid descended from the second story. She had a duffle bag thrown over her shoulder, lumpy with some wide, cylindrical shape. The Purifier.
I waited, halfway across the balcony, until I saw my sister reach the shattered window. Lime had already run to the edge of the balcony, peering over, as if he thought maybe the ground was near enough to jump. The rain came down so hard upon the balcony floor and furniture that it rebounded, like a fuzzy holographic haze over the stone. The balcony was deep; we were too far from the edge to look over. I dragged Indigo to the rail—even though he’d held his breath, he hadn’t entirely escaped the gas’s effects.
Brigid came up on my other side. “What now?” she shouted.
Get to the balcony, Tamara had said; but she was still ten minutes out, at least. The soldiers would break through the door in Mina’s apartment soon. We couldn’t wait here.
The rain blurred my vision, rendering distances immeasurable, and all the air a rippled blue. I tried to remember the hologram Indigo had constructed of Mina’s building. There was a balcony below us, wasn’t there?
“Oh!” Brigid said, catching onto my thoughts without my needing to speak it. “That’ll be fun.”
I couldn’t help it: I grinned at her. She looked like a drowned rat in the rain, her hair plastered to her skull, but she grinned back at me. Behind me, I heard Lime swear.
I braced my free hand on the rail of the balcony, Indigo a semi-conscious weight under my other arm. I wanted to say, “Good luck!” or “Geronimo!” or a prayer, or something funny, but it didn’t matter, I didn’t even have a chance: the rush of gravity, the howling wind of our fall, tore the words from my mouth—and we were falling.



CHAPTER 50:
THE MOST PERILOUS URBAN EXPLORATION
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS EARLIER
THE LIGHT OF the sidewalk ad in Cicero’s basement cast unflattering shadows over Tamara’s face, exaggerating the disapproval in her expression as she said, flatly, “The balconies.”
“Look, they’re set up sort of like stairs,” I said. “You can just hop from one to the next.”
“It’s still a drop of at least twelve feet onto hard concrete. And if you’re off by even a few inches you plummet to your death.”
“Then we’d better not miss.”
“We’d better not get noticed in the first place,” Tamara said. “That is a shit exit plan.”
“But it is an exit plan,” I said. “And that means we’re all set: we have an entry plan, an exit plan, a plan to get Mina Kane out of the building, all the supplies we could need—”
“There is one more item we could use,” Indigo said. “In fact, I insist on it.”
He insisted? I exchanged a glance with Tamara, but she looked just as confused as I felt. “Okay. What is it?”
Indigo hesitated. “It is a Minister device.”
“We’re already using Minister tech,” Tamara said. “What’s different about this?”
“You will not like it,” Indigo said.
HERE AND NOW
STATIC IN MY body, static on my skin. Static in my ear. I lay on hard stone and could not feel any pain, could not feel anything at all. We’d made it—we’d landed on the balcony, one floor down.
Brigid was next to me. Breathing, moving—alive. Grabbing her elbow with a grimace, like she’d banged it pretty hard. I gasped against the rain and rolled my head the other way. Indigo was there, flat on his back, face to the rain. Hand pressed over his chest as he breathed fast.
Static in my ear warped, sense emerging out of senseless noise. “—up,” Tamara said. “Can you hear me? Shay? Sean? I’m several minutes out but I can see you. You’ve got snipers on the roof.”
There was a figure behind Indigo, moving, and—wait, the Purifier. Where was the Purifier? I lifted my head—I lifted my head, with no difficulty at all. I wasn’t paralyzed. But I still felt numb. I saw the Purifier, lying on Brigid’s other side.
The figure behind Indigo was Lime, staggering to his feet. He had a wide gash on his cheek, washed raw and clean by the constant streaming rain.
He dropped to his knees again, over Indigo’s head. Blocking the rain from Indigo’s skin. Indigo’s eyes rolled up to look at him, exposing a crescent of white beneath the dark irises.
“You deserted,” Lime said. “You abandoned your own people when they need you most.”
Indigo said nothing, only stared at him, upside-down, with the dark and wary gaze of a downed hawk.
“Is he worth leaving your people leaderless?” Lime said.
I could move. I could move, and I did, pushing myself up to one elbow. The numbness wasn’t total numbness—it was shock, sure, but it was also the rain falling on my skin. A constant white noise of sensation.
Lime looked at me. There was something lost and terrible in his gaze.
“Hey,” my sister said, her voice rough with pain. “Fuck off.”
I rolled my head and found that Brigid was sitting up, pale and half-drowned in the rain. She’d kept hold of her gun. It was pointed right at Lime.
Lime stood up slowly. “Fuck off where?”
“Over the edge,” Brigid said. “I don’t care.”
He glanced deeper into the balcony. There was a door there—I could see it. Lime edged around us, watching Brigid warily. When he was far enough away he jogged for the inner balcony door.
“You have to get up,” Tamara insisted.
“You have to go, now.”
I could barely stand, but she had a point. There was a new droning in the rain that was either tinnitus or the sound of an oncoming hopper. Of course: the Republic hadn’t been able to get in through the front door of Mina’s apartment, so they were sending police hoppers to access it via the roof. We had to get out of here before they arrived. I hauled Indigo up and he wobbled, stumbling into my arm in a very un-Indigo way. God of Blood, first getting Tamara and me drunk, then drugging Indigo—Mina Kane really liked her chemical intoxicants.
“God of Blood,” my sister said. She still had the bag containing the Purifier tangled over one shoulder. I wondered if it had survived the impact on the lower floor. “Should we—”
Stone chips sprayed off the edge of the balcony, part of the railing exploding. I flinched, trying to cover my head, shouting into the rain. The balcony was exploding—
“Gunfire, Sean, there’s shooters on the roof!” Tamara said.
I looked around wildly, crouching low. We had to get out of here—we were too exposed.
Hands grabbed my arm. Brigid—pulling me towards the balcony door, the same place where Lime had vanished.
We couldn’t go inside. We had to stay outside, on the balconies, so Tamara could find us. I pulled my arm free of Brigid’s grip and looked around for Indigo.
He was crouched, behind me. Alertness had returned to his dark eyes.
“Sean—” Brigid said.
“The next balcony over,” I shouted, and ducked again as a fresh round of bullets tore up the stone. “Go!”
We moved. Brigid was next to me; I felt the touch of Indigo’s hand on my back, driving us on. The stone was slippery with the puddling rain, and I did not stop at the railing, I slid into it, the edge driving into my gut. It was hard to see through the rain but there it was, another balcony, with the edge of its railing only a foot away from ours.
And a six-story drop in between.
“Lucky you’re not here for this one, Lantern-Eyes,” I said into the earpiece, but I wasn’t sure if she could hear me, because she didn’t reply.
“What are we doing?” Brigid asked me, breathless.
“Escaping!”
“They’re going to shoot us down!”
“Tamara’s coming,” I said. “But we’ve got to stay outside, or she can’t reach us.”
“This building is six stories tall! How is she going to know which apartment’s balcony you’re on?”
Tamara would know precisely where we were. The only question was whether she’d reach us in time. I peered down between the balconies and saw an endless fall, obscured by rain.
First things first. “Brigid, go over.”
She hesitated, glancing past me, at Indigo. “Age before beauty,” she said.
We didn’t have time for this. “Why, are you scared?”
That lit something in her, just the way it used to when we were kids. She glared at me, then slung the Purifier bag off her shoulder. She tossed it over to the other balcony, where it landed with a solid thud, audible even through the rain. Then she stepped onto the wet railing edge and, without a moment’s hesitance or sign of fear, she stepped over to the other railing, and into the balcony proper.
That was not like the Brigid I’d known as a child. She’d been afraid of everything the first time she’d done it. Either this adult Brigid had jumped over balconies several times since I’d thought she’d died, or she was different from the Brigid I remembered.
There was no time to wonder. I looked at the balconies, the space separating them. I looked at Indigo, standing behind me, crowding me into the wall and out of the sniper’s line of fire. “You next,” I said.
Indigo just looked at me. He was soaked, tired, and recovering from Black Mist inhalation, but his capacity for exasperation, it seemed, was intact. “Sean, go.”
Okay, fine. I climbed onto the railing carefully, mimicking Brigid’s movements. It felt a lot more precarious up here, with my feet off solid ground. I could see the sidewalk holograms below, colorful, like jewels underwater. The other railing seemed very far away—unreachably far, like the step between balconies, my unsteady footing rendered downright hazardous by the vicious buffets of wind.
Brigid stepped into my line of sight. She had her hand extended, colorless in the rain, her fingers reaching for me.
It was just like things had been, before. A rush of contentment went through me, even balanced precariously on the edge of a railing over a six-story drop. “You know,” I told her, as I started to shift my weight to step across the gap, “I secretly always wanted to do this,” and that was when the hopper ascended upon us through the rain, lights turning everything blood-red, and engines roaring even louder than the storm.
The shock of it made me lose my footing. I slipped on the railing, on the rain, and began to fall through the gap—
Someone caught my hand ahead; someone grabbed me under the arm from behind. I was caught between the two railings, Brigid clinging to me from the front, Indigo holding me up from behind. I managed to brace myself with my feet, struggling to find some way to support my own weight before one or the both of them couldn’t hold me any longer. Brigid hauled me forward, her feet slipping on the water streaming over the balcony floor, and behind me Indigo lifted and pushed. I fell over the edge, atop my sister, water splashing up from the impact. The sound of a lighter landing at my side indicated that Indigo had crossed the gap beside me, and he pulled me up, pulled Brigid up, with his own terrifying strength. A warning blared from the loudspeaker on the hopper, contending with the roaring engines and the whipping wind and, all sense gone, only sound, I stumbled forward on shaking legs, Brigid beside me, Indigo behind me, until we all fetched up against the wall at the far side of the balcony. Screw Tamara’s directions, I thought, we had to go inside, or that hopper would gun us down—but the door was locked, sealed, and this balcony was against a solid stone wall, not glass like Mina Kane’s.
I pressed my back to the wall. The hopper loomed over us like a shadow in the rain, its front lights staring down at us like eyes, engines roaring so loud that there was nothing to hear but them.
We were trapped.



CHAPTER 51:
KIRAKIMA’
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS EARLIER
STOLEN ELECTRICITY HUMMED around us in the Cicero’s basement as Tamara and I stared at the three syringes in Indigo’s hand. It turned out that the Minister technology that Indigo was so sure Tamara and I wouldn’t like was a tracker.
“A kirakima’,” Indigo corrected me.
“A kirakima,” I repeated.
“No. A kirakima’. The caesura is an intrinsic part of the word.”
“Kirakima’,” I tried. You couldn’t say a pause, obviously, so it seemed that the pronunciation in isolation was as much about facial expression as audible sound. The visual aspect of the Ministerial language snuck into it even when it was transcribed. “Kirakima’, not kirakima, right?”
“Correct,” Indigo said.
“I know you two are fucking with me, because there is no difference between those two words,” Tamara said.
Indigo had been busy while Tamara and I slept off our hangovers. He’d gotten a bunch of fine electronics and medical supplies from the Cicero and had created three tiny little tracker-cum-vital-sign monitors, Minister tech called kirakima’.
“There are three kirakima’, one for each of us,” Indigo said. “They are connected by a private, heavily encrypted subspace network. That means that transmissions will be received faster-than-light, across any distance.”
That was insane technology. “You made these last night? Did you sleep?”
“Our three kirakima’ are entangled with one another,” Indigo said, ignoring me. “That means, if you access your own kirakima’, you will be able to read the data on each of the other two. The kirakima’ will show basic vital signs—heart rate, stress levels, temperature—as well as the bearer’s precise location.”
I squinted at the tiny syringe. “How do we access our kirakima’?”
“They exist on a passive network. If you have a holoband or a computer close to you—about within arm’s reach—you will be able to connect to the kirakima’s network,” Indigo said. He lifted my holoband and opened up the network access. “Your holoband is connected to the Alula at the moment, but when the kirakima’ are injected, they will appear on the network list as an available connection.”
Tamara said, “If I say the words ‘privacy violation’…”
“I will not force you if you do not consent,” Indigo said.
He didn’t say anything more, but neither did she. I kept quiet and watched. It had been some time since I’d seen Lantern-Eyes and Indigo have a fight, but this fight wasn’t like the fights they’d had before. This was something new, and I wasn’t sure yet how it worked.
Tamara said, “You’ll get one, too?”
“Yes.”
“Then I consent,” Tamara said. “How about you, Sean?”
“Yeah, no problem,” I said.
She squinted at me. “No hesitations? None?”
The kirakima’ would create a connection between them and me, a bond that couldn’t be broken by distance. How often had I wished for something like that when I was alone, my family separated from me by the impassible distance of mortality? I would’ve done anything to have some small connection, even if it was just a marker for their graves. But there was no way I could explain that to Tamara. Not without sounding insane. “None.”
“Okay,” Tamara said, in the tone of someone accepting the incomprehensible.
Indigo placed the first of the tiny kirakima’ into an injection device. “The kirakima’ have been designed to match your genetic layout. They will pinch when inserted, but there should be no pain afterwards. They cannot be used as communication devices. The subspace network is too small and low energy to transmit anything more than vital signs and location. But they will at least allow us to confirm life or death, and locate each other in case of separation.”
He came over to me, first. I offered him my arm; he injected it at my wrist, alongside the vein. “Will we get caught at customs with these things?”
“It is somewhat rare technology, even among my people.” Indigo injected Tamara next. “The Republic will not know to look for them. If we must pass through another Republican scanner, they will detect it only as a very basic metabolic monitor.”
He injected himself last. Then he opened up his holoband display and checked the available networks. There was the Illinich city network, the Cicero’s private network, the Alula’s network, and one more, unnamed network.
Indigo connected to the nameless network. Three separate vital signs filled the hologram. I found Indigo’s at once. Mine and Tamara’s were basically the same, though it looked like her heart rate was slower than mine. But Indigo’s was weird.
“Small problem: I don’t know how to read Minister vital signs,” I said.
Indigo was still checking something on the network connectivity, not even looking at the vitals. “See if the heart is still beating.”
“Very funny,” I said.
Tamara was studying the displays far more closely than me. “Your vital signs look a little different than they did on the Nameless,” she said. “What causes that?”
Indigo looked up at the hologram. Then he kind of seemed to go still, his gaze flickering over the display.
“Shay?” Tamara said.
“It has to do with certain stress hormones,” Indigo said. “I was exposed to the vacuum several times on the Nameless. It temporarily altered my blood chemistry.”
I was going to have to learn about Minister biology sometime, wasn’t I? “Weird.”
“Interesting,” Tamara said, and smiled at Indigo; a peace offering if I’ve ever seen one. I’d never seen her smile like that before. It made her look sweet. Not a word I’d ever previously associated with the iron-willed and argumentative Tamara Gupta.
Then Tamara checked the time on her holoband and sighed, the sweet expression gone as if it had never been. “We’ve been at this for hours,” she said. “We should get a full night’s sleep before we go out and put it into action.”
The thought of a delay worried me. “What if Brigid does something while we’re resting?”
“Whatever Brigid does, she’ll have to plan, too,” Tamara pointed out. “Don’t forget I have a tracker on the Purifier. We can confirm it’s still at Kane’s apartment after we wake up. There’s so many things that could go wrong with this plan; we shouldn’t add to the risk by trying to pull it off exhausted. Don’t you think, Shay?”
He didn’t answer, his gaze focused on the holographic display.
“Shay?” Tamara prompted.
“Yes,” Indigo agreed. “You should rest. I need to… check a few more things on the kirakima’.”
Tamara unfolded herself from the floor. “Scoot over,” she told me, and I scooted, pressed against the tapestry covering the rough concrete at the back of the basement, just past the edge of the light from the holographic sidewalk above. Then she stretched out on the pillow-mattress next to me, one hand behind her head, her face patterned by the light above. I had a flash, suddenly, of sleeping bags with my little sister, me and Brigid lying shoulder-to-shoulder out beneath the stars.
My heart ached. “I’m told I kick,” I warned Tamara.
“I’m told I punch people who kick me,” Tamara said, without opening her eyes. “Now please be quiet. You got plenty of sleep last night, but I need a nap.”
I stayed quiet. It wasn’t as hard as it usually was for me, to stay quiet and still, knowing that I would wake her up if I didn’t. And before long that quietness and stillness made me drowsy, my eyes slipping shut of their own accord.
Indigo was still watching the display of our vitals. A little creepy, but maybe that was how Ministers showed affection. Weirdly, though, he seemed to be looking at his own vital signs. Mine and Tamara’s had been pushed to the sides of the screen, still visible, but not centered.
“Go to sleep, Sean,” Indigo said, quietly.
That was enough for me. I slept.
HERE AND NOW
THE HOPPER’S ENGINES roared as it came down upon us, louder than the distant sirens. This was the end, then. It didn’t really seem possible. I knew that I might die at any moment—watching everyone you ever loved be alive one moment and dead the next had a way of dispelling any illusions about the permanence of life—but somehow I hadn’t expected to die now, not under these circumstances, not just after I’d found Brigid again.
I reached out to the side, where my sister was. I only knew I’d reached her because her arm gave beneath my fingers—the rain had cooled her skin down to be indistinguishable from stone. I curled my fingers around her palm, and after a moment of utter stillness, my sister’s hand closed around mine.
Movement to my right. Indigo stepped out into the storm, dark and ferocious as a bare blade. The hopper glared down at us, engines roaring, and Indigo stepped between me and Brigid and the hopper, like he meant to shield us both with his body. Useless. The kind of guns a hopper like that had would tear right through him, through us, and probably partly through the wall behind us. We’d be turned into bloody paste, washed away by the rain. We—
Hang on, the hopper was turning. Instead of facing us head-on, it had rotated to the side. And weirdly, it seemed to be one of the taxi hoppers, not a military vehicle—
The hopper flew up almost to kissing with the balcony’s railing. The door popped open.
Over the earpiece—the sweetest sound I’d ever heard—Tamara Gupta said, “Get in my hopper.”



CHAPTER 52:
THE RACE
I LOOKED TO the front of the hopper, where the shaded window covered the driver’s seat. The silhouette just barely visible through the tinted glass was recognizably Tamara.
Her—presumably stolen—hopper had reached us first, but the police hoppers I’d been expecting weren’t far behind. Already I could hear a weird, warped wailing behind the roar of Tamara’s engines, like a chorus crying out within the storm.
Indigo reached for me and Brigid, beckoning us towards Tamara’s stolen hopper. Tamara was holding it as steady as she could, but it dipped and bobbed like a cork floating in a pond, never quite still.
“Brigid, go!” I said. She had the Purifier bag slung over one shoulder, and it looked like the weight of it should put her off balance, but she stepped onto the edge of the balcony as lightly as before. Then she leaped into the hopper, grabbing onto the back of Tamara’s seat to steady herself. She retreated on top of the back seat, giving space for me and Indigo to step into the car.
It was just like the gap between balconies. I stepped up onto the ledge again, feeling Indigo gripping my shirt from behind. If I fell this time, I didn’t think either Brigid or Indigo would be able to catch me. The unrelenting droning of the hopper was disorienting, more overwhelming than even the roar of the rain. I didn’t bother with the slow and careful boarding Brigid had practiced. I just jumped.
I crashed through to the dryness of the interior like kicking my way through a curtain, hearing like an echo of the past my sister shouting, “SEAN!” Indigo landed in the hopper right behind me, his weight slamming me into the floor like he would hold me to safety by force. I pulled my legs in out of the rain and Brigid slammed the door shut behind us. Indigo hit the back of the piloting chair with his fist to signal Tamara.
I curled my legs under me, sitting up. The sudden silence of the inside of the hopper was almost as disorienting as the roar outside had been. I wiped streams of water from my face.
The hopper tore away. I got to my knees so I could peer out the window and watch the ruined balconies of Mina Kane’s building recede. Below us, the city shone; the reflection of the holograms off the rain-slick surfaces of buildings and pavement amplified the illumination. Like seeing the glow of a fire from an adjacent room.
Sirens wailed from all sides, echoing like ghostly cries through the pervasive rumble of the engine, converging. “Uh, Lantern-Eyes?”
“I hear it,” she said, tense.
If we heard it, then the police hoppers must be close enough to see us. I made my way to the front of the hopper, wide windows showing the violence of the storm, and Tamara seated at the pilot’s chair operating instruments and pedals with her brand new yellow sundress hiked businesslike to her thighs.
“Hi,” Brigid said, sounding interested.
“Brigid Hart,” Tamara said, through her teeth, “this is not the time.”
Tamara was only a slightly better pilot than Indigo. “If you don’t mind,” I said.
“I wish this bucket had guns,” Tamara said, and set the instruments to automatic, just for the moment, while she slid out of the pilot’s chair so that I could get in. The airspace over Illin opened up to me, traffic information displayed in holograms against the storm, and our police pursuit appearing as flaring red sparks on our tail. I adjusted the seat to the correct height.
Brigid slid into the co-pilot’s chair beside me, slipping past Tamara to do it. She smiled brightly up at my friend.
“I’ll stay with Indigo, I guess,” Tamara said. “Try not to make me vomit.”
I up-shifted the engines, adjusting the fuel mix to something not exactly illegal, but certainly not a passenger standard. “No promises,” I said, and I grinned at Brigid, just like when we were younger. She grinned back. I veered us downward, descending towards the holographic glow of the city like we were falling into cracks in a volcano’s edge.
SIXTEEN YEARS BEFORE I FOUND MY SISTER AGAIN
BY THE TIME I was born, Kystrom had been pretty well terraformed. Earthly plants could, and would, grow there. Earthly creatures could survive, with or without human intervention. Birds and foxes and conas wandered the woodlands on their own. And as for the native species—well, those that could adapt had adapted. Those that could not were driven into ever smaller and smaller corners of the planet, a long, slow eradication. That was how it had been on every terraformed planet since humanity had left Earth to begin with. I guess it was lucky we’d never colonized somewhere with another sentient species. They might’ve wanted revenge.
Still, Kystrom was a very young planet, only colonized within the last sixty years. The soil needed to be regularly seeded with Earthly grasses and minerals to help them grow. The Kystrene government was very small, and so they outsourced the terraforming to their people—like my family.
I strapped myself into the seeder, checking the instrumentation, just like a real pilot would do. The Kystrene sun turned the metallic surface of the seeder radiative; the wind across the wide, empty field was a blessing, brushing away the heat of the sunlight before it could burn.
Brigid was next to me, but not as a co-pilot; she had a seeder of her own. Hers was already hovering, heat distortion beneath the car instead of wheels. She’d activated the seed-and-mineral dispersion system, too. It was part of the bargain my parents had made with us. We could play with the seeders, as long as we terraformed with them, too.
I activated the engines, and the seeder hopped up like a little bug, suspending me about a foot in the air. “Ready?” I shouted, over the roar.
I remembered Brigid’s expression exactly. She was nervous—Brigid was often nervous, especially in unfamiliar situations—but she was determined, too.
“Three, two, one, go!” I said, and took off.
Seeders were simple machines, designed for the sedate activities of terraforming, not for racing. But that had never stopped either Brigid or me. The seeders weren’t supposed to go very fast, but Brigid had found a way to circumvent the speed cap. We hadn’t told our parents about that.
Together, we roared over the grasslands, spitting seeds and minerals out behind us, bringing life to the soil as we passed.
Together, we raced.
HERE AND NOW
THE SIRENS CRIED out, shrill as hawks, as I dove our hopper down towards the sidewalk. The holograms gained shape, dimension as we approached; pedestrians’ upturned faces gaped, then they scrambled, trying to clear a path for what they must’ve thought was a hopper gone out of control. I held it, held it, held it—
“Come on, a few more feet,” Brigid urged.
Well, if she thought so—I held it—
—and then I turned up our nose a few feet from the pavement, driving us along the road between the cars, one foot above the ground.
“Nice,” Brigid said. “But they’re still on our tail.”
“Not for long,” I promised.
The police hoppers didn’t dare follow me to street level. Too risky a maneuver, probably. Only a maniac would fly like this. I kept on the road, weaving between cars; then I darted sideways, in a narrow gap between towers. I flew through, raising my altitude to about nine feet in case a pedestrian decided to surprise me; I veered left when the opportunity arose.
A garage loomed out of the mist ahead of me, a sheer, solid wall directly in our path.
SIXTEEN YEARS BEFORE I FOUND MY SISTER AGAIN
I RACED MY sister through the Kystrene fields towards the distant finish line; a pair of trees with their branches bent together, waving in the perfect summer breeze.
The field was not entirely level: the little hills and valleys beneath the grass threatened to throw off the seeders’ weak hover field if you weren’t quick enough to compensate. I was quick, and I knew how to fly; I saw a hillock rising up and adjusted the altitude pre-emptively so that I wouldn’t—
The altitude bar was stuck. I yanked on it but it barely moved, and I had to turn my nose aside, braking hard, so that I wouldn’t crash into the ground and stall out halfway through the race. It slowed me down, letting Brigid pull ahead.
Once I’d regained control of the seeder and got back on track, gathering speed again, I touched the altitude bar. It felt—not broken, but kind of sticky. Like someone had poured something sweet over the bar right before the race, and let it dry in the sun.
I looked at my sister. She glanced over her shoulder at me, grinning. She raised one hand from the controls, pointer finger extended.
Point one to Brigid.
HERE AND NOW
I LIFTED THE nose of the hopper and it obeyed, far more smoothly than the sugar-sabotaged seeder had. The hopper shot up, flying clean over the garage. I lifted our altitude even higher, and just in time; we rushed above a private patio filled with startled office workers. Next to me, my sister whooped.
“Insane,” I heard Tamara mutter from the back, presumably to Indigo, and onward I flew.
SIXTEEN YEARS BEFORE I FOUND MY SISTER AGAIN
BRIGID PULLED AHEAD of me, rushing over the grassy fields, grinning at me over her shoulder with the satisfaction of knowing her victory was assured.
It was a mistake. With her attention turned aside from the field in front of her, she didn’t see the sinkhole under the grass. She hit it hard—the edge of her seeder clipped the ground, almost throwing her out of her seat.
She was stalled, and she wouldn’t be able to free herself before I could reach her position. I’d regain all the ground I lost, and then some. I could have slowed down. I could have restarted the race. I could have even let her win. That would’ve been a nice thing for her big brother to do. She obviously wanted to win, so badly she’d tried to sabotage my seeder before the race had even begun.
But, see, the thing was that I wasn’t mad that she’d tried to sabotage me.
I was just mad that she’d thought of it first.
I raced down the field past Brigid, heading for the finish line, expertly dodging the little hills, the little valleys. Pushing the seeder to the edge of its ability, seeds and minerals sprayed haphazardly behind me. Point one to Sean.
I glanced back, once, and saw Brigid flying behind me, furious, determined. And gaining.
HERE AND NOW
IT WAS ALMOST impossible to track my movements through all those tall buildings. The sirens fell distant, then were gone. I flew us a little bit further, just close enough to the spaceship docks to make it walkable, and pulled over in a side street between the lacy metal scaffolding of emergency stairs.
“Get off, quick,” I told my passengers, raising my voice so Tamara and Indigo could hear from the back. It was still raining outside, thank the God of Blood; that would hide us even better than my fancy flying. The back door opened, and I heard Indigo and Tamara clamber out. For an instant it was just Brigid and I in the hopper, and she looked at me, whole paragraphs in her expression.
No, Brigid, I thought, and knew that she must read my thoughts as clearly as I read hers.
Brigid clambered out the back.
Everyone was out of the hopper and Indigo had the Purifier bag on his shoulder, so I set an automatic course into the hopper’s navigation and slid out of the pilot’s seat. I joined the others out in the rain—barely banked by the high buildings around us—and slammed the door shut.
“Now what?” Tamara shouted.
Good question. I turned to Brigid. “Where’s your ship parked?” If she was lucky enough to have landed planetside…
Brigid shook her head, like she knew what I was hoping. “I’m on the customs station!”
Then there was only one thing for it. “Make to the space elevator,” I shouted, so that everyone could hear me over the rain. “We have to get off the planet, now!”
Behind us, the hopper’s engines restarted, the automatic navigation taking hold. It zipped off down the narrow street. In another minute, it would rise to the correct cruising altitude, where the police would waste their time trying to catch it.
I ducked under the scant shelter of the metal scaffolding, following Tamara. Indigo guided me ahead of him—he looked alert again, standing normally, so the effects of that gas had fully worn off. I followed Tamara, Indigo following me, just like we’d traveled on the Nameless—but this time, with Brigid by my side.
Just like on the Nameless, Tamara proved herself to have a spot on sense of direction. By the time the sirens had faded away overhead, pursuing our rogue hopper, we had reached the plaza surrounding the space elevator.
The rain was on our side. It drenched the crowd, and kept people huddled beneath umbrellas, heads bowed against the rain. No one looked at the four of us, and we were so thoroughly soaked that we were unrecognizable compared to Ketel’s neat little photos of us. The only problem was Indigo: he’d lost his face mask, and the way the rain had sleeked down his hair and clothes made the inhuman sharpness of his features seem all the more stark. I saw Tamara, her fluffy yellow dress now limp and dispirited, reach over and ruffle Indigo’s hair until strands of it fell into his face and concealed his features more.
The Cicero was waiting for us by the back of the space elevator, miserably perched beneath the biggest umbrella I had ever seen in real life. Their thick, bottle-bottom glasses were perched low on their nose and, despite the protection of their massive umbrella, were splattered with water.
I ducked under the edge of the umbrella and clasped their hand. “You’re a life-saver,” I told them. “You’re sure no one will check this compartment?”
“It is designed for VIP usage,” the Cicero said. “Politicians and the like. Perfectly safe to ride in, and intentionally discreet.”
We were escaping Senator Ketel by traveling in his private elevator car. Did that count as irony?
“I have no allies on the station itself,” the Cicero told me. “Up there, you are on your own.”
“That’s all right,” I said, thinking of Miles. “I got it from here.”
A creak, barely audible through the pounding rain. I glanced back and found one of the Cicero’s friends—cousins, probably? I’d intentionally never asked them too many probing questions—had opened the back door to the space elevator. Tamara was trying to convince Indigo and Brigid to go in, but they were all, apparently, waiting for me. I stepped out underneath the shelter of the Cicero’s umbrella, intending to go to them—
“Sean,” the Cicero said.
“What’s up?”
“After you leave,” the Cicero said, “don’t come back.”



CHAPTER 53:
IN QUESTA REGGIA
THE VIP COMPARTMENT of the space elevator was hushed and private. The lights were soft and low, the better to show off the view outside the one-way window, which at the moment revealed nothing except the rain-splattered plaza outside with all its colorful, sheltering umbrellas. The floor was carpeted and the furniture velvety. There were, according to Tamara’s sweep, no cameras whatsoever. Privacy was for the rich.
There was something familiar about this room. I’d never been there, but I’d been someplace like it before; I just couldn’t remember where.
Oh, right—it was a school outing, back when I was fifteen or sixteen. We’d gone to Itaka’s only major theater. It was, in retrospect, a tiny little place, barely seating two hundred people. But they’d had all the affectations of glamour and status, as a theater should. We’d visited the whole place in an afternoon: the stage, the backstage, the pit, the seating—the boxes.
Five private boxes on an upper level, I remembered. Seats on a balcony overlooking the little stage. And behind each box, a private little coat room. The coat room floor was carpeted; the cramped little chaise, velveted. A tarnished mirror showed shadowy reflection in a light so dim it might as well have not been on, because if the light had been any brighter, it would’ve interfered with the stage lights when the door was open. But with both doors shut, there was a private hush to that little velvet room. A moment of solitude before pushing out the door and entering the clamor and motion of the audience and the stage.
The elevator jolted, almost imperceptibly, and began to move. The view through the mirrored glass window changed, like scenery rising. The bright umbrellas sank. We rose.
“Sean,” my sister said, “could I speak to you alone?”
THERE WAS NOT much privacy to be had in the VIP room, but we made a go of it: Brigid and I to one side of the elevator, Tamara and Indigo to the other, as far from us as they could get.
Indigo still had the Purifier bag slung over one shoulder. I met his eye, then Tamara’s. Tamara nodded. Indigo shrugged the bag off his shoulder, carefully setting it on the ground.
“They’re not doing anything with that Purifier, are they?” Brigid said.
“They’re checking to see if it was destroyed by throwing it back and forth across four stone balconies in the rain,” I said. “If that thing is anything like my shoulder and shins, it’s busted. What’s in the Purifier that’s so important, anyway?”
“What happened to you that day, Sean?”
All my glibness left me. I did not need to ask to know what day she meant.
“I was at school late,” I said. “Detention. Of course. When the attack started they didn’t let us leave; they thought we might be safer in the building than… but then we started hearing that it didn’t matter if we were in schools, hospitals, homes. They let us leave; or at least, they stopped trying to keep us there. The teachers left, too. I went down the forest path—I thought it might be safer, going that way, instead of walking through town—and then—”
And then I’d reached our house, embers smoldering in the garden from the fire next door. My mother between the basil plants, her staring eyes, the hair on one side of her face singed from the heat. My father on the doorstep with his torso opened up. And upstairs, the body I’d thought was Brigid.
But it hadn’t been Brigid: Brigid was standing in front of me right now. Had I imagined it? I didn’t think even my brain could come up with something so horrible alone. Just thinking of it made me nauseous. I couldn’t speak of it. I could barely speak at all.
“…and then I found Benny,” I finished, my voice so tight it no longer sounded like mine. “You remember, Benjamin Ruselski? He was a grade above me… you don’t; it doesn’t matter. He and I went to his family’s house, got in his uncle’s planethopper. We got away.”
“You left?” Brigid said. “You didn’t try to find us?”
I could smell it again, that day—I could smell the burning wood and flesh, I could smell the blood and the split organs, reeking. “There wasn’t anyone left to find, Brigid,” I said, and my voice cracked. I covered my nose and mouth with my hand, like that would block out the smell, control my voice. “I didn’t think there was anyone left to find.”
I didn’t like to think about this. It was never far from my mind, but if I just kept moving I could usually stay a few steps ahead of it. Like outrunning a boulder down a hill.
I took a few deep breaths, trying to find myself in the memories of that awful smell. When I could speak, I said, “What about you? What happened to you?”
“I was there,” Brigid said.
There, in the house. Her body in its own blood on the floor.
“I came home after school with Liza,” Brigid said. “Mom was in the garden. Dad was in the house.”
God, how strange it was to hear someone call them Mom and Dad, not just to hear it lonely in my own head.
“Liza and I went upstairs. When Dad saw the Ministers landing, he told us to hide. We hid in my room, by Clover’s cage.”
“Clover?” I asked, and my own voice sounded weird and wobbly, after the locked-down calm of my sister’s.
“Clover, my cona,” Brigid said. “The cona you got me, Sean. You don’t remember Clover?”
I remembered Clover. A tiny little cona—a little creature not unlike a rabbit, but smaller, cuter, all-around better, and native to Kystrom. I’d found an injured one when I’d been a child and I’d brought it home to my sister. I’d just forgotten its name. Probably because the name was forgettable. I remembered, too, that that was what I’d told Brigid when she’d named the cona Clover: I’m going to forget that name.
“It’s still a stupid name,” I said.
“She’s dead,” Brigid said. “By now, anyway. Cona don’t live that long without someone to take care of them. She knew something was wrong. I was trying to calm her down while Liza tried to see what was happening outside. Liza saw her house start to burn through my window.”
The neighbor’s house had been burning; Liza’s house. The house whose embers were falling into my mother’s garden when I arrived, smoldering in the green herbs and my mother’s hair.
“Liza ran downstairs,” Brigid said. “I followed her. Mom was in the backyard, trying to get to Liza’s house, but it was already too hot to even get close. Then the Minister came through the back gate. She was all alone.”
Even one Minister alone was equal an army. A civilian household would have been no challenge to her at all.
“She killed Mom first,” my sister said, her voice remote. Like she was summarizing something she’d read for class, not describing a life she’d lived. “Right in the garden. Dad blocked the door and told us to run, but there were Ministers in the street outside. We went back to Dad, but the Minister ran him through. We ran upstairs even though there was nowhere to hide, and the Minister followed us. She caught Liza in the doorway to my room. I went through first… the Minister caught Liza and slammed her head into the wall, then just dropped her there.”
A dent in the wall above my sister’s corpse—no, above Liza’s corpse. I remembered Liza. Our neighbor: an old friend, an old playmate. Coltish and blond. Brigid had liked her very much. I remembered, once, going out to join them in the garden as children, and confusing which of the two blond heads was Brigid.
The realization cut like a razor; scarified. God of Blood, that day was all razors in my mind, and reaching in for a single memory cut me to the bone. Liza had been my friend, too, and even though I’d long known that she must be dead, the realization piled fresh grief atop of grief. So that had been her blood on the crumbling plaster, her body whose image had haunted me all these eight long years. Not my sister—but my friend. I pressed my hands to my face, digging my nails into my skull, and found the velveted wall with my back, sinking down to the floor. God of Blood, let this pain pass from me. I spent so much time trying to remember—but only the good things. Never this.
“The Minister had me trapped in my room,” Brigid said. She was relentless, like the rolling stone at my back, crushing me with the weight of our grief. “Mom and Dad were dead downstairs. Liza was dead right in front of me. The Minister had me trapped. I knew I was dead, too. There was no point in running, or fighting, or begging. So I set Clover free.”
Surprise jarred me from the dark pit my mind had fallen into. I squinted my eyes open and saw my sister, standing over me, silhouetted by the darkening colors of the upper atmosphere visible outside the window behind her. “You… set the cona free?”
“She was small,” Brigid said. “She could escape. I opened the cage, opened the window, and let her hop onto the trellis. Mom had those stepped pots on the trellis, remember? Clover could just hop down. Like the balconies on Mina Kane’s apartment.”
I’d forgotten about those stepped pots; forgotten about Mom’s trellis. God of Blood, was this what it was like to have someone to share memories with? My past had never been so real as it had been in the past few minutes.
“The Minister just watched me do it,” Brigid said. “I don’t know what she was thinking. There’s no telling what any of them are thinking. Instead of running me through, she told me to come with her. It was only when she put me on the ship with some of the other survivors that I realized she didn’t mean to kill me.”
 I thought of Indigo, the first time I’d met him; how he’d killed Leah for attacking him, but had spared me when I’d tried to save her. I thought of Number One’s cold pride in being a Minister, the protector of humanity, a lesser species. I thought of how Indigo always tried to protect me and Tamara, even when we did not ask him to. I thought of how Brigid, about to die, had chosen her last act not to save herself, but a weaker creature that relied on her.
“Your Minister respected you,” I said.
“Respect?” For the first time in several minutes, Brigid’s voice lost its numb matter-of-factness. “Ministers don’t respect humans. She didn’t bother to kill me because she thought I’d given up. And I let them keep thinking that for years. They took me to Maria Nova—they tried to raise me, in some screwed up way; they fed me and clothed me and taught me whatever I might want to learn. But they wouldn’t let me scarify. Our whole family dead, and I wasn’t allowed to give them blood.”
I touched my hand, my arm, without thinking. Felt the ladder of scars I’d given myself, one for every named dead.
“I was surrounded by Ministers, night and day,” Brigid said. “We all were—me and the other Kystrene who survived. We knew that if we gave the Ministers any sign of resentment or rebellion, any sign that we weren’t completely broken, they’d kill us.”
She crouched down in front of me, suddenly eye level, blue eyes worried; the same blue I saw when I looked in a mirror.
“I was so scared,” she told me, lowering her voice further, so that even with Indigo and Tamara’s excellent ears, there was no chance of them overhearing from their side of the room. “You were always so good at breaking rules and not caring about the consequences. I could follow you when you did it, but by myself… if I broke their rules, they’d kill me. As long as I followed their rules and pretended not to hate them, I would be ok. But then I saw what happened to the other Kystrene. I saw them pretend for so long and so well that they forgot they were pretending, and it was like they’d died anyway, and the Ministers had left their corpses walking around. I realized that there were some things that were worse than death. I realized that there was nothing to be afraid of, because the worst thing that could have happened to me already had.”
“Brigid,” I began, without anything more to say.
“The Ministers aren’t as smart as they think they are. The Minister who… tutored me, she said she thought I could become someone special. She couldn’t even tell that I hated her. If I could trick her, I could beat her. And I will. I’m going to make sure that what happened to us never happens to anyone else, ever again.”
My voice came out rough. “How?”
“You know he did it, right?”
There was no need to ask who he was. I looked past her, at Indigo. He was gazing our way, his expression cool, but his dark eyes worried. Tamara was bent over the Purifier, partly concealed by the way he stood, but he looked like he was ready to run to my aid, if I just gave him the sign.
I said, “Yes.”
“And you’re fine with knowing that he killed Mom and Dad?”
“No,” I admitted, low, too low for Indigo to hear. “No, I’m not, I’m so angry with him I can’t even stand it, Brigid. He didn’t even tell me when we first met. He kept it from me, and he…” I thumped my hand over my heart, hard, hoping to convey without words the way my chest ached, a raw and unhealing agony, every day.
Brigid nodded like she understood. “So what’s stopping you?”
“Sorry?”
“Is it the scriptures? Because the God of Blood commands blood spilled for blood—”
“As a funeral rite, Brigid—”
“No, as an act of justice. The parts of scripture you don’t like don’t go away if you ignore them. Or is it that you’re scared? You’ve never killed anyone before?”
I had a flash of Benny, suddenly, convulsing on a dirty floor with blood froth seeping out between his hands and face. “I have.”
“By accident? It’s different when you mean it.”
“You killed Lime—Vela’s—people,” I remembered.
“I only killed two of them,” Brigid said. “Then I leaked to Vela that Luke Kane did it. Everything that happened after that was all them. The Ministers and the Republic spilled more blood between them than I could’ve ever managed on my own. That’s who they are.”
My chest was aching. “Vela isn’t a Minister.”
“He’s their dog. You don’t know how brainwashed the humans native to Maria Nova are—the ones who were born there and grew up there, like Vela. They have this insane idea that the Ministers are their protectors, not their oppressors.”
“Brigid,” I said, “what exactly are you hoping to achieve?”
“I’m going to make sure that no one dies like Mom and Dad did. I’m going to make sure that no one loses anyone like we did. I’m going to prevent what happened on Kystrom from happening anywhere, ever again. I’m going to stop the people who made it happen. The people who are willing to do it again.”
Like in a nightmare I sat there, unable to move, to speak, to interrupt. Caught in a sound like funeral bells ringing, distant, so many they echoed over one another and became a single, awful howl.
Brigid said, “I’m going to kill the Ministers.”



CHAPTER 54:
THE WORDS OF OUR ANCESTORS
YOU MIGHT BE wondering, Sean, how could you be so immensely, incredibly stupid? Well, first off, it shouldn’t come as a surprise to anyone the heights of idiocy that I am capable of ascending, and I take that as a personal point of pride. Secondly, it wasn’t that I didn’t know. It was more like a room in your house that you went into all the time. After a while, you stopped seeing the dust on the shelf, or the way the wallpaper peeled just a little by the ceiling. You just saw your room: your wonderful, flawless room. It was hard to see both the room you loved and the peeling wallpaper all at once.
So it wasn’t that I hadn’t realized that my sister was involved in something shady before she’d told me outright on the space elevator escaping Illin, or even before Tamara Gupta brought up Peregrine in the Cicero’s basement. It was that I’d shut my eyes to the peeling wallpaper.
A LITTLE OVER TWENTY-FOUR HOURS EARLIER
(WHILE PLANNING OUR SEMI-SUCCESSFUL HEIST)
BACK IN THE Cicero’s basement, Tamara Gupta said, “We need to talk about Peregrine.”
“I know,” I said. “Peregrine is Brigid.”
The silence that fell after my admission was profound and, honestly, kind of insulting. “Oh, come on, Mina basically told us outright,” I said. “Peregrine is an Ameng word—it means wanderer, like the Wanderer, from the Scriptures of Blood.”
“We did not mean to offend,” Indigo began, carefully.
“Hold up,” Tamara said. “The Wanderer? Like that toast you gave to me, at the bar?”
“He was never my favorite part of scripture,” I said, and leaned back against the tapestry at the rear basement wall. The concrete beneath the woven fabric was uneven, stones digging into my spine. “He was one of the bloody saints, sanctioned by God Himself to shed blood in search of justice.”
“That’s ominous,” Tamara said. “Okay. We know that whatever is on the Purifier, it came from Mina Kane, which means it must be data from the Republican government. Why would Brigid want intel from the Republic? And what the hell is that intel?”
Another thought had occurred to me. I pushed off the back wall, reaching over my own legs until I could grab at the corner of the tablet Tamara had been using, which she’d set down on the rug.
“The data was intended to be handed over to an agent of Maria Nova,” Indigo replied. “Given the source, it is likely to something that would interest Maria Nova.”
I snagged the tablet and pulled it closer. Right before everything had gone to shit at the bar, when Todd Ketel had released his special evil message, Brigid had replied to my message. I’d sent her a phrase that had corresponded to our childhood secret language: WHAT HATH GOD WROUGHT? But when Brigid had replied, she’d replied with slightly different numbers than I’d expected. It was, unquestionably, my little sister who had sent the message. So what had she said?
First I had to find an electronic copy of The Words of Our Ancestors: Ameng Grammar in Kystrene. This was, unfortunately, not one of the most common books on the aethernet. People nowadays are so uncultured.
“Mina said she only provided tactically useless information to Luke,” Tamara said. “She was trying to establish a paper trail of Luke cooperating with the Ministers, not hand out real government secrets. But if the knowledge is tactically useless—why all this drama?”
I located a copy of The Words of Our Ancestors: Ameng Grammar in Kystrene and opened it up. I searched through the text, carefully matching the numbers Brigid had provided me to the count of the individual words…
“I do not believe we will know for certain,” Indigo said, “until we see the data itself.”
I stared down at the message translated. WHAT HATH GOD WROUGHT? I’d asked my sister.
According to our own secret code, she’d replied:
GOD HATH WROUGHT ONLY BLOOD.
HERE AND NOW
IN THE SPACE elevator, my sister knelt in front of me, blue eyes serious. My father’s eyes. The eyes I saw every time I looked into a mirror.
“Brigid,” I said, “I’m not going to let you kill anyone.”
“It’s about stopping any more killing. The Ministers did it once and they will do it again.”
“You don’t know that. They can change.”
“It’s been almost a decade since Kystrom,” Brigid said. “The Ministers and the Republic are still on the verge of war. The Republic still sets up bases on independent planets, bases it barely defends; the Ministers still fight skirmishes with humans in between the stars, and threatens the independent colonies that let the Republic have a foothold. There will be war at any moment, and it’ll happen on a planet like ours, where the Republic has decided the population is an acceptable sacrifice, and the Ministers decide they don’t care if humans die if it means they have control. Nothing has changed over the past eight years—over the past thousand years! What makes you think the Ministers will change now?”
I didn’t answer that. I couldn’t answer that. Around us, the space elevator rattled to a stop, a deep, final sound. The view outside the mirrored glass showed a private corridor on the interior of the customs station.
“Sean?” Brigid said.
“If we call attention to us here, we all get arrested,” I said. “Let’s talk after we get on the Alula.”
The door to the station opened with a hiss of mixing airs; Indigo peered into the hallway while Tamara checked the scanner she’d built into her holoband. The duffle bag containing the Purifier hung on Indigo’s right shoulder, his hand holding onto the strap. When Tamara nodded, confirming the path outside was safe, I followed her and Indigo into the customs station, and I heard Brigid following me.
The station was as bright and clamorous as I remembered. Maybe it was the fact that we were in an enclosed space, and it made the sounds echo all the more loudly. Tamara’s steps slowed, as if the noise was a physical barrier; Indigo fell into the lead, guiding us back the way we had come, to where the Alula was docked and Officer Miles manned the customs scanner.
I fell in alongside Tamara and slung an arm over her shoulder. “Hey, Lantern-Eyes,” I said. “Can you see three blue things here?”
She glanced at me aside, unamused.
“My eyes,” I prompted. Brigid’s eyes, too. “Two more things, now.”
“There’s half a dozen ads that I can see from here, and all of them are blue.”
“Ads don’t count. Two more non-ad non-my-eyes blue things.”
She looked around. “That girl’s shirt. The—the guard’s tablet pen.”
She had good eyes. I had to squint to see the tablet pen. “Nicely done.”
We’d made it through the crowd and reached the end of the line. I glanced around, double-checking to make sure Indigo had brought us to the right one. He had. I stood behind him, the Purifier bag on his shoulder, my arm around Tamara. The two of us a wall between Indigo in front, and Brigid, standing behind. Brigid had put such a distance between her and me that the people behind her in line were getting antsy, peering over her shoulder and shifting their weight like they wanted her to hurry up. She appeared to be checking something on a tablet she’d brought with her—unlike us, she wasn’t wearing a holoband. From this angle, I couldn’t see her screen.
“Sean,” Tamara said in my ear, very quietly, “you told me once that you and your sister used to fight a lot.”
“We were a little competitive.”
“Exactly how competitive were you?”
“I don’t know. Just normal sibling stuff.”
“There’s a wide range of normal sibling stuff,” Tamara said.
I didn’t get a chance to answer. We were the next in line.
I did the talking, since Indigo hardly spoke, Brigid was giving me the silent treatment, and Tamara looked like if she opened her mouth, she’d start swearing. No, we had nothing to declare. Yes, they could scan our luggage, aka the Purifier bag. No, we’d not had any contact with Ministers during our stay in Illin. Yes, we’d be happy to walk through the bioscan, largely because we had no choice in the matter, but whatever.
Tamara went through the bioscan first. I’d made us all—well, made me, Indigo, and Tamara—new temporary identities, just to get through the bioscanner. We couldn’t mask through the machines. Our new identities were built like houses of cards—they’d fall apart in a few minutes, max—but all we had to do was get through this one room, and then we were safe.
Tamara passed through without issue, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I—or should I say, “Sean Passerine”—was up next. This should go just as smoothly. I’d updated my new temporary identity to include the fact that I had metallic implants all through my body, so there wouldn’t be an alarm this time from the leftover nanomachine shells. And indeed, I stepped through the scanner without issue, and went to the other side of the room to wait for my companions to—
“Sean Passerine.”
Officer Miles stood in the doorway to his private little room. There was nothing of my old friend in his expression.
“I need to speak with you in private,” Miles said.



CHAPTER 55:
IMAGO
FACT OF LIFE: no situation that starts with you in a private, enclosed room with law enforcement will end well for you.
“Hey, Miles,” I said, as soon as the door shut upon us, and we were locked into whatever was going to go down here. “How are things?”
“Sit down, Sean.”
Another fact: good conversations never start with someone asking you to ‘sit down’.
“Look, whatever you’re worried about, I can explain,” I said. And explain it quickly, because I’d worked up some new identities for me, Tamara, and Indigo, just to get through customs, but those weren’t going to hold up for very long. We had about as long as it took for the facial recognition scans to hit the main database, where they’d be compared with the scans we’d taken upon entering the city, at which point it would become abundantly clear that Sean Passerine was Sean Sparrow was Sean Wren was Sean Hart. We were so close to the Alula, we couldn’t—
“Sit down, Sean.”
Okay. I sat down.
Miles sat across from me and gazed at me over his beard in contemplative silence. This was weird. My interactions with Miles tended to be brief. Some small talk, five minutes tops, and we were on our way. I told him to say hi to his wife. That was it.
Now he sat there and looked at me with that furrow in his brow, like the sight of me had brought some great weight upon his shoulders. Oh, shit. He was definitely going to arrest me. Was this because of Todd’s broadcast? Did Miles care about politics?
Miles said, “You know, the first time we met, I let you go.”
“Yeah, I know,” I said, puzzled.
“You were just a kid, and obviously in over your head. I meant for it to be a one time thing. I let you go, and you’d hopefully get your life together. But you kept coming back.”
That… actually, that kind of stung. “I didn’t realize you didn’t want to see me.”
“Most people would take the one reprieve and not look for more,” Miles said. “But you kept coming to me when you were in trouble, and you trusted me to help you every time. You’ve always expected the best out of people, Sean. Sometimes, that works out. But sometimes, you should be more wary. Like with Benny.”
“Okay,” I said, uncomfortable and thoroughly confused now, because what point was there in rehashing my obvious bad judgment when it came to Benny? He was gone.
“I hoped that as you got older, you’d grow out of it. But you’ve gone and got yourself caught in the same patterns as before, and I can’t condone it any longer.”
“Look, Miles,” I said, “um, officer. I’ve had a lot of changes in my life, recently. It might not be obvious but I have.”
“Maybe you’ve changed ports, but you’re still on the same river. How well do you know these two new traveling companions of yours?”
He knew. Oh, shit, he knew.
I tried to stay calm. “We’ve traveled together for about a month. Why?”
“And you trust them?”
“With my life and more.”
He squinted at me, lips pursing within his beard. Then he said, “Son—”
Son?
“—there are many kinds of love in this world,” he continued, and I must’ve been having an out-of-body experience, because it sounded like Miles had just called me son. “They say that in Maria Nova, they even let multiple people marry each other, not just two together. But do you know what is key to a relationship, any relationship, no matter what genders, or how many?”
I was in an alternate universe now. I was sure of it. “…I don’t know. What?”
“That they don’t hurt each other.” Miles settled his elbows on the cheap little table, leaning towards me. “Even the healthiest of relationships have their ups and downs and occasional hurts, but it’s never deliberate, and it’s never constant. Now—”
“Miles,” I said. “Miles. Do you think I’m in a relationship with Indigo and Tamara?”
“You don’t have to tell me whether you are or not,” Miles said, in the careful way of a person speaking to someone deep in denial. “As soon as I saw those two I got a sense from them. They’re dangerous people, Sean. Now, if you are involved in something dangerous or hurtful because of them, you can tell me, and I will help you.”
It was strange to see how earnest he was, how wholeheartedly he believed me to be innocent. It was strange, in a way that was a cousin to painful, to realize that he had such an image of me that was wrong. Indigo and Tamara were in a lot of danger right now. But that wasn’t their fault. It was mine.
“Thanks,” I said, because I didn’t know how else to reply, or where to begin unraveling his well-meaning misconceptions. I felt a weird little ache in my chest, too, that he was willing to do this for me. We weren’t really friends. We didn’t even really know each other. I wasn’t even sure why exactly he—
Hang on.
“Miles,” I said, “what made you think that I was involved in an abusive relationship with my shipmates?”
He gazed at me a second longer, like he was looking for some sort of tell on my face to confirm that I was on the verge of breaking down and admitting that Indigo, like, kept me in a cage between customs stops, or something. He said, “One of your friends passed me a message asking me to help you.”
I had exactly two friends, and they were the two accused. Who else would—oh, no.
“Did the person who sent you this message give you it just now?” I said. “Miles. Was it the young blond woman traveling with me?”
His expression gave him away.
Son of a bitch. “I need to get back out there, now.”
“Why?” he said. “What’s—”
We heard the shouting even through the door. I leapt up from my chair, not even trying to pretend I was in custody. I ran for the door with my name ringing in my ears as he shouted after me.
I burst out of Miles’s room. Indigo stood on one side of the scanner room, alone, his back to the wall, like a man facing a firing squad. And he was. All the soldiers had gathered in a line, their guns drawn—and aimed at Indigo.
And my sister stood on the other side of the soldiers, the Purifier bag slung over her shoulder, pointing an accusation at Indigo. She said, “That’s a Minister!”



CHAPTER 56:
UNDER SOME CONDITIONS SORORICIDE IS JUSTIFIED, RIGHT?
I WAS GOING to kill my sister.
Miles’s hand landed on my back. “Sean, get back into the room,” he said. “Get out of the way—”
I barely heard him, piecing together what had happened during the few minutes I’d been gone. Indigo had had to take off the Purifier bag, to send it through the luggage scanner, so that he could be scanned himself. Brigid must’ve grabbed the Purifier bag when it came out, then turned on Indigo and exposed him. And Tamara—Tamara was nowhere to be seen. What had happened to Tamara?
Brigid backed away towards the exit to the scanner room. If she got out through that door, she’d be lost in the customs station’s maze of corridors. I’d lose her. And I’d lose Indigo, if she didn’t shut up.
I shook off Miles’s grip on my shoulder. There weren’t a lot of soldiers in the customs station; just four of them, including Miles, who wasn’t going to draw a gun on me. That meant we had half a chance to get out. “Brigid!” I shouted, and strode out into the middle of the room.
“Sean, run!” she screamed at me.
Oh, her acting had gotten better. “Brigid, enough,” I said, and to the soldiers, “My sister is acting out. Please ignore her.”
“Acting out?” Brigid repeated.
Something about her expression woke a sleeping beast in my chest that I had nearly forgotten was there. The wild, competitive urge that had driven me to a thousand little violences as a child, all of which I’d nearly forgotten. I’d tripped her in races. I’d poured paint in her bag, all over her homework. I’d wedged shut the door to her room when she was inside.
“That’s right,” I said. “She’s very sick. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”
“My brother’s being threatened,” Brigid said. “That man behind him is a Minister. Check your scans if you don’t believe me!”
“He’s had surgery,” one guard said, uncertainly.
“Check them!”
An alarm went off, sudden, sharp, the lights in the room suddenly flashing red. I knew from experience that that was the kind of alarm that went off when your fake identities failed to pass inspection. You know, as if a certain senator had released your name and true identity to the public and was checking every facial scan in and out of Illin to see if yours was a match.
The other soldier checked his holoband, glancing down at the nature of the alert. “Fuck this,” he said, and suddenly that gun was aimed directly at Indigo.
I didn’t have to think. I stepped aside, between Indigo and that gun.
“Sean, move,” Indigo said.
Behind the soldiers, for the first time, Brigid looked afraid. Indigo grabbed my arm, preparing to—I don’t know, toss me out the open door towards the Alula while he got riddled with bullets or something stupid like that—but before he could do anything, or I could do anything, or the soldiers or Brigid—the station turned itself on its side.
I caught myself on the floor. It buckled and bent beneath my hands, metal shrieking with impossible stress. There was a ringing in my ears so loud I could barely think past it, and the air was cloudy around me, smoke and dust and some howling wind. Something popped—my ears, maybe. I’d been in space often enough to know the signs. Someone had punched a hole in the customs station’s hull, and that hole was in the hull a few feet behind me.
Indigo grabbed me under the arms, pulling me up. I heard the howling of air escaping to space, the shrieking of alarms overhead. People were shouting. The soldiers—Miles had intervened, at last, shouting at his people, driving them towards the exit. Giving me and Indigo a chance to escape—or to suffocate. I looked behind myself, towards the decompression, to see what our chances were.
And I saw, almost at once, that the docking chute of the Alula had forced its way through the exterior hull of the station, protruding behind us just a few feet off the ground.
Metal and carbon crackled and bent around the docking chute, gas whistling with the speed of its escape. So that was where Tamara had gone. Instead of hanging around to be a captive alongside Indigo, she’d rushed into the Alula. She’d disembarked. And then she’d flipped the Alula around and forced a hole through the side of the station, causing a distraction and providing an escape in one fell swoop.
Indigo pulled me towards the docking chute. I resisted, looking back into the scanner room.
Miles was driving the soldiers out of the room. There was an airlock at the far side—I could see it, just outside the customs room. As long as the soldiers made it past that airlock, they wouldn’t suffocate.
Brigid had gone with them. I saw her, standing in their midst, the Purifier bag still strapped across her chest. She stood just within the station—safe—and she looked back at me, even as I looked at her.
Indigo pulled me away, towards the Alula’s docking chute; towards safety.
When I looked back, one last time, the station airlock had shut, and my sister was gone.



CHAPTER 57:
THE PRICE OF GUILT
WE WERE ALREADY in a space battle by the time Indigo and I reached the Alula’s piloting area. Although, ‘space battle’ was a kind of grandiose term for what was, effectively, a frantic running away.
“Sean, I’d really love it if you took the wheel,” Tamara said.
“Gladly,” I said, and like on the hopper, she slid out and I slid in. We were several thousand miles away from the Illinich customs station already, but we had half the Republican military on our tail, and the FTL engines needed another minute to warm up.
Well, what had worked once would probably work again. I changed our direction so we were headed straight for the sun.
“Mother of the Redeemer,” Tamara said, somewhere between a curse and a prayer, and then she got herself situated in the gunner’s seat and started shooting.
She wasn’t shooting to kill. And Indigo, who had turned the communications station back into a cyberwarfare suite, was just trying to disable. It probably would’ve made all of our lives easier if we were willing to murder any of the people trying to murder us, but life wasn’t made to be easy, I supposed.
The Terra Novan sun was brilliant ahead of us, so bright that the piloting windows automatically dimmed to protect my eyes. We were flying incredibly fast, and so it went from a tiny thumbnail of a star to something much bigger, and then bigger still. And then it filled the whole screen.
Some of the Republican ships broke off, I noticed. But some were still hanging on.
The engine chimed at me: we were ready for FTL. I wouldn’t have any followers for much longer.
I lifted our nose, just like I’d done with the hopper on Illin. We swept through the sun’s corona, warning lights flashing as the ship’s hull got hot. But it was like moving your finger through a candle flame. If you were fast enough, you wouldn’t get burned.
The FTL engines roared. Liminality strobed past us like static under the skin, the view outside of my pilot’s window showing me the incomprehensible view of the universe external, all the stars seen from a dimension outside, like looking down on sparkles caught in a tabletop epoxy. The full view of it all, dreadful and dangerous and marvelous and lovely, in all its inconsistencies and contradictions—seen, for an instant, and forgotten just as fast.
I didn’t much like traveling in the nothing-space between dimensions. It was overwhelming, always, and lonely. I dropped us out of FTL as soon as I felt safe—several solar systems away from Terra Nova, and well out of the Republic’s jurisdiction. I ran a scan to make sure none of those persistent little bastards had followed us anyway. Our tail was clear, so I put us in orbit around the nice red dwarf star I’d found, and I called my sister.
She picked up on the second chime, which was kind of gratifying, because I had a lot to say. “Sean.”
“I think I’ll start with ‘what the hell is wrong with you’,” I said.
It was a voice-only connection, so I could not see her face; yet I knew her expression, even unseen. She was scowling. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”
“I’m sorry, did I freak out and turn station security on you?”
“You chose Zhu Five Shay over me. Over your whole family.”
I was suddenly very aware of Zhu Five Shay himself sitting to my right. “It’s not like that,” I said.
“Then what is it like?”
“He regrets it, Brigid,” I said, honestly, and so painfully aware of Indigo’s presence it felt like a match held to my skin.
“And his bad feelings make up for our families’ lives? Zhu Five Shay is sad, so, what—Mom and Dad never died?”
I swallowed, then swallowed again. When I managed to speak I said, “It doesn’t matter anyway, Brigid. The Ministers are dying. They have a genetic—”
“—a genetic disorder, I know. I spent a lot of time with the Ministers; I know all about the genetic anomaly. Maybe that would’ve been justice enough. Except that someone found the Philosopher Stone data a few weeks ago.”
From behind me and to my left, I heard Tamara take in a sharp breath.
“Why do you think I acted now? Why do you think I was in such a rush? I saw the broadcast from that Senator. I know it was you, but I can’t understand why. Sean, if there was a bomb on a planet that you knew might go off at any time, would you just leave it there?”
“Of course not,” I said.
“Of course not. You’d disarm it. The Ministers are that bomb, Sean. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but sometime in the future, they will go off. They’ll kill more innocent people. And they’ll leave more children without families.”
“No one deserves to die, Brigid,” I said.
“Especially not the innocent people on the independent planets who will be the first to go when the Ministers decide they want to retake the power they lost. Even the Ministers’ own creator tried to kill them. Now we know that she was right.”
“Brigid, wait,” I tried to say. But the end of my sentence fell on dead air. Brigid had cut me off midway through.
I turned around slowly in my pilot’s chair and faced Indigo and Tamara. Indigo, seated upright in his chair, patient and emotionless as a statue. Tamara, leaning back in hers, kicking one foot over her crossed legs. She still had that fluffy yellow sundress on. A long silence followed, particularly pronounced after the chaos of our escape, and the anger of my conversation with Brigid.
Then Tamara said, “Want to find out what was in that Purifier?”
“Please,” I said.
She tapped at her holoband, which she’d connected to the Purifier while Brigid and I had been talking on the space elevator. She couldn’t delete the data without physically opening the Purifier, thanks to its protective programming, but she could make a copy, and she had. Tamara flicked her hand across the surface of the holoband, transferring the data from the holoband’s local storage onto the Alula’s computers. And then she opened it up in the holographic display at the gunner’s station.
I sort of knew what I’d see even before Tamara opened it up. The first line of script—written in Ameng—confirmed it.
Indigo said, “This is the Philosopher Stone data.”
“It’s from Mina Kane,” Tamara said. “This is the Republic’s version of the Philosopher Stone data.”
There were three versions of the Philosopher Stone data: the Republic’s, the Ministers’, and ours. Mina Kane had made a copy of the Republic’s version and sent it to Brigid. “She’s trying to kill the Ministers, not save them,” I said. “What good does it do her to have a copy of the Republic’s version?”
“Maybe she was just trying to stop the Ministers from getting it,” Tamara said. “The Ministerial Council hasn’t answered Senator Ketel’s calls for a parlay—well, now we know why. They were expecting Lime to bring them the data instead.”
“If that was the case then she could’ve just let Mina kill Lime and called it a day,” I said. “She worked hard to get this Purifier for herself.”
“Perhaps we will be able to discern her goal by where she chooses to go next,” Indigo said.
He’d already opened up the aethernet page for Illinad Environmentals. Tamara slid out of her seat, crossed behind me, so that she could bend over his keypad. Delicately, she typed in Mina Kane’s information. We were really far from Republican space, and the aethernet connection had a long, long way to route, even using FTL communications. It took a minute for the page to load.
But when it did, it showed us exactly what we’d hoped to see. The Purifier’s location information was active and transmitting.
I loved my sister. But that had never stopped me from trying to win our races. And now, I could follow Brigid wherever she decided to go.



CHAPTER 58:
A STUPENDOUSLY UGLY COUCH
THERE WAS A couch in the living area of the Alula that had not been there before.
The couch was not the only new item inside the Alula. As it turned out, all of the shopping that Tamara and Indigo had done while I’d been stalking Mina Kane had been delivered to the Alula’s docking bay before our unceremonious escape. These boxes were stacked haphazardly through the living area, largely unpacked. Every morning since we’d escaped the customs station, Tamara had marched into the living area with a determined glint in her eye, saying things like, “Time to get this place cleaned up” and, every day, she’d unpacked a single box and given up on the rest. Indigo, as far as I could tell, hadn’t unpacked anything.
Some of the boxes were for me—apparently, Tamara had thought I needed more clothes, too. Through careful observation I’d determined that if the clothes in the box were black, they were Indigo’s; if they were very brightly colored, they were Tamara’s; if they were somewhere in between, they were mine. But as touched as I was by the consideration, the clothes were not my favorite purchase on the Alula. My favorite purchase was the couch.
The couch was hideous. It sat in the middle of all the half-open boxes, the same shade of brown, and did absolutely nothing to elevate the room. The couch was the most generic couch I had ever seen in my life. It was every couch ever drawn in children’s art. It was the kind of couch you saw in ads where the director didn’t want you to notice the couch. It was the Platonic ideal of a couch. According to Tamara, Indigo had chosen it. I could not stop imagining him scrolling through an online catalogue, choosing furniture for his humans like an aquarium owner picking out a generic plant for their tank.
I was lying on that couch one night, several days after we’d parted ways with Brigid, watching the tracker we had on the Purifier. I was, allegedly, on watch. Not that there was much to watch. I’d set the Alula’s flight computer to automatically trail Brigid’s signal at a steady, sedate pace. We could’ve caught up to her—our FTL engines would let us reach her in seconds, actually—but capturing and boarding another spaceship was way harder than it sounded. I didn’t want to risk failing to catch her and alerting her to the fact that she had a tracker aboard. So we followed her, which at the moment was not an active process, because Brigid was just sort of… floating between planets.
The sound of a footfall on the Alula’s steps broke my concentration. I twisted myself upright, pulling myself up on the cushions so I could peer over the edge of the couch. I caught Indigo descending the steps. He looked as startled to see me awake as I was to see him.
“Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping?” I said.
“Aren’t you?” he replied.
“I’m on watch,” I reminded him. The lumpy couch cushions were like a black hole beneath me, gravity straining to pull me flat. I gripped the back of the couch firmly and resisted. “You were on watch last night—aren’t you tired?”
“Ministers need less sleep than humans.”
That was probably true. I watched Indigo cross the room, looking around at all the boxes as he went. If I hadn’t known better, I’d say he was anxious.
The couch was going to permanently bend my spine if I stayed in this position any longer. “Are you going to say whatever you’re thinking, or do you want to keep me waiting to build up the suspense?”
“Your sister would still be here if I was not.”
Okay, we were going right for it. There was an ember burning in my chest, anger, and Indigo’s words were like a puff of pure oxygen. I felt the heat ignite. “Sure she would’ve,” I said. “Because, see, that’s the thing I forgot about her. She’s mean, and proud, and she gets meaner when you step on her pride. I wouldn’t do what she said, so that hurt her pride, so she tried to get you killed and me arrested.”
Indigo watched me through the semidark, his expression unreadable. “Do you believe your sister’s anger is irrational?”
Somehow, that question made me even angrier. “It doesn’t matter. She’s being a jerk. I mean, she tried to get you killed!”
“You stepped between me and the soldiers on the customs station.”
“Yeah, so they wouldn’t shoot you.”
“They would have shot you to get to me if Tamara had not acted. You will not step between me and a weapon again.”
I will not? Oh, there was nothing like telling me not to do something to make me want to do it more. “You stepped between me and the hopper we thought was going to gun us down, back at Mina’s apartment. How is that different?”
He just looked at me, half-invisible in the dark, his face only illuminated by the twin glows of the starlight out the window, and the tablet I had propped on my lap. He said, “What are you working on?”
Not even Ministers were subtle about changing the subject. “I’m working on the Philosopher Stone data. Now that we have a copy of the Republic’s version, it’s actually sort of readable.”
I wondered if that was what Brigid was doing, right now. Sitting alone in her ship, floating in empty space, translating her copy of the data. Or—well, she was shit at languages, she’d probably hired someone. Waiting in her spaceship to hear back from her hired translator, maybe.
“Do you think your sister is doing the same?” Indigo asked, unknowing echo of my own thoughts.
“We have two versions to combine; she only has one,” I said. “I don’t know that she’d get anything useful out of it—I certainly didn’t. I have a bunch of it translated now, though. Maybe when Tamara wakes up we could take a look, see if there’s anything good.” I’d never met a biology class I wouldn’t sleep through, but Tamara was the studious type. “But hey, even if I don’t find anything good, at least we have the Republic’s copy now. If Todd never gets his act together and sends the data to Maria Nova, we can give it to the Ministers ourselves. Let them find something they can use to cure the genetic anomaly.”
A few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have doubted that Todd would get his act together, and that this data would be used to bring about a peace. But what Tamara had said in the bar—what Brigid had said to me in the elevator—well, it got me thinking. Maybe I had been naïve. Maybe I should plan for an outcome that was different than I’d hoped.
God of Blood, but I hated that thought. So much about my life had been out of my control, terrible things that had happened to me without being something I had caused or something I could stop. I didn’t want to stand helplessly by and watch something terrible happen again.
I sensed a presence beside and above me. Indigo came up alongside the couch, with an expression like—like—I don’t know. My skill was languages, not words. It was like staying up all night and finally seeing the dim edge of dawn.
I didn’t know what to do with that soft and somber warmth. I had to look away.
Indigo said, “Your people believe in Heaven and Hell.”
That was ominous, as changes of subject went. “Lots of people do.”
“Redeemerism believes in either eternal joy or annihilation.”
“It’s basically the same thing, though, isn’t it? People get nicely sorted into either ‘good’ or ‘bad’ after they die.” My old priest would’ve loved this conversation. He really went in on comparative religions. Me, I found it a little dull. Still, “What do the Ministers believe?”
“Nothing.”
I waited for clarification. None came. “Nothing, like you’re all atheists?”
“Theologies do not apply to us,” Indigo said. “We are not natural creatures. We know who created us, when, how, and why. We have a single defined purpose, not unlike the Alula. The existence of the afterlife is irrelevant to a starship.”
There was a kind of melancholy to him tonight that made me very uneasy. “Starships don’t usually care about right or wrong, Indigo.”
He was silent for a while, staring out through the glass of the Alula’s vast window. Just above his head, the star of Maria Nova flickered like a lightning bug in a field, larger and brighter than any of the background stars. If I stretched out my hand, I felt, I could catch it. I wondered if Indigo felt the same.
“Don’t worry, Shay,” I said, and using his real name felt taboo, like some confession. “Someone will find it. We’ve got plenty of time.”
That muscle in his jaw tightened. I wondered what words he bit back.
“Never step between me and a bullet again,” he said, and stepped away from the couch, into the dark.
HE DIDN’T LEAVE, though. He just retreated a short distance, settling himself cross-legged on the floor against the wall, in the very same place he’d sat when giving vigil for Number One’s dying collar-light. There he stayed, not speaking, not moving, just sitting there with me. After a while, Tamara woke up—I heard her from inside her room, singing absentmindedly. Her voice was low and a little rough, as if it had been some time since she’d sung. The words were lost by the walls between us and her, but I could still hear the tune.
Ever since Kystrom, loneliness had clung to me like crude oil in feathers. But even though we just sat there, not talking—even though Tamara wasn’t in the room, just a voice from the back of the ship—for the first time in a long time, I did not feel alone.
Tamara came down the stairs, toweling off her hair, still humming the tail end of her tune. She said, “You’re going to ruin your back sleeping on that couch.”
“How dare you insult the couch,” I said. “It’s a perfect couch.”
“It’s a back-ruiner. My mother had one just like it.”
That made me like it even more. “Come over here,” I said. “I’ve typed the word ‘chromosome’ so many times it’s stopped looking like a word, but maybe you can make sense of it.”
“Is this the Philosopher Stone data?”
Her hair was dripping on my face. “Yes, sit down,” I said, and handed her the tablet, struggling to push myself upright and out of the splash zone.
She took the tablet from me deftly before it could get as mired in the cushions as I myself had become. “Shay?”
Indigo got up and came over to her side. He moved—tiredly, which was strange; he really should’ve gone to sleep last night instead of keeping me company. The two of them crowded shoulder-to-shoulder over my translation, Tamara flicking through with the tip of one finger.
“There’s still gaps in it,” Tamara said.
“Oh, sure,” I said. “Don’t focus on your translator’s incredible success. Focus on the gaps in the—”
“I’m not criticizing, I’m just pointing out a serious issue: the value of the data is its specifics. Without accurate specifics, no one can do anything with it,” Tamara said. “Like this, right here—this looks like a full genome of one of the researchers.”
I had a flash of Mara Zhu’s face, so like Indigo’s, and so unlike at once. “Whose?”
“Not Zhu’s—it doesn’t matter whose. The point is, the Ministers could take this genome, apply the same steps the ancient scientists took, and then they’d get an example of what their genome should look like. So they compare it to their own genomes, and…”
“…and they could figure out what Mara Zhu changed or added to cause the anomaly,” I said. “That’s fantastic!”
“It would be fantastic,” Tamara said, “if the genome were complete.”
“We only had two versions to compare. If we had the third…”
“If we had the third,” Tamara said, “given the amount of detail in this data, and the Ministers’ technology… tell me if I’m wrong, Shay, but it looks to me like they’d be able to develop a cure for the abnormality in a matter of weeks.”
I looked to Indigo, expecting to see him—well, he was never really an expressive person, but he did smile from time to time, mostly around the eyes. But his expression was stiff, like he was holding something back. “What’s wrong?”
He said, “Could this data be sabotaged, to use against the Ministers?”
All my joy left me, like a drain opened in my chest. He was talking about Brigid.
“You could stick some random nonsense into the genome, sure,” Tamara said. “Or you could even put in the genetic information for other illnesses if you wanted to be really malicious. But I think it would be a waste of time. The Ministers would check anything before they tested it on themselves, and the first two things they’d check would be, one, consistency with their own copy of the data, and two, for any known genetic illnesses. So, sure, Brigid could sabotage this version. But the illusion wouldn’t last for long.”
“Besides,” I said, “Brigid only has the Republic’s version. Her copy has way more gaps in it than ours. She might not even be able to read enough to known there’s a recorded genome to sabotage.”
Indigo still looked hesitant. Something he knew, or something he suspected? Tamara was logical and methodical, but sometimes, Indigo had an intuition that surpassed her reason. It came of living three hundred years, I supposed. I opened my mouth to ask him his thoughts when I was interrupted by an alert chime from the tablet Tamara still held.
Brigid, I thought at once. Brigid was on the move—but, no. Tamara had opened up some sort of video, and was shaking her head. “What’s the matter?”
“Ketel,” Tamara said.



CHAPTER 59:
HOW FAR TO GO
TODD ‘GREEDY, MURDERING Asshole’ Ketel was giving another interview.
“It is a question of security,” Ketel explained. He was seated on a very comfortable-looking couch, his body language open and relaxed, like he was sitting in our family living room with us, instead of his hologram floating above the floor amidst the clutter of unpacked boxes. “No one wishes to decrease our military spending. No one wishes to decrease our defenses. But the safest we can be is when we have no enemy. For that reason, we must make a friend out of Maria Nova.”
The man seated across from Ketel had the sharp eyes of a seasoned interviewer. “The Ministerium hasn’t made any statements regarding your proposed peace, have they?”
“The Ministers are an ancient people; they take their time to come to decisions. I expect we will hear from our sister government soon.”
 “But you said you’re in contact with a Minister, aren’t you? Part of the team that recovered the Philosopher Stone data?”
“Yes.” Ketel cleared his throat. “Three extraordinary people, just extraordinary. They are lying low for now, due to the obvious risks on their lives. I expect they will continue to lay low for the foreseeable future. But we are in contact, and he is providing his wisdom on this matter.”
“Okay, Todd, yeah, we got it,” I said loudly, as if the hologram could hear me.
“Shh,” Tamara said.
“We can only hope that they will soon decide not to ‘lay low’,” the interviewer remarked. “That they’ll emerge to give a statement on the… wisdom of ending this war.”
“Ending the war?” Ketel said, with unexpected sharpness. “The war is already over. The maggots and flies of spies and sanctions and covert operations feed on it, but the war has been dead for decades, and no one wants to admit it. It would be better for us all if we buried it.”
The vehemence of his words startled us all—not just the three of us in the Alula, but the interviewer, too, who stared at Ketel for a beat, blinking, before he roused himself to say, “Thank you, Senator Ketel, for your time and your—”
The video froze. Tamara had tapped the center of the image, stopping it in its tracks. “He’s really trying to drum up public support for the peace talks.”
“Will it work?” Indigo asked.
“Maybe. If Maria Nova agrees to it. Ketel makes it sound like they’re stonewalling him.”
Indigo looked troubled. “I admit I do not understand why the Council has not yet agreed to a discussion.”
“Earlier, we thought they were waiting for Vela to deliver a copy of the Republic’s version of the Philosopher Stone data,” Tamara mused. “By now, the Ministers must know that Vela has zero chance of getting the data from Mina Kane—or from anyone else, for that matter; Mina seems like she’s going scorched earth. So what are they waiting for? What’s their next move? For that matter, what’s our next move?”
Gesture seemed more eloquent than speech at that moment. I picked up the tablet and changed the holographic display from a still image of Todd Ketel into a view of the Terra Novan solar system, Brigid’s location marked out with a single bright light.
“I do understand the immediate situation,” Tamara said, with some acerbity. “I mean, what is the plan after we catch up with Brigid?”
“I yell at her,” I said. “A lot.”
“You think that’ll be productive?”
“I’ll lower the volume if you think that’ll help,” I said.
Tamara sighed. She still had her damp towel crumpled in one hand, and she shook it out now until it hung flat. “You’ve got your moments, Sean, but even you can’t persuade other people one hundred percent of the time. What if you can’t talk Brigid into giving up her plan to kill all Ministers? What is our plan when we reach her, and how far are we willing to go?”
“How far do you think I should go?” I asked.
“Only you can decide that, Sean,” Indigo told me, gently.
“You guys are the military ones. I’m good for running from cops and smuggling fruit through customs, or translating languages, or flying a spaceship. I don’t know how to take out an enemy.”
Tamara said, “An enemy?”
ELEVEN YEARS BEFORE I FOUND MY SISTER AGAIN
(ELEVEN YEARS BEFORE SHE BECAME MY ENEMY)
BACK ON KYSTROM, when the nights were hot in summertime, we would play hunters. The usual team was me, Liza, Brigid, Kenny, and Gan. To play hunters, you chose one person to be the hunter at the start (me!), and then you chose a den (Liza’s house!). The prey (Brigid, Liza, Kenny, Gan) spread out over the fields and forests behind our houses. Their goal was to get to the den. My goal was to catch them—and if I caught them, then they became hunters, too.
I was a wolf. I was a dragon. I was the night incarnate. I prowled between badly-trimmed hedges and stared out over the fields that had gone gray in the Kystrene moonlight. I’d read once upon a time that you could see movement better out of the corners of your eyes, so I watched from the corners, looking for any kind of—
Blond hair shone under moonlight. There was someone pressed against the low stone wall that separated Gan’s dads’ farmland from the surrounding fields. Pants with holes in the knees, coltish—that was Liza crouched there. She hadn’t yet seen me.
I wouldn’t say that I’m a violent person. I’ve never felt what other people call bloodlust. But there and then, lying on my belly in the dirt so I could sneak up on my neighbor, the desire to tackle Liza into the bushes became a primal urge. Liza was looking away, so I could—
Movement, from my right. A different blond head peered between the branches of a spreading tree.
Brigid.
I abandoned Liza at once. I got as low as I could and made what was probably a very awkward half-crouch half-run along the edge of the bushes so that I could reach Brigid’s tree. She spotted me when I was halfway there. Brigid fell out of the tree like a dropped apple, landed with about as much grace, rolled, and took off running.
I chased. And I caught her.
“Why’d you come after me first?” Brigid asked me, much later, after we’d ruthlessly hunted down the rest of the party, and it was time to pick a new den. “You ran right by Liza.”
I was surprised she’d asked. “I had to get you first,” I said. “You were the biggest threat.”
HERE AND NOW
“YEAH,” I SAID. “An enemy.”
Indigo and Tamara exchanged a glance. Then Indigo said, “We should disarm and subdue Brigid from the start. She has proven herself willing to use violence to escape.”
“Once she’s been subdued, then you can try persuading her,” Tamara said.
There was nothing more terrifying than the two of them in perfect agreement. “You want to pop a bag over her head and kidnap her?”
“She’s not a kid to nap,” Tamara said. “Your sister is dangerous. We need to mitigate that danger first.”
A chiming from the computer interrupted our conversation. I checked the holographic map—Brigid had changed course.
I pushed myself out of the couch cushions—my back gave a little twinge as I did, which I resolved never to tell Tamara—and headed for the Alula’s bridge, taking the steps to the upper level two at a time. If Brigid was slowing down, we had to speed up. A million miles’ distance was all right for outer space, but if Brigid landed on a planet or a space station, then we would need to land immediately afterwards if we wanted to catch her.
I emerged into the bridge, beneath the high cathedral light of the piloting cradle, with Tamara and Indigo only a step behind. I slid into the pilot’s cradle and activated the engines.
“She’s headed towards Pika,” Indigo reported. He’d opened the map up at his station, showing Brigid’s location and projected path through the Republican system.
Pika was a planet with a methane atmosphere, too dense for any human to survive. The moons had been colonized, though. “Which moon?”
“I believe she is headed for Wentor.”
“Wentor?” Tamara said.
I coaxed a little more speed from the Alula. We couldn’t go so fast we caught the Republic’s attention, but we had to catch up. Wentor was one of Pika’s larger moons, known for its green stone deposits and its military university. Nothing good, I thought, could come of Brigid at a Republican Military university.
“Wentor?” Tamara repeated. “You’re sure?”
It wasn’t like Tamara to repeat the obvious. “Everything okay, Lantern-Eyes?”
“I’m from Wentor,” Tamara said. “That’s where my family lives. It’s my home.”



CHAPTER 60:
A SPECTACULARLY STUPID PLAN
WENTOR WAS A little ball of green against the silvery-white of Pika’s thick and swirling clouds, and Brigid was the tiny speck of silver descending towards the surface.
Tamara paced behind my chair. “Can you see where she’s landed? What hemisphere?”
I checked my maps. “Northern hemisphere, planet-facing.”
There was a trick to landing on Wentor. See, planets like Parnasse were massive enough to hold an atmosphere of their own. But Wentor was just a tiny little moon. There had been inhabitants on the moon for centuries, but they’d mostly lived in low-gravity environments. After the sister technologies of FTL engines and artificial gravity had been invented, however, the colonies on Wentor—and all the other smaller moons—had been transformed.
I didn’t understand how art-grav worked. That was the kind of thing only very special scientists comprehended. In the Republic, most of those scientists worked for the military, and were sternly sworn to silence. But I did understand how art-grav worked in the practical sense. First, you bought very expensive grav projectors. You needed one projector above you, and one below. Then those two projectors created a gravitation field between them that pointed towards one projector and away from the other. Remove the projector above, or move the projector below, and there was no artificial gravity anymore: it only worked between.
That kind of set-up was readily effective on a spaceship, which was an enclosed space by necessity. It was a bit trickier on a moon. So, to give their tiny moon gravity, the Republic had buried art-grav projectors deep beneath the surface of Wentor. Then they’d set up the other end of the projector systems as a massive network of evenly-spaced satellites in orbit around the moon. They left only a few gaps in that network, so that spaceships—like mine and Brigid’s—could descend to the lunar surface.
It was an effective way at creating enough gravity for a colony to thrive. It was also, incidentally, an effective way of figuring out exactly where Brigid intended to land, since she had only a handful of possible landing zones.
And if either Brigid or I decided we needed a sudden escape—well, that dense network of gravitational satellites would make it almost impossible to get out unscathed.
Behind me, Tamara swore to herself so softly I couldn’t even hear the individual words. I said, “Is it bad she’s in the northern hemisphere?”
“That’s where Marchen Military University is. Where I went to school. That’s where my family lives.”
“What could Brigid be interested in there?” Indigo asked.
“It’s a military university; there’s only too many things she could use to cause trouble.”
“Hey, Lantern-Eyes, it’s okay,” I said. “We’ll land less than half an hour behind her, and—”
“We can’t land, Sean,” Tamara said. “That’s a military town. It might be the only place with more surveillance than Illin.”
“We can use the masks—”
“That was a stupid idea on Illin, and it’ll be even more stupid on Wentor,” Tamara said. “They’ll make us remove the masks at customs. And unless you have another secret friend waiting to smuggle us through…?”
Miles was one of a kind. “Not out here, unfortunately. What do you think we should do?”
“We should alert the local authorities. Have them stop her.”
I laughed. “You want to tell the Republican military that my little sister is an anti-Minister terrorist? What are they gonna do—give her a gun, slap her on the back, and point her toward Maria Nova?”
“We could invent a different crime; fraud, I don’t know; anything that would make them stop her before she can get into city limits!”
“I could take control of the computerized defenses around the landing zone and force them to let us land,” Indigo said, apparently in earnest.
Tamara looked like she wanted to shake him. “What would that achieve, aside from declaring war on the Republic?”
Reigniting a long-dead war, one with flies and maggots of spies and sanctions on its corpse. Hate him all I might, but Ketel did have a way with words.
Oh. Heh. Okay. Now there was an idea. “I know how to get in,” I said.
“Why are you smiling?” Tamara said. “Sean? Why are you—”
FORTY-ONE MINUTES LATER found myself and Tamara stepping onto the tram that would bring us from the landed Alula to the customs station on the surface of Wentor. Wentor was such a tiny little moon that there was no need for an orbital customs station: we could land directly on the surface. The landing zone was outside of the terraformed areas and had low gravity and next to no atmosphere. A tram came and attached itself to the back airlock of the Alula, we disembarked, the Alula sealed behind us, and then the tram—fully automated, no humans involved—took off on an unerring path towards the customs station built on the very edge of the inhabitable region surrounding the city of Marchen.
We just had to sit back and let the tram take us where we wanted to go. I found the journey kind of soothing, but Tamara, it seemed, did not. She paced down the aisle, back and forth, like she was trying to wear a hole in the floor.
I was just thinking about some way to calm her down, maybe convince her to sit, when my earpiece hummed to life. “The war between my people and the Republic ended on Wentor,” Indigo commented.
We’d left him behind on the Alula, so he couldn’t see Tamara pacing, but somehow he’d known she needed distraction. Maybe he’d checked her vitals on the kirakima’ and saw that her heart rate was a million miles an hour. I said, “Is that so?”
“It’s not so,” Tamara said. “The Ministerial War ended at the Battle of the Parnassian Lagrange, millions of miles from Wentor. And the Ministers lost.”
“If the war had ended on Wentor, as it was meant to, then the Republic would have lost,” Indigo said. “The Ministerial Council was… divided, at that time. Some believed that we must retake control of Terra Nova no matter the cost, for fear of the rebellion spreading. If we lost control of the human colonies, they said, then we would not be able to protect humanity. And all our hard-won centuries of survival would be undone within our lifetimes. To those Ministers, it would be better to destroy the Terran colonies than to allow them to live free.”
“I don’t like the sound of this,” Tamara muttered.
“We planned to plant bombs at each of the major colonies,” Indigo continued, and, yeah, I didn’t like this much either. “Massive bombs such as the Ministerium has never before used—planet-killers. They only succeeded in placing a single bomb: on Wentor.”
“Hey, Indigo,” I said, “what the fuck?”
“Kora was in charge of the forces left on Wentor—Kora, the Minister you knew as Number One. The word came that she should detonate the bomb while the Republic’s main forces were distracted above Parnasse. Detonate it, and show the Republic our power. Detonate it, and destroy the moon that she spent centuries making safe.”
“She didn’t do it,” I said. “Right? Indigo? She chose not to do it, right?”
“She tried. She failed. The Republic had taken the city too quickly.”
“Jesus,” Tamara said.
“Where were you when this was happening?” I asked.
“I was at Parnasse.”
“There’s so much the Ministers never told us,” Tamara said. “Ever think that things might be easier if they just told humanity the truth?”
“We keep our secrets for the same reasons that parents lie to their children. To protect you.”
I scoffed. “Condescending, much?”
“I’d rather know the truth than live happily ignorant,” Tamara agreed.
“Perhaps,” Indigo said. “My point is that the Council chose Wentor as its primary target, because they considered Wentor to be the biggest threat in the Terra Novan system. The entire moon is military. Every inch of its surface is dangerous. I should be with you.”
So he hadn’t been calling us to calm Tamara down. I sighed.
“You stay right there,” Tamara told him.
“Ketel has specifically grouped the three of us together in his broadcasts. It will be less suspicious if I am with you.”
“You will get shot and your bleeding body will be loaded in the back of a tram to a government black site,” Tamara said. “You stay on that ship, no matter what.”
“If you are in danger—”
“Do you think we can’t handle ourselves?”
When we’d first landed the Alula, Tamara had argued against my plan like a cat fighting not to go into a carrier. Somehow, just by being reckless, Indigo had gotten her to see my side. I gave her a thumbs up.
She scowled at me, tapped her earpiece to turn it off just long enough to say, “This is still an insane idea. Stop smiling.”
The tram jolted, like we had fallen down a stair. That would be the transition from the low-gravity landing area into the high-gravity, inhabited realm of Marchen City. Which meant that we were seconds away from arriving at customs.
I tapped my earpiece to address Indigo. “Worst case scenario you do some Minister computer magic from orbit,” I said. “It’ll be fine. We have the kirakima’, so you know we’re alive, and we’ll stay in voice contact the whole time.”
“Sean—”
A hiss. The tram door opening. I got up from my seat and stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Tamara. She had her back very upright, and a soldierly stiffness to her expression that did not entirely hide her nerves.
The tram door opened all the way. Two Republican soldiers stood there, the same red military jackets as Tamara used to have, the same straight backs and killers’ eyes.
I smiled at them, as big and as bright as I knew how. “Good evening,” I said. “My name is Sean Hart. This is Tamara Gupta. Senator Ketel sent us.”



CHAPTER 61:
THE PAST HAS A SCENT
(BUT IT’S WEIRD WHEN YOU SAY IT THAT WAY)
THE GENIUS OF my plan, if I do say so myself, was that it was so incredibly stupid. Tamara would disagree, but Tamara was standing right next to me, an active participant in the stupid plan. Who’s laughing now, Lantern-Eyes?
When Brigid had landed on Wentor, she’d done so at approximately four PM, Marchen time. Time zones were a little wobbly on different planets—calculating them was a huge pain in the ass, especially since the Republic had abandoned the Ministers’ standardized twenty-four-hour plan and was experimenting with cycles that better matched the natural day cycles of the planets they’d colonized—but the point was, humanity had evolved to live in a twenty-four-hour cycle, and most humans still lived in a twenty-four-hour cycle, regardless of when the suns rose and set. It was half-night in the Capitol, where Todd Ketel lived on Parnasse, at this very moment. That corresponded to a twenty-four-hour time of approximately midnight. And that meant that Todd Ketel was asleep.
It was funny because it was all Todd’s fault. He’d spent multiple news cycles using our identities for political gain, with the added goal of forcing us to stay underground by destroying any hope of anonymity. And it had worked: he’d almost caught us on Illin because people recognized us. Wherever we went, whenever we were recognized, someone would let him know. But in using our identities for political capital, he’d made it sound like we were working together.
And nobody was going to wake a senator up from a sound, peaceful sleep because of a perfectly normal, aboveboard visitation from two colleagues of his.
We had six hours, maybe more, maybe less, before Ketel woke up. We had to make the most of that time. I stuck my hand out at the soldier who was closer to me—I’d never figured out how to tell who ranked what. “Sean Hart. Nice to meet you.”
The soldier stared at me. He stared at my hand.
“Corporal, Mr. Hart is speaking to you.” Tamara’s voice was a whipcrack of sound. It made even me jump.
The two soldiers, delightfully, twitched in unison. Their hands snapped up to their foreheads, and they saluted her.
“Yes, sir,” the Corporal I’d addressed said, like a reflex. “Mr. Hart, welcome to Marchen.”
“Thanks, I’m looking forward to seeing the town,” I said. “We’ve got some senator business deeper in the city, though, so if you don’t mind, we’ve got to run.”
“Sir,” the Corporal said, a little blankly. Sir? To me? This was amazing. I should pretend Todd sent me places more often. But then he added, “I’m sorry, sir, but I need to speak with my superiors.”
“Go ahead,” Tamara said, before I could do more than open my mouth to object.
The soldiers retreated a little distance to speak on their comms privately. I whispered, “Aren’t we just giving them a chance to call our bluff?”
“Push them too hard and they’ll throw us in holding just to be safe,” Tamara replied, just as lowly as me. “Let them make the call and pass the buck a few times. No one wants to be the person who says no to a senator’s envoy.” She exhaled. “They’re going to give us an escort, though. No avoiding it.”
“How do we ditch them?”
“Let’s find Brigid first, then deal with our tail.”
The two soldiers came back our way, and the Corporal who had spoken to me said, “Sir. Mr. Hart. There was no word from Senator Ketel that you were coming.”
“Our mission requires discretion,” Tamara said.
The two soldiers exchanged a glance. “Marchen is happy to welcome you within its borders,” the Corporal said. “However, for your safety, our superiors think it best if you have an escort within the city limits.”
“Who’s the escort?” I asked.
“Myself and Private Bern. We will escort you directly to your first destination by private car. Where would you like to go?”
Tamara and I hadn’t decided on that part. “Can’t we take our own car?”
Corporal No Name looked at me like I’d said something kind of stupid. “The only private vehicles permitted in Marchen are military, Mr. Hart.”
“Our first destination is Marchen University,” Tamara said.
The Corporal did not move. “My superiors suggested that eighty-eight Silverside Road might be your first stop.”
“Did I say I wanted to go to my father’s house?” Tamara’s voice was even sharper than before. “We are here on business, Corporal, and we need to move quickly. Can you accommodate or not?”
“Sir.” Corporal No Name, then Private Bern, saluted Tamara, then strode off towards the exit opposite our tram.
I looked at Tamara, who had a stern and solid expression fixed on her face as she watched them go. Out of the corner of her mouth, she said to me, “What?”
“I’m kind of disappointed to realize that you’re ‘sir’, not me,” I said.
My earpiece, which I’d nearly forgotten was on, hummed alive. “Get in the car, Sean,” Indigo said.
THE CAR ROLLED smoothly over the streets of Marchen.
I’d never been to Wentor, much less to Marchen. It was a very green planet, not because of vegetation, but because of the stone. Parts of the planet were geologically active, with hot black volcanoes; when that volcanic rock cooled, the magnesium and silicon in the crust turned to green crystals and peridot.
What was common became cheap: the Wentrese built everything out of that green-flecked stone. Their houses, their sidewalks, their streets. They planted shallow-rooted shrubs and crops into the thin topsoil of their yards; more green, just like the stones. And above all that the planet Pika loomed, much larger and brighter than either of the distant Sister stars. White clouds in a methane atmosphere shining bright and hanging heavy, like a sword over our heads.
At least we had some privacy in the car. There was a divider between the soldiers in the front seat and us in the back, so that we could, I don’t know, talk senatorial business in private. It felt like the back seat of a cop car minus the restraints.
“Why the university?” I asked Tamara, once I was sure the soldiers weren’t secretly listening in on our conversation.
She sat stiffly in her seat, gazing out at the green stone houses and green stone pavement. “Because it’s the only thing that makes Marchen unique. There’s weapons, plans, technology, classified military intelligence, anything Brigid might need. If she’s going anywhere, she’s going to the university.”
I hoped Tamara was right. If we guessed wrong, we’d be wandering around aimlessly with two soldiers watching our every movement. I peered out the window, hoping to see—I don’t know, a blond head? A big sign that said SEAN’S
REBELLIOUS
ASSHOLE
LITTLE
SISTER, RIGHT
HERE? Some sort of building that I’d lay eyes on and know at once, of course, Brigid was in there?
Marchen seemed mostly to be residential houses and a few small shops. Nothing taller than three stories, and no hoppers—the atmosphere was too low, I supposed. The one weird thing I noticed was that each building—or group of buildings, if they were small enough—had half-walls surrounding them. The walls were very thick, made of a material like starship hulls, and appeared to be mechanized in some way.
“What are those thick metal walls around most of the houses?” I asked.
“They’re atmospheric domes,” Tamara said. “Wentor’s terraforming relies on technology. If the artificial gravity ever fails, the atmosphere will drift away into Pika, and we’ll all suffocate down here.”
“And the domes prevent that?”
“If the city ever detects an issue with the gravitation or atmosphere, those walls will rise up and close into domes around the houses inside. Each dome has an independent power source and O2 storage. They’re airtight when they’re activated, so you’d better be in the right dome during an emergency, because you’re not getting out. We had drills in school about what to do if the gravity failure siren went off and we had to get to the nearest dome shelter.”
It was kind of horrifying to think of the walls rising up around me, enclosing me in an impenetrable shell like being swallowed up by some massive creature. “How did people live here before artificial gravity?”
“In domes or underground. There are still tunnels between some of the buildings here.”
I’d only ever lived on planets that were capable of holding their own atmosphere, or inside starships, which were mechanical by their very nature. It was strange to see the two worlds married together. It must’ve been even stranger to grow up here.
“Why don’t you want to see your family?” I asked Tamara.
Her head was turned away from me, but I saw her shoulders tense. “I didn’t say I don’t want to see them.”
“Corporal No Name offered you the chance, but you said no.”
“First they thought I was dead,” Tamara said. “Then a deserter. Now they think I’m—I don’t know, a senator’s stooge?”
“So? I wanted Brigid dead for like seventeen straight years of childhood, and I was still happy to see her when she turned up alive.”
Tamara didn’t answer. Her head was turned away from me. I looked at her tidy little bun, so different from the way she wore her hair loose when it was just me and Indigo around.
“You were sort of in charge of everyone, weren’t you?” I said. “You raised your sisters. You had to be perfect, so they knew not to do anything wrong.”
“Is that how you raised your sister?”
“No, I was a terror. I always wanted to see what she’d do if I pushed her far enough. But Brigid and I were a lot closer in age, and it was only us two.”
Tamara sighed. “Where is this going, Sean?”
“You act like you want to be straight-laced and law-abiding, but it bores you,” I said. “You want to live on the edge.”
“Illegally, you mean?” Tamara’s voice was dry.
“I mean, maybe.”
We sat in silence together for a minute. The view of Wentor outside moved past, all green stone and white planet looming.
“I had a nightmare last night about going back in time,” Tamara said suddenly. “I woke up as a little girl in a little girl’s body, almost thirty years ago, but I remembered everything.”
“That doesn’t sound like a nightmare to me,” I said. “You were a child with future knowledge. Gamble on the right tech, and you’d make bank.”
“Sean,” Indigo said, on what I suspected was a private line to my earpiece alone.
“Sorry,” I said, one part to Lantern-Eyes, one part to the voice of conscience in my earpiece.
“I remembered all the things I hadn’t done yet,” Tamara said. “If I wanted to reach the place I’d left behind—if I wanted to reach the present—I’d have to do them all over again. But this time I’d know how everything would end, and I didn’t know if I could stand it.”
“Most people would be glad to have a chance to do things right,” I said.
“What would doing things right mean? How could I enjoy the same triumphs now that I knew how brief they would be? How could I go through the same hardships knowing precisely how long they’d last? How could I make friendships when I knew how each one would end? Even if I managed to live through my memories to the present day, it wouldn’t be the same. Just by knowing what I knew, I’d change the way I lived. I’d never get back to where I am now.”
She was obviously upset, but I had no idea how to comfort her. “Your dreams are so complicated.”
“I suppose yours are like a picture book.”
“I know you’re being sarcastic but yes, they are way more visual than that,” I said. “You really don’t want to see your family while we’re here?”
“We have a task, Sean,” Tamara said. “Let’s stick to it.”
The car pulled to a stop. White towers climbed out of the planet, reaching towards the curve of Pika. I saw a massive green between the white towers, mostly empty, but for a group of young soldiers at the far corner. They were practicing marching, or whatever, moving to the tune of one man with a particularly loud, clear voice.
“That’s the university,” Tamara said, and the tension in her voice ratcheted another degree higher.
We stepped outside of the car. I looked around at the great white buildings, at the soldiers on the green. Our escorts emerged from the car behind us, the sound of the car doors shutting a not-so-subtle reminder of their presence.
“It smells the same,” Tamara said.
I hadn’t noticed anything weird. “It smells fine to me.”
“I don’t mean it smells bad. We should find someone—one of the guards at the buildings, maybe—and question them. See if they’ve seen Brigid.”
I barely heard Tamara, because I saw her. Fate, maybe—or more likely, the former-Lieutenant Gupta’s excellent guess. My sister had tied a dark scarf over her hair to hide the blond gleam, and dressed all in black, like a Minister. But the people I love were stored in a part of my memory that would never fade, and even disguised, I recognized her at once.
Brigid stood by the university’s tower door.



CHAPTER 62:
THE WORST PLACE TO LOSE YOUR ROGUE TERRORIST SISTER
GOT HER. I set off across the green to grab my sister—
—and found myself caught, immediately, by Tamara. “Hold it,” she said. “What are you going to do, throw her screaming over your shoulder? You’re going to get arrested for that, never mind the outstanding warrants.”
“She’s right there. You want to let her get away?”
“We’ve got two Republican soldiers stuck to our backs; I want a little discretion in our kidnapping attempt.”
She was right. Annoying of Tamara, to be so perpetually correct. I stared at the black clothes that marked my sister’s presence in the crowd. Her back was to us; we were, for now, unseen.
“How do we lose them?” I asked.
Tamara blew out her breath. “Split up? She’s at the doorway to the museum. If you stay on the green and distract them by talking, I can intercept Brigid. We’ll have to steal the car to get her back…”
“Or we could wait until she’s inside the museum,” I pointed out. That seemed a lot safer than trying to kidnap a grown woman in the middle of a military campus.
“We don’t know what she wants to do in the museum.”
Come on, Lantern-Eyes. It was a museum—what was Brigid going to do, burn a canvas? I tapped my earpiece to cue in our tie-breaker. “Indigo? Kidnap Brigid now, or later?”
“She’s standing with a crowd of civilians outside the Marchen museum,” Tamara told him. “Any theories on what her plan is?”
“Not without seeing the layout of the area myself,” Indigo said, the slightest curl of frustration roughening his smooth voice. “Is the museum open to the public?”
“There are regular tours,” Tamara said.
“Is the museum the easiest way to access the rest of the military campus?”
“Maybe, depending on where she wanted to go,” Tamara said.
“Then we cannot assume that whatever she has come to Marchen to do is inside the museum. It may be inside the university.”
“So that’s a point for waiting to kidnap her until she’s in the museum,” I said. “Safer for us that way. And then maybe we can find out what she’s trying to do.”
Tamara looked at me. “Are you trying to stop something bad from happening, or are you having a fight with your sister?”
Her question stung, like pricking my finger on a needle forgotten in a hem.
Across the green, the gates to the white building opened, and the crowd shifted, moving in the same kind of aimless but uniform way as a flock of birds. Headed inside. All of them—including my sister.
“We can argue this later,” I said. “Brigid’s going in.”
I started across the green, headed straight for the black garb that marked out my sister, but Tamara steered me to the side, following the paths paved through the grass, keeping to the shade of the nearby building.
Right. We couldn’t call attention to ourselves—if Brigid saw us coming, she’d have a chance to escape. The tromping of boots from our escorts was making a low profile difficult, though. I glared at them and they actually slowed down, falling a few paces back.
We reached the chattering crowd on the opposite side as Brigid. She had her head tipped back, gazing up at the silvery-white loom of Pika overhead. The gesture suggested a kind of wistfulness, or sorrow, maybe. But I saw none of that in her expression. She looked grim—an unfamiliar, adult expression on my little sister’s face. When most of the crowd had already filed in, Brigid followed.
Tamara and I were the last two in. I was so focused on the back of my sister’s head that it took me a few minutes to realize what kind of museum we’d walked into.
I haven’t been to a lot of museums; Kystrom didn’t have very many, and after Kystrom, I was the kind of vagabond that people didn’t usually like to invite into their museums. When I thought of a museum I thought of the kind of stuffy building that Indigo and I had surveilled Mina’s apartment from in Illin. An art museum, usually with very, very ugly art.
The Marchen University Museum did not have art inside.
“Holy shit,” I said.
“Shush,” Tamara said immediately. “What’s wrong?”
My voice had echoed throughout the lobby, bouncing off walls, ceilings, and displays. There were soldiers stationed at every entrance, presumably to guard the contents of the museum; they stared at me.
I didn’t want to call any more attention—or worse, trigger Brigid to turn around—so I just waved my arms at the displays surrounding us. Mounted on every wall, gleaming from careful oiling and maintenance, and just barely protected by a thin little shield of glass, were more types of gun than I had ever seen in my life.
“What did you expect, Sean, watercolors?” Tamara said. “It’s the War Museum.”



CHAPTER 63:
THE DUBIOUS HISTORICAL BENEFITS OF PRESERVING A NUCLEAR BOMB
BRIGID STOOD JUST a few feet ahead of us, her head turned idly. Looking up at the wall of arms and armory. On anyone else, it would look like a guest examining the museum exhibits.
On her, it looked like shopping.
“Do any of these still work?” I hissed at Tamara.
“Probably,” Tamara said. “They take good care of them.”
“What else is in this museum? Nukes?”
She didn’t answer right away.
God of Blood. “You have to think about it?”
“If there is a bomb here they would remove the payload first,” Tamara said. “It wouldn’t be functional. I can’t say that for sure about any of these old-school weapons—they won’t be loaded, but there’s ammunition on display nearby.”
“This way, this way!” the tour guide called, from the front of the crowd, beckoning at us with a big smile on his face. “Stay with your group!”
“Or what, we get gunned down?” I wondered, glancing at the soldiers guarding every single door in the room. The bathroom—they were guarding the bathroom.
“Yeah, standard procedure,” Tamara said, in the special way she had where I couldn’t tell whether she was joking or not. She nudged me in the side. “Hey—at least if a fight does break out, I’ll be spoiled for choice.”
I’d always suspected that my lovely Lantern-Eyes was insane.
The group was moving forwards, Brigid among them. I trailed her in, Tamara at my side, with just enough people between us and her to provide a buffer. Our two escorts had followed us in, an extra tromping of boots to call attention our way, an extra pair of guns to look out for. The tour guide was chattering at the front of the group, the usual practiced but awkward patter. I tuned him out as irrelevant until I passed beneath the archway and into the next room, where there was a display of spaceship guns, each of them as long as I was tall.
“These are some of the original weaponry from the first ships to colonize the Sister Systems,” the tour guide was saying. “As you can see, although it has been corroded by age, there’s the symbol of the old Earth government on their sides—the stylized eagle, which has been altered into the aquilon representing some branches of our modern armed forces. Each of these weapons, although primitive compared to modern art-grav weaponry, was fully powerful enough to ignite a medium-sized city from orbit.”
An older man in the middle of the crowd lifted a hand. “Will they still work?”
The tour guide chuckled, like this was not a completely insane thing to ask. “Our historical custodians keep these weapons in pristine shape. All of the inner workings are still intact. Furthermore, since our ancestors came on generation ships, they designed all their equipment for simplicity and longevity—”
“So you could shoot them,” the older man said, like he’d got one up on the guide.
“Absolutely. But only if you could connect them to a power source before one of our friends in uniform could take aim.”
The front of the tour group laughed appreciatively. Brigid stood a little distant from the others, apparently ignoring everything that was being said. She was as close to one of the massive starship guns as the barriers would allow, just a few feet separating her from the faded eagle embossed on the carefully-preserved metal.
Another guest said, “What sort of power source did these guns use?”
“A specialized type of fission reactor,” the tour guide explained. “At the time, those reactors were twice the size of this building. With modern technology, a similar power output can be achieved in a device small enough to fit in your pocket.”
Brigid’s hand brushed, maybe by accident, against her pocket.
“God of Blood, this is horrifying,” I said.
Tamara’s eyes had crinkled with worry. She touched her ear. “Shay, I don’t know how much of this you can hear, but—”
“I have been trying to find blueprints of the museum in order to predict Brigid’s next move.” Indigo did not sound happy, even for him. “It seems that there are no clear maps of the building available.”
“It’s an active military university; there won’t be any on the aether,” Tamara said. “There won’t be any blueprints of any building in Marchen available on the aether, actually. If we need one, we’ll have to make one.”
“Didn’t you go to school here?” I said.
“I spent all my time in class, at work, or parenting my sisters. I never went to the museum.”
“If you would all follow me, please, it’s time to move on to the next exhibit!” the tour guide called, pitching his voice so that we could all hear, and ushering us on through the next arch.
Ahead of us, Brigid leaned in, towards that ancient cannon… then pulled away, casual, and followed the crowd towards the next room. I exhaled in relief.
…until we entered the next room, of which every single wall was covered, floor to ceiling, with Ministerial swords.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I hissed.
Tamara looked pained. “Shay,” she said over the connection, “we’ve entered a room with Minister weapons in it.”
“You see that we are surrounded by bladed weapons in this room,” the tour guide was saying. “Although they seem like primitive weapons, especially compared to the starship guns in the previous room, these weapons actually represent extremely high technology and refined craftsmanship. Every one of these weapons was taken from the battlefield after the Battle of the Parnassian Lagrange, when, as you remember, the Republic won its independence from the Council of Ministers…”
This room wasn’t quite as big as the preceding one, but it made up for it in sheer volume of weaponry. Every surface of every wall bristled with different blades. I saw some that looked like Indigo’s sword, straight-bladed and medium length; others looked like the ones Number One—Kora—had carried, slender and curved; others were in styles I’d never seen, broad-bladed like leaves or long and narrow or short like daggers more than swords—
I dropped my voice. “Do the Ministers teach swordplay to the humans who grow up in Maria Nova? I mean, is it possible Brigid knows how to use these things?”
There was a long pause over the earpiece. Indigo said, “Yes.”
God of Blood.
The tour guide droned on, explaining how the weapons could draw metabolic power to supplement when their power sources ran out. Brigid drifted deeper into the room, behind the tour guide. Her black headscarf fluttered between her shoulder blades as she stood silhouetted between a pair of blades each as long as she was tall.
The crowd moved forward, crowding beneath the archway into the next room. Great. What was going to be next door, the nuclear bombs Tamara had said “probably” weren’t viable?
We emerged from the small room full of swords and into a room four, no, five times as large as the past two rooms combined. The room was tall as well as wide, the full height of the building; overhead, spotlights had been set in dramatic, geometric arrangement, shining down upon the center of the room.
The only content of the room was a single… rock. It looked kind of like a massive crystal, faceted like a diamond, except that instead of being clear it was a deep, dark purple. The spotlights in the ceiling illuminated it from all sides and diffused through the edges of the crystal so that it cast velvety shadows on the floor. Had I found art in a war museum?
“What you are looking at is not a weapon at all,” the tour guide said cheerfully, his voice echoing off the high ceiling. “This is the Halo, an artifact left behind by the Ministers after they were expelled from Wentor. In all battles after the Ministers’ expulsion, they went out of their way to avoid damaging the Halo. To the human soldiers, the Halo became a kind of protection—to be close to the Halo meant safety from all Minister bombs. It is not too far to state that the survival of Wentor during the war was based in a large part on the presence of the Halo.”
The Halo was not very large, or at least not as large as the room seemed to call for. It was maybe the size of a small car. The base of it was covered in a very fine latticework of metal, tarnished and dull, with the same sort of precise little lines as you’d find in an old-fashioned circuit board. It looked pretty, glowing like that, kind of like something you’d wear as jewelry—
Come to think of it, it looked a lot like a supersized Ministerial collar-light.
“No one knows precisely what the Halo was designed to be,” the tour guide continued. “We have examined it using every technology available short of cracking it open, but have never determined conclusively what its purpose was. Research is ongoing to this day—you can see some researchers examining the stone right now. Because we do not know the Halo’s true purpose we do ask that you stay a safe distance from it, ladies and gentleman; behind the rope fence, if you please. There’s no indication that it poses any danger but when it comes to Ministerial artifacts, it is better to be careful. Given how secretive the Ministers are, of course, we’re unlikely to learn its true purpose from them…”
They might not have any idea, but I could just ask. “Indigo, how much of this guy’s spiel can you hear?”
“It is too distorted to hear much from your surroundings.”
“There’s a big rock here,” I said, keeping an eye on Brigid, who seemed just as fascinated by the Halo as she had been by the weapons in the other rooms. The Halo wasn’t very large, but there was a huge rope barrier surrounding it, keeping us all a good fifteen feet away from the surface of the crystal. It looked like the only people allowed inside were the researchers running scans of the Halo. “Looks like a giant Ministerial collar-stone. They say the Ministers left it here during the war but they don’t know what for.”
“Left it?”
“It’s pretty big, I don’t think even you could pick it up,” I said. “The Republic loves this thing because the Ministers wouldn’t shoot at it during the war, so it gave them a halo of protection.” I glanced over to check Brigid—she still had her back to me, so that was good. But there was someone who had noticed us. One of the museum employees standing next to the Halo was staring at us very strangely. She was a young woman, dark-skinned and dark-haired like Tamara, but sort of fuller in the face…
“What color is it?” Indigo said. “Sean, what color is it?”
Hang on, that woman was really staring at Tamara. And there was something kind of familiar about her…
“It’s violet,” I said, trying to make sense of that museum employee. “Why?”
“I need to see an image,” Indigo sounded worried.
“It’s called the Halo; there’s probably a picture on the aether,” I said.
Dark skin, dark hair, just like Tamara. And her eyes were a light brown… not quite as pale as Tamara’s eyes, which had so struck me when I’d met her: big and bright, like jack-o-lanterns at night. But the shape; the shape was the same, and she stared at us—at Tamara—like she knew her.
“Tamara?” said the woman—said Tamara’s sister.



CHAPTER 64:
THE UNKILLABLE PRINCESS
“KEZIAH,” TAMARA SAID, in a voice of mingled dread and longing.
Keziah. I remembered the name—Tamara had six little sisters, and Keziah was the eldest. Kind of a wild child, according to Tamara, and always getting into trouble. She’d told me a story about one time when Keziah snuck out of Tamara’s reach and started climbing on the Halo.
It looked like Keziah had cleaned up her act—and that she’d gotten a job taking care of the Halo. That childhood adventure had given her a career idea, I guess.
The Gupta sisters stared at each other across the vast room of the Marchen War University. Too late to pretend Tamara wasn’t who Keziah thought she was. Too late to get out, to lay low. Even the tour guide had gone silent, looking between Tamara and Keziah inquiringly. We’d been made—
“They told us you died,” Keziah said.
The tremor of her voice took a fistful of my heart and tore. Keziah walked unsteadily away from the Halo, ducking under the rope barrier. She had her hands held out at her sides and clenching, unclenching, like she did not know quite how or what to reach.
Tamara was utterly still at my side. “Yeah,” she said, too softly for Keziah to hear; then she cleared her throat and spoke again. “Something of an exaggeration.”
“Oh, fuck you,” Keziah said, and flung herself at her sister.
At first I flinched—experience had taught me that anyone rushing at Tamara like that was either a danger to her, or about to be in danger from her—but Tamara only caught her, with the ease and habit of someone who had caught Keziah a hundred times before, in childhood, in infancy.
“It seems like we have an unexpected reunion on this tour,” the tour guide said. He had an expectant smile, and behind him the whole tour group was staring, every last one of them—except Brigid.
Brigid wasn’t staring at Tamara and Keziah. Brigid was staring at me.
I couldn’t do anything but stare back. I could count on the fingers of one hand the times I’d seen my sister since she’d died. Once, in in the streets of Illin; twice, escaping Mina Kane’s house; now the third time, here and now, in the theater-lighting of the Halo. She still looked the same, and still so different. Each sighting of her unlocked new familiar memories, like opening doors in a childhood home.
Brigid smiled at me, crooked. And then that smile sharpened.
NINE YEARS BEFORE MY SISTER BECAME MY ENEMY
I TAUGHT MY sister how to play castles.
Brigid played cautiously—she was always cautious when she was learning something new. I didn’t have any patience for the kind of slow and measured game that castles became when it was played with strategy, so I went cheerfully out in a wild offense, driving my lines of serfs against hers and breaking through the barriers of her castles until I had her princess in the corner. I wasn’t a very good castle player—certainly not as good as Indigo and Tamara turned out to be, almost a decade later—but the basic rule of castles was simple enough that even I could not forget it: the princess piece was the most important piece on the board. It was unkillable—but capture it, and the game would end.
I remember how badly Brigid lost, the first time we played. She sat there afterwards, chewing on a strand of her hair, scowling down at the board.
The imp was a live thing in me. I smiled at her. “Play again?”
Brigid looked up at me. I remember her expression very distinctly, and I remember the way it changed. At first she just scowled, annoyed that she’d lost so badly on her first time playing. And then that scowl had sharpened.
We played again. As conservatively as she’d played before, she played wildly now. She moved her pieces recklessly out and left great holes in her defense. Her princess became an offensive piece, striking down my serfs and charging across the board towards me.
HERE AND NOW
“DON’T YOU DARE,” I said.
Someone asked me a question; the tour guide, probably, or one of the other tourists; it didn’t matter. I strode forward, towards my sister, because I had to reach her before she did something utterly stupid and absolutely drastic—
“It’s a bomb,” Indigo said in my ear, abrupt, and as near to panic as he ever got. “Sean, Tamara, the Halo. It’s the planet-killer, the one that Kora didn’t detonate.”
That was why the Ministers had never dared to fire weapons at the Halo during the war. It hadn’t been respect. It had been fear of setting it off.
“And they just left it here?” Tamara demanded behind me, addressing the voice in both our ears; ahead of me, Brigid turned on her heel and ran flat out for the Halo. I followed, heart in my throat, but I’d been at the back of the crowd—
“Hey, you can’t go back there!” Keziah shouted, too late, too late to stop us at all. Brigid skidded on her knees beside the Halo, where a corroded metal made elegant lacework patterns against the base of the stone.
She knew exactly what it was. She knew exactly what she would find. Brigid touched the lacework in some precise pattern, and a panel clicked open under her palms, invisible until its opening. She reached inside—
“Hold!” someone bellowed from behind us; the soldiers guarding the exhibit, finally doing their job. They would shoot Brigid—
But Brigid pulled her arm out of the Halo, holding aloft a small fist-sized object, glowing in her grasp. “Shoot me and we all die!”
She looked at me when she spoke, her glance like a slap. I stumbled to a stop.
“This is a Minister bomb,” Brigid said, blazing as bright and deadly as the bomb she held. “I’ve removed it from its protective casing. If you don’t all step back, right now—I’ll blow us all up.”



CHAPTER 65:
THE BACKUP PLAN
BRIGID STOOD IN the center of the room holding aloft the bomb hidden inside the Halo, glowing from her hand like a torch. The rest of us surrounded her, employees and tourists and soldiers and me and Tamara, all of us her captives, and all of us her enemies.
“Ma’am, set the Halo on the floor, and step away,” one of the soldiers said.
“No, you’re going to step away,” Brigid said. “Or I’m going to destroy this whole rebellious moon. Just like our Minister lords should have done, sixty years ago!”
That was laying it on a little thick. I glanced around the room. There were about seven soldiers in here with us, including the two that had followed me and Tamara inside—there were more soldiers in this building, but they were probably shifting to cover exits and report the event to the higher-ups. No one had fired on Brigid yet. They couldn’t, not without proof—either that bomb was real and shooting her might kill everyone, or she was a crazy person having an episode, in which case common decency and Republican law dictated that they didn’t gun her down.
“Shay, Brigid pulled something out of the Halo that she’s claiming is the explosive portion of the bomb. Is there a removable payload inside the crystal shell?” Tamara said. She was just a few feet behind me, but she was murmuring so quietly into the earpiece that I could only hear her over the connection.
“Yes,” Indigo said, then, “I’m coming to you.”
“No, you’re not!” I said.
I spoke too loudly. The nearby tourists startled. The lead soldier said, “Sir, please step back. Everyone, step back.”
Tamara was muttering quick and low into the earpiece. “It’s even less safe out here for you than it was before. You’ve got to stay in the—”
“If something happens to you while I—”
“Here is what’s going to happen,” the lead soldier said, his voice ringing with authority off the high ceiling, the stage lights. “You’re going to set that object down and take two steps away. Then you’re going to come with us.”
Brigid was bright and ferocious, unmoving in the center of the room. “It’s armed,” she said. “I can’t set it down.”
“Even if you left right now you wouldn’t get here before she set that thing off,” Tamara hissed at Indigo.
It was at that moment, and that moment only, that I realized everyone in this room actually believed my sister. Even Tamara.
I tried to look at Brigid with their eyes, to see what kind of maniac they all must see. But I only saw Brigid playing a role, throwing herself into it with the kind of wild abandon she got when she knew she was about to lose. I believed that my sister had a bomb. I did not believe that she had armed it, or that she was willing to set it off while she was in the room—or while I was.
She was bluffing. Which meant, if they called her bluff, she was dead.
Brigid glanced at me, a brief and piercing flicker of blue. Oh, I saw it now. I was the backup plan.
I started to back up, just like the authoritative soldier man had told me to do. Everyone was paying very close attention to Brigid. No one glanced towards me.
“If she detonates the bomb, then I will die on the Alula the same as I would die with you,” Indigo said. “I prefer—”
Oh, for fuck’s sake! I tapped my earpiece. “She’s not going to detonate the damn bomb, so stay where you are!”
“I will not let—”
“Suicide won’t get you out of the hard work of earning my forgiveness, Shay, and I know you know that or you would’ve gone through with it on Kystrom,” I said. “Stay put!”
“You can’t keep your arm upraised like that forever,” the lead soldier said, reasonable. I’d been the object of a hostage negotiation once, too, and it was amazing how they all followed the same tonal pattern. “How about you set the device down, and we can discuss what it is you need?”
“I need the Republic to surrender to its rightful leaders: the Ministerium,” Brigid said.
I’d reached the back wall. Tamara watched me, the only person to notice my slow retreat. She looked worried. She looked ready. She looked, when I stopped alongside the fire alarm embedded in the wall, like she realized what I was about to do, and dreaded it.
“Sean,” Indigo said, suddenly, and the sound of his voice made me still, even under these circumstances. He spoke my name with the terrible gentleness he sometimes had, that I absolutely did not want to hear from him right now. “You have suffered incomprehensible loss in your brief life. I do not want you to suffer any more. But there will come a day when you cannot avoid losing someone. I want you to be ready for that.”
I gathered up my self-control. “Indigo,” I said. “I can’t talk for a few minutes, okay?” I tapped the earpiece off.
And then I activated the fire suppression system.
NINE YEARS BEFORE MY SISTER BECAME MY ENEMY
BRIGID’S PRINCESS HAD charged across the castles board, through the gaps my own shoddy strategy had left, until she was face-to-face with mine. Her against me, and no one else between.
I remember her grinning at me over the board. The particular smug grin that Brigid got when she knew she was about to win.
I don’t remember if I could’ve gotten out of the position she’d put me in. I don’t remember the layout of the board, or whether what she’d done had even been legal according to the rules of the game.
I do remember that I got my hands beneath the plastic, and—serfs and castles and princesses flying—I flipped the board.



CHAPTER 66:
AN EXTRA SISTER
HERE AND NOW
THE RINGING SHRIEK of the fire alarm was the only warning anyone aside from me, Tamara, and Brigid received. The tourists cried out in dismay, and even the soldiers, well-trained, startled. I saw Brigid grin at me in the instant before the cloud of fire suppressant filled the room.
It choked us all, filling the air with a powder so dense that vision was lost in an instant, like an ice storm on a frigid moon. I couldn’t see Brigid anymore. I couldn’t see the soldiers. I couldn’t see Tamara, or Keziah, or even my own hand in front of my face. Someone was coughing, hacking desperately for breath; I heard motion somewhere in the room, muffled by the oppressive fall of the suppressant. No way to tell who was moving, where, or why; the cloud was too thick to see through. I pulled the edge of my shirt up over my face and moved towards where I’d last seen Tamara.
I caught someone’s reaching forearm with my bare hand. Tamara emerged out of the cloud, her collar pulled up over her mouth, same as mine. She drew close to me, fighting through the fine powder, and said, “Your earpiece is off!”
Oh. She’d been trying to talk to me, but I’d turned off my earpiece to shut Indigo up. “Where’s Brigid?”
The cloud around us was thinning, the suppressant slowly settling down on the floor, like someone had dumped a giant bag of flour over us all. The unfortunate tour group was scattered around the room, some of them coughing up dust, others in a total panic and trying to make for the exit. Keziah was clinging onto Tamara’s other arm, looking shocked. The soldiers were scattered around, some heading for the exits, others moving to contain the panicking tourists. I did not see Brigid.
She’d gotten out. Which door had she used? I couldn’t tell. The powder was so fine it wouldn’t hold footprints, it just stirred up into little low clouds that took forever to settle out. But most of the soldiers were headed out for the front door, which suggested that Brigid had probably gone that way. I could see the tour guide, frantically talking to the nearest soldier while he pointed at us.
I squeezed Tamara’s arm. “Quickly, let’s—”
“Stop right there!” someone barked, leaving the tour guide behind. It was the Corporal who’d escorted us here. He had his gun out, not pointed at us, but definitely angled in our direction, and there was a hard look in his eyes.
We were too far from the exit to outrun him or his bullet. Brigid had gotten out, all right—and left me and Tamara holding the bag.
Okay, Sean, think fast. If we got arrested, then Brigid could take that bomb and do God-knows-what with it—
“Corporal, you know who I am and who sent me,” Tamara said, in that same whipcrack of a voice. “You are intervening in a classified operation. Stand down and let us pursue the suspect without interference.”
Keziah, hands upraised, gaped at her sister.
The Corporal hesitated. I could practically see the gears of some tedious military calculation going on in his head—was Tamara’s story plausible, and was he supposed to obey her whether it made sense or not?
A muffled CRACK from outside. Someone could have been setting off fireworks on the student grounds, but more likely—much more likely—someone had started shooting.
I started towards the door. It was stupid, like most things I do in life; and it should have gotten me killed. I saw the soldier aim his gun from the corner of my eye, grim expression as he fired.
Or—tried to fire. The gun didn’t go off. In the endless pause between the beats of my stopped heart, I saw that his gun was coated in that fine, fine dust. The fire suppressant dust was perfectly safe—well, mostly safe—for biological entities. Those coughing tourists would be fine in a little while. But the dust had gotten in every crevice of the soldiers’ guns.
I barely had time to realize this before Tamara yanked the Corporal’s gun out of his hands, flipped it around, and slammed him in the face with the handle. He staggered back, grabbing for his nose, and she started running backwards towards the exit.
“Sean, go!” she shouted at me. I grabbed at my chest, where my stopped heart finally understood it hadn’t been shot through and restarted its frantic beat. The other remaining soldiers were shouting at us, but there was nothing they could do with their own jammed guns, and Tamara and I reached the adjoining room—the one with the Minister swords—without anyone managing to stop us.
Correction: Tamara, me, and Keziah reached the adjoining room. “What are you doing here?” I said when I saw her.
“What am I doing?” she said. “What am I doing?!”
Tamara slammed the door shut and shoved the useless gun through the handles as a makeshift door bar. “What’s the plan, Sean?”
“Find Brigid,” I said.
“Don’t know why I asked,” Tamara said, more to herself than to me.
“Was Senator Ketel’s announcement true? You found the Philosopher Stone data? You’re working undercover?” Keziah said. “Why are you fighting the soldiers if you’re undercover? Who was that girl?!”
I could still hear gunfire from outside—more gunfire, much more. We didn’t have time to waste. I headed for the exit, passing through the room with the giant starship guns and into the front of the museum, where all the rifles were hung up on the walls.
“I’ve got to get something done, Keziah,” Tamara said. “We’ll talk later. Hold up, Sean.”
I held up. Tamara walked over to the front door, where there was an electronic sign on a flat-bottomed stand stationed in front of the doors. Tamara picked it up with one hand, walked over to the exhibit wall, and swung the stand at the glass.
Keziah shouted out, inarticulate and horrified, and I shifted to grab her by the shoulders while Tamara readied for the next swing.
“Let go of me,” she said, and then tried to step on my foot.
I dodged her stomp easily. It was kind of a novelty to grapple with someone who was not a better fighter than me. “Sorry.”
Tamara’s second swing shattered the glass. A new alarm began to wail, flashing red light over the big room. Glass shards sprayed out over the ground in a vicious wave, disrupting the settled fire suppressant and stirring up fresh clouds. I checked to make sure Keziah was wearing closed-toe shoes.
Tamara, carefully, climbed up onto the ledge between the glass so that she could grab a… rifle? Machine gun? I really don’t know anything about guns. It was longer than the little handguns I’d seen her use before, and she had a kind of satisfied look on her face when she checked it over, so I knew it must be capable of immense destruction. And, since it had been stored behind the glass when I pulled the fire alarm, it wouldn’t be gummed up by powder the way the soldiers’ guns had been.
“Let’s go,” Tamara said, sliding a strap over her shoulder and pulling a few strands of ammunition off the wall.
I released Keziah. “You should stay here,” I advised, and went for the front door with Tamara.
We didn’t bust out in the open like idiots. Even I, idiot extraordinaire, knew better than to do that. We crouched down behind the door glass and studied the situation. There were soldiers gathered in the yard, broken off into three separate groups. They were all focused on a single point, behind the bullet-chipped wall of the adjacent building. There must be a little nook there—a concrete staircase down to a basement door, I thought. I could just barely see the railing; I could not see anyone inside. But if the soldiers were all shooting at that one spot, I knew exactly who was inside. Brigid.
“We want to get there, right?” Tamara said, pointing at Brigid’s hiding spot. “Okay, we can go around the back. But we have to move quick. It won’t be long before they get people on the roof, and then it’s shooting fish in a bucket.”
“I hate your analogies,” I told her.
She smiled to herself, a fond little thing, gone as soon as it appeared.
“Ready,” Tamara said, “run.”



CHAPTER 67:
SIBLING COLLUSION
TAMARA PUSHED THE door open and ran for it. I stayed at her heels, as close as I could without tripping her up. We dashed across the green to the nearest building and into the narrow passage between it and the museum, running around to the back of the building, gunfire resounding from the green and nearly covering up our three footfalls—
Wait. Three?
I turned around when Tamara stopped, almost falling over myself in order to see who was our pursuit. It was Keziah.
I was speechless. The museum employee had followed us into the hail of bullets? “You really are Tamara’s sister,” I said.
“I should have knocked you out and left you laid out on that floor in there!” Tamara said, so loud that I felt it in my chest. I mean, seriously, it triggered some kind of instinctive flight instinct in me. I would swear her voice was deeper than before.
She shoved past me, ending up chest-to-chest with Keziah, who looked both terrified and defiant.
“What was your plan?” Tamara demanded, while I fought the urge to put my tail between my legs and hide. “Get shot in the leg? Bleed out on the green? Or did you think you’d convince me to go back into the museum? They’ve seen us now—we can’t go back; they’ll kill us if we try. Did you think for a second that they might kill you?”
Keziah said something, too quiet to be heard.
“What did you say?” Tamara snapped.
“I said I won’t lose you again!”
She said it defiant, matching Tamara for volume, if not quite for depth. They stood eye-to-eye, and the expression on Keziah’s face would’ve made me crumble like dry sand.
Tamara was made of stronger stuff than I. “You might’ve lost us both by following us here,” she said. “Three people are a bigger target than two. Your best chance is to get into this building—are you carrying your ID?”
“Yes,” Keziah said. “I mean, I am carrying my ID, but I won’t. No.”
“There is no fucking ‘no’,” Tamara said. “There is only ‘yes, ma’am’. You’re going into that building.”
“Heyyy, Lantern-Eyes,” I said, because Keziah had a tightness to her jaw that I recognized from Tamara herself meant that she was on the verge of taking a swing, “she’s already here. Maybe we—”
“No,” Tamara said, and this seemed to be the limit for Keziah, too, because she threw her arms in the air and said, “And who the fuck do you think you are, anyway?”
I didn’t get a chance to reply, because the first of the soldiers rounded the building at that moment.
They must’ve followed when they saw us run back here, or else they were trying to flank Brigid in her hiding place and came upon us by surprise. They didn’t shoot first: that was our only salvation. Ketel’s boosting of our reputation had done us some good, at least. The soldiers just shouted, “STOP!”
Obviously, we didn’t stop.
This was all on Tamara. I couldn’t take credit for our survival under any circumstances that involved bullets, and Keziah’s reaction was to shriek and throw her arms up to protect her skull. Which was not a bad instinct, it was just not a very helpful one; forearms are not particularly bulletproof. But Tamara swung that giant rifle around and started shooting.
She wasn’t going to kill them—even I could see she aimed high—but they didn’t know that. They dove for cover, and that moment of dismay gave me a chance to scoop Keziah up with an arm around her waist and run like hell, half-carrying her along with me. The growling boom of Tamara’s gun echoed behind us, and then she was with us, running too.
She said, “Go, go, go, go—”
There was a little curve in the building up ahead. I put on an extra burst of speed, just as I heard the first retort of the soldiers’ weapons. I dove to the side, pulling Keziah with me, and we rolled behind the curve of the building with Tamara on our heels. She still had the gun in the crook of her elbow, and was breathing hard.
I said, “Hit? Is anybody?”
“No,” Tamara said. “God, but I could do with Indigo right about now.”
“It’s better that he’s not here,” I reminded her.
“I know, but I wish he was.”
I tapped my own skull right next to my silenced earpiece. “Can’t he hear…?”
“Mine’s still on, but he’s being really quiet,” Tamara said. “Knows better than to disrupt my focus. Listen up; Brigid’s holed up in the basement access around the corner of this building, but when we leave the shelter of this outcrop we’re likely to get into range from one of the infantry headed our way. Army kids are dumb as shit but they do shoot straight. I’ll lay cover fire and you’ll run, like before. Do not hesitate or stop for anything.”
“I run when you say run,” I promised.
Tamara nodded, terse. She did something with her gun—loading the ammunition, I guess, but this type of gun was way different from the handguns that I had reluctantly handled once or twice, and I didn’t really understand how it worked. Nor did I particularly care to find out. Then she got up, setting her back to the brick, and slid close to the edge of the outcrop.
Keziah said, “What is going on?”
“Shush,” I said.
“Now,” Tamara said, and swung around, firing into the air. I grabbed Keziah and ran.
We ran, skidding on damp grass and sandy patches of soil. The soldiers must’ve figured out that Tamara was aiming high, because they started shooting back before she finished her volley. I stuck as close to the wall as I dared but I felt clods of dirt sting against my ankle, the ground exploding far too close to feel comfortable about. But the edge of the building was just ahead; I rounded the corner, skidding on the worn-down dirt, hauling Keziah ahead of me.
It wasn’t safe here, either. The soldiers were shooting at the edge of basement stairs, and the low concrete barrier was already chipped through to the metal scaffolding. I dragged Keziah low with me, to take advantage of whatever shelter was left, and all but threw her into the basement stairwell.
I heard someone yelp. I hoped she’d landed on Brigid—they would both deserve it.
I didn’t follow her, not right away. They’d been shooting at us, while Tamara had been exposed. I turned around, crouched as low to the dirt as I could get, almost deafened by the gunfire on all sides. Where was she? Was she—
She rounded the corner, running flat out, and the expression on her face when she saw me was very articulate. I grabbed her like I’d grabbed Keziah, and slid her into the stairwell with myself behind. We landed hard and awkward on the stairs just as a resounding volley of bullets tore up the ground overhead. I crouched low, stone and soil raining down on me, and for one surreal moment, I was sure that we were dead.
None of the bullets could reach us, protected by concrete and a depth of dirt. The bullets stopped. I blinked the crumbs off my lashes and looked at Tamara—I still had her by the shoulders. “You okay?”
She coughed. “Fine,” she said, patting me on the arm, and then she looked past me and her expression changed. Sort of like someone who’d taken a sip of their coffee, only to find they’d put in salt instead of sugar.
I turned around. Keziah was huddled at the very base of the steps, her arms around her knees. And crouched down next to her, where I’d expected Brigid to be, was Lime.



CHAPTER 68:
LIKE A BAD PENNY
“YOU?” I SAID, in disbelief. I’d been quite content thinking I’d never see his smug face again.
“Me, apparently,” Lime said. “I appreciate your intervention. Perhaps we should—”
“Shut up,” Tamara said. “Keziah, do you have your ID?”
Keziah had the tremulous-mouthed look of someone going into shock. Wordless, she nodded.
“Unlock the basement door and let’s get the hell out of here before they get guns on us from above,” Tamara said.
“Wait a minute,” I said. “Where’s my sister?”
“Your sister?” Lime echoed.
“Peregrine! I thought she was here; where is she?”
The basement door beeped: Keziah had unlocked the door with her ID. She stood there now, motionless as a fawn, and looked to Tamara.
Lime said, “Peregrine is your sister?”
“Get inside,” Tamara said, not very nicely, but the fresh round of bullets chipping down the side of the stairs made a fairly solid point for her.
I slid down the last few steps, not daring to stand up and put my head in the line of fire. Keziah was already in the shadows of the basement beyond, and Lime wasted no time following her. The basement was dimly lit—some sort of storage space, I thought, but then I looked into one of the doors across the hall and saw an empty classroom.
Tamara slammed the door shut, cutting off the sound of gunfire outside. She said, “We need to get off campus. Keziah, the rumor among the students here was that there was a tunnel system connecting all the buildings and leading to a location within the city, in case of a Minister attack. You’re an employee. Is this true?”
“Um.” Keziah shook herself, like she was trying to bring herself awake. “Yes. But I’ve never been there.”
“I know where the door’s supposed to be,” Tamara said. “It’s kept locked. Will your ID work on it?”
“I… I don’t know.”
“We’ll just have to try.” Tamara swung the gun around so that it rested against her back, instead of in her arms. “Let’s go.”
“This is quite an adventure,” Lime said.
“Shut up and let me forget you’re here,” Tamara told him.
“No, talk,” I said. “What are you doing here?”
“Peregrine invited me,” Lime said.
“And you came? Even after she set you up once?”
“I’m a curious man. It’s a flaw in my person, but a benefit to my career,” Lime said. “She invited me to meet her at the War Museum, but on my way here, I encountered a group of soldiers shooting. I shot them back. Peregrine got away. I got pinned down. Is she really your sister?”
Tamara had already set off down the hallway, headed towards this mysterious escape door, with Keziah at her heels. If Lime and I didn’t follow, we’d be left behind.
“She’s really my sister,” I said, and started after Tamara. “Do you mean you tried to shoot Peregrine, and she got away?”
“No, I mean I shot the soldiers. You two do look rather alike…”
“Wow, I look like my sister?” I said. “I had no idea. While you’re delivering insightful comments, maybe you can explain why you defended Peregrine when, last I heard, you wanted her dead.”
“The last time we were under fire together, I asked you to let me go so that I could have my revenge. You told me that wasn’t a good enough answer.”
“Because it wasn’t.”
“What if I told you now that I am here not for a bloody reason, but to prevent blood?”
I slowed my pace and, reluctantly, looked over my shoulder to see his face.
“Peregrine is clearly working against the Ministerium, for a goal I don’t understand,” Lime said. “She invited me here for some purpose of her own. A trap, yes, surely—but how could I refuse to come? Information-gathering is my job. If we don’t understand the enemy, we can’t fight them. I need to find out what her plan really is.”
He didn’t look like he was trying to pull one over on me—he wasn’t smirking, the way he had when he’d pretended to arrest me and Tamara—but I certainly couldn’t trust him.
“I believed Luke Kane was a murderer, so I became a murderer myself,” Lime said, softer now, like he was just talking to me, and did not want Tamara or Keziah to hear what he said. “I do not want to see disaster fall on my homeland because of a misunderstanding and a bitter mistake. I need information.”
“Damn,” Tamara said, softly, but with enough genuine tension that it called my attention to her. She stood in front of a fairly innocuous metal door, staring at the keypad, which was glowing red. Apparently Keziah’s key hadn’t worked.
She met my gaze, her lips twisting in indecision. Her palm rested on the base of her gun.
Let me try first before you shoot it, Lantern-Eyes. I crouched on level with the door handle, peering between door and frame. Sometimes people slapped high-tech locks on glass cases and expected the lock to intimidate everyone out of simply smashing the glass.
I was immensely pleased to see that this was an analogous situation. “Does anyone have a knife or a card or something else flat and stiff?”
Someone passed something into my hand. I looked back and found that it had been Lime, and he’d handed me a sharp little pen knife. I slid the blade between door and frame, and pushed the lock open. The door fell gently ajar.
I stood back up. “I’m keeping this,” I told Lime, and folded the knife back into its handle before tucking it into my pocket.
Tamara was already descending the narrow stairs. The thin and watery illumination of the ceiling lights flickered on as she passed; motion sensors. I let Keziah and Lime go down first again and followed last, shutting the door as we went.
Lime didn’t seem particularly interested in keeping quiet. “What exactly happened in that museum?”
“Aren’t you dying to know?” I said.
“Sean, we are past this,” Tamara said. She was at the front of the line still, guiding us down the long hallway, towards—hopefully—escape. “As much as I would like to shoot this prick, we’re all on the same side right now.”
“What side is that, Lieutenant?” Lime asked.
“The side of trying to stop Peregrine.”
Lime went quiet, like he was trying to decide how sincere she really was. I said, “I’ll tell you what happened at the museum if you tell us this. Did the Ministers send you to Illin to steal the Republic’s copy of the Philosopher Stone?”
“No,” he said, sounding surprised. “I was already on Illin when the news broke. I was a deep cover agent, primarily a support role. If the Ministerial Council wanted to steal the data, they would have sent someone new over from Maria Nova. My job would have been to get that primary agent into and out of Republican territory without blowing my own cover. Of course, the Kanes uncovered me before that.”
“Did the Ministers send someone to steal the data?” Tamara asked.
“It would have made sense to do so. But no one ever contacted me.”
I looked at Tamara—she’d twisted around so that she could meet my eyes, her brow furrowed. I said, “Maybe there was a real Peregrine once. Maybe Brigid took her place.”
“That would explain how she knew what she knew,” Lime said.
“What did she know?” I asked.
“The names and locations of all the Marian agents in Illin. She told Mina Kane precisely who and where we were. She has access to Minister technology. She knew the correct frequency and encryption that we used to communicate with our handlers—that’s how she convinced me to walk into the trap at Kane’s house.”
“That could be why the Ministers haven’t answered Ketel’s calls for parlay,” Tamara said to me. “They’re waiting to hear from the real Peregrine.”
Which meant another body laid at my sister’s feet. And it explained how Brigid had known what she’d find in the center of the Marchen museum. I scrubbed at my face. “There was an ancient Minister bomb hidden inside the center of the Marchen Museum. It looked like a giant collar-light crystal in dark violet. Indig—Zhu Five Shay confirms it’s a weapon of mass destruction lost since the last war. Brigid took the payload from the center and ran. It sounds like she got away clean, and you got caught by her pursuit instead.”
“I’d heard that there was one such weapon missing,” Lime said. He sounded shocked. “I never thought the Republic had it.”
“We didn’t know what it was,” Keziah said. She sounded shocked, too. “We were studying it for decades. We knew it could be a weapon, but we never thought it really… I spent my time scanning it and recording the results. It lets off a very peculiar kind of radiation, but there was nothing to suggest it was dangerous.”
“I remember back when you were a kid you went climbing on that thing,” Tamara said.
“I was curious,” Keziah said.
“It is a marvel to me every day that the Republic hasn’t destroyed themselves,” Lime said. “Like children playing with a loaded gun.”
“Contribute meaningfully, or be quiet,” I advised him.
The passage ahead ended in another set of concrete stairs, leading to a hatch-like door. Tamara swung her gun around so it rested in her arms again. “Wait,” she told us, and she crept up the stairs alone, then pushed the door open the tiniest bit and peered out the crack. She was still for a while, just watching, then she pushed the door all the way open and climbed out, beckoning for us to follow.
We’d emerged in the back room of some… library? The whole place smelled of old paper, and there were carts full of a mixture of physical books and data chips in labeled cases. About a hundred years ago, a solar flare had wiped out what few records of old Earth existed that the Ministers hadn’t deliberately erased, and ever since then, the governments of both Sister Systems had started storing data back-ups as physical printouts. If this was a library, it was government-run, and probably as secure as the campus had been. I peeked around. There was a door that led deeper into the building—yep, a library—and then there was a back door, which hopefully led into some anonymous alley where we could disappear—and from which, I could find Brigid.
“Okay,” Tamara said, checking the doors with me, “here’s what we’re going to do. Lime, you’re going to fuck off. Keziah, you’re going home. Sean and I—”
“No,” Keziah said.
“Keziah, I need you to go home and—”
“I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers,” Keziah said. “Or I’m going to start screaming, and you and your friends will all get caught.”



CHAPTER 69:
ONE OLD FRIEND
THE LAST THING we needed was for Keziah to freak out and call the soldiers down on us just after we’d escaped. “Hey, it’s okay,” I told her. “There’s no need for—”
“You shut up!” she said. “I still don’t even know why you’re here!”
“We could always shoot her,” Lime suggested. “Or knock her out and leave her behind one of these stacks of—”
“You say one more word about my sister and you’ll be the one laid out behind a stack of rotten books,” Tamara said.
“Your sister now?” Lime said. “What is with you people?”
“I want to know who they are,” Keziah said, pointing at me, at Lime. Little bit insulting that she grouped me in with him, but I guess I could let it pass under the circumstances. “I want to know why you disappeared for five years. I want to know what just happened here, and if you’re in any trouble—”
“I am in more trouble than you can imagine,” Tamara said.
Keziah caught her breath, looking at her sister with big, worried eyes. My heart jumped sideways. That was how I’d imagined Brigid looking at me, after we met. With simple, uncomplicated care.
Then again, Brigid and I had never been that way, had we? Tamara had parented her sister, nurturing as well as disciplining. Brigid and I had been in constant competition.
“I was gone for five years on a secret mission for the Republican government,” Tamara told her sister. “I agreed to the mission. I embarked on it knowingly. I did not think I would be gone as long as I was, but I kept to the mission parameters while I was on it, and that meant no contact with home. And then, at the end of the mission, I defected.”
Keziah glanced away from her sister, her gaze encompassing me, encompassing Lime. “To the Ministers?”
“No. To an… independent position,” Tamara said. “Our goal is to bring peace to the Sister Systems.” She hesitated. “The man Indigo, or Zhu Five Shay, that you’ve heard us mention—he’s a Minister.”
Keziah reached out behind her until she found the edge of a crate. She lowered herself slowly until she was leaning against its edge. “You’re working with a Minister.”
“And I’m proud to work with him,” Tamara said.
That was touching. I knew that Tamara and Indigo cared about each other; they got along way, way better than I could’ve ever expected, back when they were trying to kill each other every five minutes, but it was still nice to hear that—oh, shit, Indigo.
I tapped the tiny nub of the earpiece inside my ear. “Hey, Indigo,” I said, pitching my voice low so that I didn’t interrupt the sisters’ conversation. “We made it out. No reason to worry.”
There was no response. Not even dead air. I figured I’d tapped it wrong, or something, so I touched my ear again. “Indigo?”
“Sean,” Tamara said. She must’ve heard me—but I only heard her voice from across the room, not through the earpiece. Had it been broken in our escape? “Are you getting anything?”
“Nothing,” I said.
Tamara lifted her arm, exposing the holoband on her wrist, and opened up the display. A little hologram appeared over her wrist, offering aethernet connections; she selected the one without a name and a familiar display of biological data popped up: the kirakima’. I saw my own readings, blood pressure a little high; I saw Indigo’s readings, absolutely incomprehensible, but steady. He was alive.
“Do you have a kirakima’?” Lime asked. He sounded way too interested in the answer.
“Yeah, so what?” I said, and crowded alongside Tamara. She’d swiped over to a different display, one that showed a very hard-to-read map.
“Nothing,” Lime said. “It’s just that usually only family members share a kirakima’.”
“He’s in Marchen,” Tamara said.
Obviously she’d figured out the map before I had. “He really came after us?”
“He’s probably tracking us the same way we’re tracking him,” Tamara said, and closed the holoband. She tapped her earpiece again. “Shay? Shay, come in.”
Still nothing, over my earpiece or hers. My mind raced back through the events right before we’d rushed out into the bullet-ridden green, intending to rescue Brigid and getting Lime instead. Indigo had told me that I needed to be prepared to lose someone, someday. Shit. Shit. At the time I’d been too worried about Brigid to think about that, but now… “You don’t think he turned his off and came into Marchen after us, anyway?”
“He might have, but that’s not why you can’t hear anything over the earpiece,” Lime said. He was leaned back against the wall, with a small, flat electronic device in his hand. Colored lights glittered and moved across the screen—Minister tech, for sure.
He saw me looking. “Electromagnetic analyzer,” he said, indicating the device. “I can scan the whole city from here. They’ve locked Marchen down and put a dampener over the city. There’s no transmissions allowed in or out. That’s why your earpiece stopped working.”
Which meant that, as far as Indigo knew, he’d been on a connection with us, there had been gunfire—and then nothing.
“Is that a meaningful enough contribution for you?” Lime said.
“How long will the dampener last?” I asked.
“As long as they want it to. Luckily, my device is Minister technology, and the Republican dampener has no power over it. I can make calls to anyone outside of the dampening field, or anyone within the dampening field as long as they also have a Minister receiver. Sean, you seem to understand some Light. I’ll connect to Zhu Five Shay’s collar-light, and you can—”
“He’s not careless enough to wear his collar-light into the city,” Tamara said.
Lime looked bemused. “Then he must be carrying some other Minister technology on him?”
Indigo had brought some Minister tech with him to the Alula, but it hadn’t been a lot: his collar-light, Kora’s collar-light, his sword, his gauntlets, his empty medical device. I didn’t think he had any other magical technology hidden on his very small person. And even if he had, he had no way of knowing that we had Lime with us. Why would he bring a Minister transmitter with him if he knew we couldn’t answer?
“We can try for his collar-light,” Tamara said. “Maybe he brought it. How do we connect?”
“It’s keyed to his name. You do know how to say his name in his native language, don’t you?”
A slow blossoming like a flower opening, a dual throb like a heartbeat—but that was just Light for Shay, not for the Zhu Five bit.
We were so screwed. Indigo was coming towards us, rushing through miles of Republican-occupied city, and meanwhile Brigid—Brigid was rushing out, with a planet-destroying bomb in her hands and God knew what plans for it. “Should we split up? One group goes for Indigo, the other for Brigid?”
“Is Brigid willing to use that bomb?” Tamara asked me.
“What? No.”
“Then why steal it?”
My gut squirmed like a live thing. “I don’t know. As a threat? Besides, she won’t use it here—she wants the Ministers dead, not the Republic!”
“Sean, think about it,” Tamara said, urgent. “She told us she wants the Ministers dead, but what have we seen her do?”
“Kill my agents,” Lime said.
“Kill Marian spies, yes, but only so that she could provoke a fight between the Republicans and the Marians in Illin,” Tamara said. “And now she has a Minister bomb on a Republican moon, and made sure that everyone knows it.”
I didn’t get it. “You think she’s going after the Republic?”
“She’s trying to start a war,” Lime realized.
A war between the Ministers and the Republic? That didn’t make any sense. She wanted the Ministers dead, she didn’t want…
But a war between the Republic and the Ministers would destroy the Ministers. Indigo and Tamara both had told me that, more than once—a war, a real war, would be the end of both of their civilizations. It made sense, in a sick and horrible way. Bombs, no matter how powerful, would only kill the people in their blast range, and a single terrorist was easily hunted down by the country they attacked. Besides which, it hadn’t just been the Ministers who had destroyed Kystrom. The Republic shared some blame for that, too. In Illin, Brigid had set things up so that Mina and Lime turned on each other. She was doing the same thing now, except on a grander scale.
I’d been trying to end the war and bring a real peace to the Sister Systems. Meanwhile, my sister had been trying to start one.
“Huh,” Lime said. He almost sounded impressed. “She might even succeed.”
I wasn’t going to let her. “Tamara,” I said, then, “Keziah. A theft at the museum—will they lock down the city for that?”
“They’ll warn the soldiers at customs, but they won’t halt all departures and arrivals,” Tamara said.
Brigid could shoot her way through customs. “What would it take for them to fully lock down Marchen City?”
“If they knew that thing really was a bomb, they’d lock it down,” Tamara said. “Someone high up has to make the call. The guards at the museum don’t get a say. It’s the general, or whatever officer is ranking in the city at the time.”
So we could try to convince a general—or we could just cut out the middleman. “I won’t be a minute,” I said, and I pushed through the back door.
It opened up to a kind of grassy alley, where the boundaries of a park blurred at the edge of the green stone building. A few forgotten cans lay on the dirt underneath the heavy droop of a vine. I stepped out over the cans, the greenery, peering into the park. Pika loomed heavy over the low trees like the fullest of moons, and I could just see the tiny moving specks amidst the stars that were the planet’s lattice of gravitational satellites. The Republic had chosen an excellent hiding place for their evacuation point: the park was encircled by one of those half-walls that Tamara had told me would become domes to protect people in the event of an atmospheric disaster, but within those walls, it was almost wholly deserted. I saw maybe one walker on the far side, following a path away from us; there was a collection of benches to my right, but no one sitting in them.
And, near the benches, an automated snack machine.
I slipped out of the library and jogged towards that machine, hearing the others follow along behind me with all the stealth and subtlety of a herd of overweight cattle. This wasn’t Illin, luckily, so no holograms lit up as we passed—maybe we’d make it through this unnoticed. I examined the machine’s interface. These could be tricky. You were supposed to connect your payment chip to it directly, but sometimes they would allow you to type in your banking information if you forgot your chip. They usually buried that option, though, so you had to—aha!
I found the screen that would allow me to manually enter payment information, then brought up my holoband to access some financial data I kept stored on my person. Slowly, laboriously, I entered a very private and specific account number—an account that was being watched very closely for any type of fraud. Then I selected every snack within the machine and put the payment through.
The machine was silent for a long time, sending the financial information I’d provided back to a bank on Parnasse. See, this was the thing about the Republic: they were obsessed with money. Even when they locked down a planet, they still wanted the cash to flow. Right now, the only way to get a message out of Wentor—short of using Lime’s Minister tech, that is—was to go through the bank.
The transaction processed. The machine began to spit out crumpled little bags.
“What did you do?” Lime asked.
“I called a friend.”
“By spending,” Lime checked the screen, “seventy-three terraques of his money?”
“Seventy-three terraques is just enough money for a bank to care about,” I said, and grabbed one of the bags flying out of the machine. Oh, I liked this flavor. “This friend of mine really likes his money. He’ll have an alert set up on his finances. The kind of alert that wakes you up from a sound, peaceful sleep, if it detects any fraud.”
I’d been planning to wait for him to wake up naturally. I didn’t have the luxury for that right now.
“He probably got the alert seconds after I put the transaction through,” I said. “In another few minutes, Todd Ketel will lock this planet down.”



CHAPTER 70:
TWO OLD FRIENDS
“YOU SUMMONED KETEL?” Tamara said.
“Who else can and will lock down Wentor in time to stop Brigid?” I said.
“He might be the only person more dangerous than your sister right now.”
“He won’t be looking for Brigid. He’ll be looking for me.”
“Excuse me,” Lime said, sounding fascinated. “Am I to take it that the two of you know this Senator Ketel personally?”
“Yes, looking for us!” Tamara said, ignoring Lime, which I was growing certain was the only appropriate response to him. “You’ve only trapped Brigid here as long as we can avoid getting caught!”
“At least I stopped her, Tamara!”
“What about Indigo?”
The snack machine was still spitting out little bags. They had overflowed the basin and were starting to pour out onto the path beside my feet, and the constant ring-crunch-ring-crunch of bag after bag being dropped was the loudest sound in the quiet, abandoned park.
“It’s one thing to stop your sister, but Ketel has us all trapped,” Tamara said. “How do we get out?”
Keziah said, “You could turn yourselves in.”
Lime laughed.
“I mean it,” Keziah said. “Tamara—I don’t know what happened, but it was something terrible. Wasn’t it? If you just turn yourself in and explain yourself—if you do it voluntarily—”
“Some laws aren’t worth following, Keziah,” Tamara said.
“The only way out of here if you don’t surrender is a body bag!” Keziah said. “I can’t lose you again. We can’t lose you again. If this is the only way for you to make it out of this—do you know what it was like? Do you know how we felt when we thought you were dead?”
I knew what that was like. I had a sudden, vibrant flash of memory, standing in a dead man’s empty apartment, speaking to his grieving sister through the shadows. I turned away from Tamara and Keziah, fighting to control my expression. My gaze fell, by accident, on Lime.
And then I had another idea. It was the kind of idea that wouldn’t be any more popular than my last, but guess what? We were running out of resources.
“Could I borrow your analyzer?” I asked Lime. “I might know someone who can get us out of here, but I need to make a call through the dampener first.”
Lime handed me the analyzer. “Who is it?”
He’d just try to stop me if he knew. I looked up the number on my holoband and called. It rang and rang and rang, for long enough that I worried this would be a waste of time, and she wouldn’t pick up.
But then, “Hello?” the woman said, her voice sleep-roughened and annoyed.
“Hi, Mina,” I said.
“What are you doing?” Lime hissed.
I ignored him. “It’s me,” I said into the analyzer. “Sean Wren. Or Hart. Maybe Sparrow. Not sure which name I was using with you.”
“I recognize you.” Mina Kane’s voice was icy. “What do you want?”
“I—”
Lime reached for the analyzer. I lifted it up into the air, which brought it straight out of his reach, and then Tamara shoved in between us, pushing him back with her hands on his chest. He stumbled back, staring at Tamara, at me.
I lowered the analyzer. “Sorry about that. Equipment malfunction. I’m stuck on Wentor at the moment—blockaded in. I need a way out.”
There was a long silence on the other end of the line. Somewhere on the other end of the street, a car or a hopper started up its engine. Keziah looked over her shoulder towards that unseen engine, her shoulders tight.
Mina said, “What would you give me in return?”
“Easy,” I said, watching Lime. “I’ll give you Gregorio Vela.”
“You know where he is?” Mina asked.
“He’s on Wentor, same as me. In Marchen City. Get my ship past the blockade, and you can have him.”
Another silence. My heartbeat ticked away the seconds during this one. I could still hear that engine. It was probably just a car in the distance—or maybe some construction equipment—but maybe it was the military, finally realizing how we’d escaped their trap. We couldn’t linger.
Mina said, “Bring me Vela, and I’ll get you off the planet.”
The line went dead. “Thanks,” I said, although Mina couldn’t hear me.
Lime looked stunned. “You’ve just killed me, you know that?”
“No, I just saved your life,” I said. “Keziah’s right. The only way out of here if we don’t surrender is a body bag. Mina Kane is going to arrest you, not gun you down. Remember? She had a gun on you, back in Illin, and she couldn’t pull the trigger.”
“Prison is hardly appealing.”
“More appealing than death, though, isn’t it?”
“Sean, what’s your plan?” Tamara asked. She kept looking around herself, at the open air, tense.
“Leverage,” I said, and raised the analyzer again. “Brigid’s got Minister tech, and I know her SLC address.”
And then I called my sister.



CHAPTER 71:
THREE OLD FRIENDS
BRIGID PICKED UP faster than Mina Kane. “Vela?”
“Good guess,” I said into the analyzer. “But not quite.”
There was silence on the other end of the line. I leaned against the snack machine, which was still spitting bags in a pile on the ground by my ankles. I could still hear that distant rumble, like an engine—or maybe it was just the snack machine moving at my back.
Brigid said, “Every time I talk to you, you’re with a different war criminal.”
“What about stealing the payload of a planet-killing bomb screams righteousness in battle to you?”
“Are you really defending what Zhu Five Shay did?”
“This isn’t about that. I know what you’re planning to do with the bomb, Brigid.”
Another long silence. I could hear the distant sound of engines, movement—Brigid was on the run.
“Look, Brigid,” I said. “It’s over. I called Todd Ketel. He’s got the planet locked down, or he will, before you can reach your ship. You can’t escape.”
“I’ll set this bomb off before they catch me,” my sister said.
“I made a deal with Mina Kane—remember her? She can get one ship off this planet. My ship.”
“Why would she do that?”
“Let’s say we’re exchanging hostages,” I said.
Beside me, Lime exhaled hard.
“I want to take you with me,” I told my sister. “I’m at a park, somewhere—”
“Liberty Park, behind the library’s Central Branch,” Tamara said.
There was still that low, rumbling noise. It was like having a fly stuck in my ear. I shook my head, trying to dislodge it, and repeated to Brigid, “Liberty Park, Central Branch Library. Come find me. We’ll leave here, together.”
“And in return,” Brigid guessed, “I have to give up the bomb.”
“Well, yeah, I’m not going to let you blow anyone up.”
The snack machine made one last shudder and groan. The final bag spat out onto the ground by my ankle. And in that new silence, I still heard the rumble. But it was louder now, and recognizable.
Definitely not the snack machine. Definitely engines.
“What’s that sound?” Brigid said.
“Go,” Tamara said, spreading out her arms like a net to catch us all and drive us on, “go, go, go—”
“Sean? What’s going on? Sean!”
That distant engine roared, not distant any longer. It was deafening, overhead, as if Pika itself had tumbled from the sky upon us. I dropped to the ground on pure dumb instinct, trying to cover my head, even though that wouldn’t do anything at all. It was very bright, and I peeked up through my crossed arms and saw a hopper above us, floodlights blazing down on where we huddled and engine roaring like dragon’s breath.
The only hoppers in Marchen were military—this one was armored, with guns mounted on the front. It descended slowly, those guns aimed at the four of us, and we were trapped, pinned down, and if we tried to escape then bullets would tear us to ribbons—
I didn’t even see him coming. One moment we were pinned down, doomed; the next, Indigo was there. He strode down the paths of the park between the low-branched trees, his Minister armor on beneath his robe, and his sword in his hand. He didn’t have his collar-light on but there was no mistaking him for anything but what he was, not while he walked like lightning cracking through clouds. He leapt onto the edge of the hopper before it could land and, with one sweep of his heated blade, he severed the guns from their mounts. They tumbled down the last foot of altitude, and by the time they clattered on the pathway Tamara was up and running for the hopper full-tilt.
Indigo drew back his blade, still heated to a glowing red and sizzling against the air, and he plunged it into the belly of the hopper, where the engine was. His sword cut through the armor like it was butter, no resistance. The hopper made a terrible shrieking sound and, instead of gaining altitude, it crashed down to the ground.
Holy shit. I wasn’t as quick as my companions in a fight, but I knew when to run the hell away. Lime was already scrambling up, but Keziah was in a tight ball on the ground, shaking like a leaf in the wash of hot air as the hopper crashed. I grabbed her and she fought me with the same panicked violence as a terrified cona, but I got her around her waist and dragged her away, behind the relative shelter of the snack machine and its pile of crumpled snack bags—
Somehow, Indigo kept his footing on the edge of the hopper while it crashed, holding out his heated blade like a wing to counterbalance the violence of the impact. Tamara reached the downed hopper just as the door opposite Indigo opened and the first of the soldiers came out. Tamara hit him hard in the chin with the butt of her gun and he stumbled back. She followed up with a shove so ruthlessly and stunningly violent that he was thrown back into the car. On his side, Indigo drew the blade of his sword around the edges of the door, melting the metal and plastic into an inescapable lump.
Tamara managed to get the door shut on her side, and held it shut with her body weight. So long as she kept that door closed, she was safe—the hopper was bulletproof, so they couldn’t shoot her through it, and Indigo had removed the guns from its exterior. But she was struggling against what had to be the force of two or three other people within the vehicle itself. It was so loud in the park, from the engine, from the crash, that the whole world became inaudible. We were caught in a wall of pure sound. Instead of shouting, Tamara raised her hand above the roof of the downed hopper and flashed her palm twice. It was not Light language. It was not sign language, either. But it was something that Indigo understood.
He didn’t come around the hopper. He climbed over it, stepping onto the hull and leaping down in front of Tamara. She ducked down, squeezing her eyes shut, and Indigo drew his blade around the edges of the door on her side, just as he had on his, sealing this door just as he’d done the last.
Tamara said something I couldn’t hear, pointing towards the back of the car; Indigo stepped down and around to the back of the hopper where I saw him lift his blade again. There must be an emergency escape back there—he was sealing that, too, trapping the soldiers in their ruined hopper, where they couldn’t do anything except wait for backup. Tamara slid down to the ground. I was still holding Keziah in the shelter of the snack machine. Tamara saw us and exhaled.
Indigo came around from the back of the sealed hopper like a storm front rushing in from the sea. He held his still-heated blade out away from his body, stiff and dangerous, and when he reached Tamara he grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her around so that she faced him, holding her in place with a hand on her nape and his fingers taut in her hair. There was no sign of the calm and patient Minister I’d grown used to living with on the Alula; he searched her face with a kind of ferocious desperation.
He must have seen what he needed to see in her expression, because his fingers relaxed. Then he looked to me.
I let go of Keziah and stood up slowly while Indigo strode across the pathway towards me, his slowly-cooling sword outstretched at his side, his chest heaving from exertion or emotion or both. There he stopped, a little more than an arm’s length away from me, all the more terrifying with his composure shattered. I didn’t dare to move. I stood there and let him look at me.
The moving parts of the hopper’s dead engine had slowed down, and the roaring volume in the park had diminished just enough that I could hear more than the ringing in my ears. So I heard Indigo, very clearly, when he spoke.
He said, “Run.”



CHAPTER 72:
HEADSTONES
THEY’D FOUND US now, and they gave chase.
We made it around the library and out into the open road. Pika’s glow was silvery and oppressive, like someone peering down at us from overhead as we pounded down the green stone sidewalk. There were people walking, biking, in a passing bus; they stared at us, and shouted, and from further down the road I heard the roars of engines and sirens as the military descended on our position.
They caught us at the corner, a group of soldiers running down the street, guns out. Tamara grabbed the leader, grappling for his gun; the others raised theirs, shouting—
I hit the edge of the un-erected atmospheric dome surrounding the nearby building; Lime had hauled me and Keziah down. When I looked back at the soldiers, I saw that Indigo had disarmed or subdued the rest of them, just as Tamara knocked her opponent to the floor.
“Get out of the open,” Indigo said, his voice harsh.
Lime was already pulling me and Keziah up. He ushered us after Tamara towards the building on the corner, which looked like it was somebody’s house. I had no chance to question or object, because there was a roar from overhead—another hopper descending from above.
We burst into the house in a tangle of people. Too many, I realized; there were too many of us, moving together. We were too easily spotted. The house, at least, seemed to be empty.
“I’ll check the back,” Tamara said.
“No!” Keziah said.
She grabbed for her sister, but I caught her, like I had before, and held her away so that Tamara could jog off towards the back door. “Take it easy, she’ll be fine,” I assured Keziah.
“Screw you,” Keziah said.
A roar from the front of the house—the hopper, landing. Tamara said, “The back’s clear, let’s move—”
We ran out the back door, into a little gardened area, with children’s toys left casually strewn through the grass. God, this was someone’s house—
“Hurry!” Tamara shouted, and I looked back to make sure Indigo was following. He was. We leapt over the low metal barrier separating this house from the next, the metal barrier that would become an atmospheric dome in times of emergency. It was thick enough to run across and we did, following the course of it over two houses and down into a different backyard, around that house, and out into the adjoining street. We’d lost them, I thought; for just a few seconds, we’d gained some space—
Someone shouted. There were people on the street, people in the houses. They saw us: worse, they recognized us.
Shit, shit, shit. I’d made a bargain with Mina Kane, and a pretty clever one, too, I’d thought. But that bargain wouldn’t do any good if we got gunned down by soldiers in the street. Ketel would prefer to have me alive, I was sure, but I don’t think he’d be too sad if I was shot dead. And that wasn’t thinking about what they’d do to Tamara or Indigo—or even Keziah and Lime—
We were running down another street now, turning to the left, cutting between buildings. My breath was sawing in and out of my chest, scraping at my throat. I’d gotten used to running for my life on the Nameless. But I didn’t think I’d ever run this long without stopping.
Keziah stumbled next to me. Stopped. I stopped, too, grabbed at her arm.
“Keziah!” Tamara said.
She panted. “I can’t. I’ll stay—”
The world roared around us. I flinched hard, certain that a hopper had fallen from the sky, but it wasn’t the same kind of roar. This was deeper. It came not from above, but from below.
All around us, the low metal walls that surrounded each and every building in Marchen began to rise.
There was a high, piercing wail in the streets, not too far from the alarm sound that had shrieked out through Itaka when the Ministers had first attacked. It rang through my skull like a million bells clanging, horrible, jarring. Tamara shouted, “It’s the gravity alert!”
The metal walls rose to encase the buildings around us, slow, scraping. Arching as they rose. Domes, I remembered. There must be something wrong with the gravity and the atmosphere. The domes closed over the houses to keep everyone safely locked inside.
And they would trap us too, if we let them.
“We have to get out of the domes!” I shouted at my companions. We were standing right next to one of the walls now, and the way it pushed itself out of the stone beside me was ear-splitting, immense.
“We’ll suffocate!” Keziah cried out.
The air wouldn’t get sucked away like atmosphere from a punctured spaceship. It would go more slowly than that—which meant we had a chance. Better to take the risk than accept certain capture.
“Let’s go!” Lime said; beside me, Tamara released Keziah. Keziah fell to a heap in someone’s front yard, and we started running again—not for the safety of the interior of a dome, but for the street, exposed to the sucking gravity of hungry Pika.
“Wait!” Keziah’s voice was almost lost through the screaming of the metal behind us.
We rushed through a gap in the dome where the walls had not risen high enough to close. There was chaos out in the road. The sound of the alarm, the rising of the domes, had triggered an evacuation procedure, and it interfered with our pursuit. There were civilians on the streets, running for shelter; soldiers trying to direct them and retreat to the safety of the domes themselves. Only the soldiers in hoppers or other enclosed vehicles could safely be outside in the event of an atmospheric disaster.
Crowds on the sidewalk and the street; soldiers, more focused with moving civilians than catching us, sirens and engines roaring but almost totally covered up by the screeching of metal walls rising from the earth. The walls closed around buildings, entombing them for their own safety. People swirled around us like water seeking a drain, and by the time we stopped running, the city had gone silent.
I slowed down, my desperate breath the only sound in my raw ears. The noise was gone. The people were gone. There was no one in the streets; even the alarm had gone silent. Everyone who would be saved had been: thousands of domes stood up like great headstones from the green planet.
The city was locked down. And we were locked out.



CHAPTER 73:
THE GREEN AND THE RED
I GLANCED OVER the group. Tamara was next to me, also doing a headcount; Indigo was circling us, scoping out the area for threats. Lime leaned against the nearest dome, his head tipped back and his chest heaving. Even Keziah was still with us. She must’ve gotten up off that front lawn and found some energy to keep up. I’ll give her this: she was persistent.
It took me a while to hear the sound of Lime’s analyzer beneath the ringing in my ears. I lifted it so that I could squint at the screen. I’d been gripping the analyzer so tight that it had dug bloodless marks in my palm that did not fade away even when I opened my hand again.
Brigid was calling. “Sean?”
“I’m fine,” I said.
“Oh, thank God,” Brigid said. “I thought—”
“I’m fine,” I repeated, staring out at all those silent headstones, the domes keeping the people of Marchen locked down in their own isolated worlds. I could still hear the sounds of hoppers, distantly; we had not lost all pursuit. But they’d lost track of us, for the moment, in the chaos. “Are you safe? Can you get somewhere the atmosphere won’t suffocate you?”
“I don’t need to. I fed a false signal into the gravitational modulators that made them think the art-grav was failing city-wide.”
I stared at the analyzer in my hand, then back up at the silent maze of tomb-like domes that Marchen had become. Brigid had done that. She’d shut down a whole city, just to save me.
“Where are you?” Brigid asked.
I looked to Tamara.
She was still breathing hard, her hands braced on her thighs; she shook her head at me. “Not here,” she said. “I know a place.”
THERE WAS A racetrack on the very edge of Marchen’s gravitational boundaries. Abandoned, according to the Guptas, except for teenagers looking for illegal joyrides.
“Did you ever go for an illegal joyride?” I asked Tamara.
“Talk to my lawyer,” she said.
I was worried when we got to the racetrack that we’d find soldiers stationed there. But the track—a long, curved road, which reached out through the barrier fences and into the low-gravity area surrounding Marchen—was empty, closed. Even the gatehouse was locked up. It was wide-open out here. No buildings were built this close to the edge of the art-grav field, aside from the little gatehouse; I could see the full curve of Pika overhead, with the gravity-producing satellites like pinpricks against its smooth white clouds.
“You’d be pissed at her, too, wouldn’t you?” I asked Tamara, while Indigo entered the gatehouse first to clear it, and Keziah and Lime followed. “If it were Keziah who shut down Marchen like this, not Brigid.”
“It’s possible to be pissed off and grateful at the same time,” she replied.
It was dusty inside the gatehouse. There was barely enough space for all five of us to hide out, but at least we had a full three-sixty view out from the windows. Lime went to the front window, peering out like he intended to keep watch. Keziah went to the back corner and sank down to the floor, arms around her knees, looking exhausted. And Tamara immediately started debriefing Indigo, describing what had happened to us since we’d lost contact. He listened, nodding, but his gaze kept wandering off Tamara, to the windows, to me.
The terrifying intensity over the downed hopper—that had been fear, as a Minister showed it. I could have been angry with him for his stupid risk, but I found I didn’t have the stomach for it. Being loved was a kind of burden: it meant my life wasn’t only mine to lose.
And it was somehow easier to forgive someone who loved you so much.
I looked at the girl hunched down on the floor beside me. Keziah was about my age, really, or maybe younger. There were streaks on her cheeks where she’d been crying, and the tears had dried.
“Don’t worry,” I told her, softly enough that Tamara, on the other side of the hut, could not overhear. “I’m not going to let anything happen to your sister.”
She heard me. I saw her eyes flicker in my direction.
“I get it, you know,” I said. “I thought I lost my little sister once. And then when I found out she was alive—”
“And when you found out she was alive, it was amazing,” Keziah said. “She was just like you remembered her being. Everything was back the way it should be.”
She spoke with such bitterness as it stole my voice away.
“I wanted to be her when I grew up,” Keziah said, looking at Tamara. “I followed her everywhere. She’s back now, but she looks at me like I’m just an obstacle to her.”
I didn’t know what to say. I went for platitudes. “Your sister really loves you, Keziah.”
Keziah scoffed. She looked down at her nails, the neat paint dirtied and cracked. “It’s not the same,” she told me, “losing a younger sister, and losing an older one.”
TEN YEARS BEFORE MY SISTER BECAME MY ENEMY
(TWO YEARS BEFORE I LOST HER)
I BROKE BRIGID’S science project in high school. It wasn’t an act of malice. Brigid had built some sort of basic handheld computer that I’m sure had a technical term she learned about in her circuits class. I was really, insanely proud of her, actually. Computers are a step left from magic to me. The idea that someone could build one out of raw materials, and that that someone was my little sister? I’d already bragged about it to Kenny enough times that he’d bought me a cheap handheld computer from the corner store and suggested that I go have carnal relations with its entry port if I loved computers so much.
So it wasn’t an act of malice that led me to destroy Brigid’s science project. It would be more fair to describe it as an act of stupidity.
In typical Brigid fashion, she aimed to finish the project early. In science classes as advanced as hers, they had presentations and awards for best projects, and this was her magnum opus. She’d placed it in the back corner of the living room, where it was dry and cool, so that the glue could dry overnight on the minuscule, fragile connections. Just to make sure that the project would not be disturbed, Brigid had covered it with a box that she’d labeled DO NOT TOUCH.
I’m sure you can see where she made her mistake.
I’ll cut a long story short: I ruined the connections. Brigid came downstairs and shouted at me for a good half hour. Our parents got involved. We tried to fix it; I made it worse. We were late to school. She didn’t look at me once the whole day. I went out and bought her what I haphazardly guessed were crucial ingredients to cook up a computer: wires and batteries and the like. I’d delivered it to her bedroom door, and still, she hadn’t spoken a word.
Guilt was a suffocating press against my lungs, overwhelming, inescapable. (How did Indigo stand it?) I avoided Brigid for the next three days while she reconstructed the object I’d destroyed.
The night of her presentation, I’d lingered in the doorway of the house while my parents stepped out into the cool spring air. The breeze was alive with the early cicadas, I remembered. My sister would hate if I ruined such a beautiful night by forcing her to murder me.
“I think I’m going to stay home,” I told my parents.
I remember that they exchanged a look. “It would mean a lot to your sister if you came tonight,” my mother said.
“She’s really mad at me,” I reminded them.
“Even so,” said my father.
We entered the auditorium just before the presentations were set to begin. I slunk in on my parents’ heels, and when they went for the front, I turned towards the back.
“Oh, for the love of God,” I heard my father sigh. Then they joined me in the back.
The presentations were alphabetical—Brigid Hart would present right in the middle. She’d always hated that. She’d told me she’d rather present first, or last. The lights on the auditorium stage were very bright, I comforted myself. And the students all waited backstage. She probably wouldn’t be able to see the audience at all until after the program was over.
Gallagher came and presented; Gallagher went. Hart was next. I slunk low in my chair as Brigid stepped up to the stage, the bright lights gleaming off her hair, and tucked between her palms a whole, complete, unbroken little machine. She reached the center of the stage and looked out at the crowd.
She saw me. Through the stage lights, across the crowd, my sister spotted me.
And she smiled.
HERE AND NOW
WE WAITED IN that gatehouse for almost an hour. I could see Tamara and Indigo getting more and more tense with every minute that passed. The gatehouse was too small for private conversations, but they kept looking at each other significantly, like they were having some sort of weird soldierly psychic conversation that none of us ordinary people could understand.
The waiting seemed to have opposite effects on Keziah and Lime, though. Keziah’s dense, miserable huddle had relaxed. She still sat in the corner, but her legs were sprawled out all the way into my personal space, and she stared numbly out at nothing. Lime, in contrast to Keziah’s exhausted emptiness, seemed to be thinking very deeply. He’d paid little attention to the world outside the windows, seemingly trusting Indigo and Tamara to watch outside.
“Zhu Five Shay,” he said.
Indigo glanced his way.
“The Republic is offering peace,” Lime said. “But the Ministerial Council refuses to answer.”
I did not think Indigo would answer, but, “Yes,” he said.
“A war will destroy us, even if we win.”
“Yes.”
“Then why is the Council silent?”
Indigo didn’t answer. I knew he didn’t know.
“They would have sent a spy to collect the Philosopher Stone data,” Lime said, his words all slow-rolling thoughtfulness as he reasoned it out. “The true Peregrine, the one that Sean’s sister replaced. But Ministerial agents like the true Peregrine—like myself—must check in at regular intervals with proof of life. If Peregrine were dead or incapacitated, the Ministers would know. There’s no reason for the Council to be silent unless they still expect to receive the data. Is there any reason for the Ministers to believe that Brigid herself might hand the data over to them?”
I snorted. I didn’t mean to do it, but like, come on.
Lime eyed me. Then he said, “I’m trading my freedom for yours, Zhu Five Shay. I want something in return.”
“What do you want?” Indigo asked.
“I want you to go home.”
 “Someday,” Indigo said. He was looking at me when he said it, and his expression made my gut churn.
“No, not someday. As soon as you escape this moon, I want you to go back to the Council, where you belong. I want you to help our country.”
Indigo said nothing. He stared out at the empty racetrack, the silvery loom of Pika, as if Lime weren’t speaking at all.
The analyzer in my hand lit up with voice contact. It was Brigid. “Hello?”
“I’m by the racetrack. Where are you?”
I jumped to my feet. “We’re in the gatehouse.”
“I don’t see a gatehouse.”
“I’m coming outside—stay on the line.”
I reached for the door. Tamara was standing in front of it. She looked worried, dark brows knotted, but she let me open the door and step out into the open air.
The gatehouse and the racetrack were on the very edge of the gravitational field. It was the only structure built this close to the edge. Behind me was the vast emptiness of low gravity, ahead of me was a huge expanse of bare stone, empty road. On the other side of that green stone street there was civilization; heavy green leaves of vines climbing up the green stone houses and the low trees and the grass between the green stones. Nothing but green, green, green, and silvery Pika filling up the whole sky overhead.
I squeezed my eyes shut to give them a rest from the unrelenting color. On the inside of my eyelids I saw the stark vision of the world in negative: white turned to black, green turned to red. White Pika looming overhead became blazing black, like Number One’s collar-stone; below were red trees, red houses, red stone, like they had all been soaked in blood.
I opened my eyes. Green, again, a little washed out by the exhaustion of my eyes. Only green.
And no humans, not as far as I could see. I spoke into the analyzer. “Where are you?”
“Where are you? I don’t see you.”
The others had followed me out of the gatehouse. Well, most of them. Keziah hadn’t dared to cross the threshold. “There’s five of us here,” I said. “Can you see any of us?”
“Don’t move too far from cover,” Tamara said. She sounded on edge. “We’re too exposed out here.”
“Everyone else is in the domes,” Keziah said.
“We don’t know that. Stay inside.”
“Brigid, what can you see?” I asked.
“Green houses, and… looks like a racetrack.”
“I think I see her,” Lime said suddenly, and took a step out from the shelter of the gatehouse, towards whatever movement he had seen in all that green. I didn’t like the sharp edge of interest in his voice. He’d come here chasing Brigid, after all. Could I trust him around her?
“Brigid—” I started.
“I see you,” Brigid said.
Relief surged through my chest. “Great,” I said, while to my right, Lime stepped out onto the green stone—an arm’s length away, then a little further, even more. “Now just—”
I thought I imagined the retort. It echoed so weirdly through the different densities of air—high-g ahead of us, low-g behind—that it didn’t even sound like a gunshot anymore. I might have dismissed it as the falling of rock, somewhere out on one of Wentor’s distant volcanoes, except that to my right, a splash of red appeared from the back of Gregorio Vela’s head.
He seemed to take forever to fall. In truth, he was dead from the second the bullet hit him. I stood there, numb, and watched Lime die.



CHAPTER 74:
FAIR PLAY
SOMEONE CAUGHT ME, dragged me back. Enough force to drive what breath was left from my lungs. Tamara. She hauled me back to the gatehouse, Indigo covering our retreat, like they expected another gunshot to come.
None did. It wasn’t the soldiers who had found us, after all. It was my sister.
The line was still open. I lifted the analyzer. “Brigid—”
“I called Mina Kane,” my sister said. My sister, who had shot Lime in cold blood, and did not sound troubled at all. “She told me that she didn’t really care whether she got Lime alive or dead.”
I couldn’t feel my hand. I knew that I was holding Lime’s analyzer, right in front of my face, but somehow, I could not feel my fingers around its shape.
“I’ve got video of his death, and you standing around uselessly next to him. Kane will let me and my ship out in exchange for this proof, not yours. So now it’s your turn, Sean. You can come to me, and we will leave together, on my terms.”
I still couldn’t speak. I could only see Lime’s head shattering, over and over again. Like Stringbean Boy’s head had shattered, back in Illin. Like Brigid’s head. No, that had been Liza’s head. The body I’d seen in our house, with its shattered face.
“My terms are, I keep the bomb,” Brigid said. “And you leave Zhu Five Shay and Lieutenant Gupta behind.”
More silence, the staticky sound of breath, or wind between trees. Like she was waiting for some response.
“Think about it,” Brigid said, and the connection cut off.
I was on the floor of the gatehouse where Tamara had put me, not far from the wide-eyed Keziah. I couldn’t see Lime’s body from here, but I knew it was to my right, out on the green stone. Red blood spilling all over that green stone, and his head caved in.
Tamara said something to me. I didn’t quite make out the words. She cursed, I thought, and then she and Indigo left the gatehouse, shutting the door behind. Having a private conversation about what to do next, I supposed.
What was there to do? I’d had my sister cornered, and in turn she’d cornered me. I’d been prepared to risk our lives. I hadn’t realized she—or Mina Kane, for that matter—would be willing to kill. What did that mean for Brigid? Maybe the sister I’d loved had just been someone I’d imagined, only barely related to the real person I knew. Like with Benny, who had hated me all along.
Before she killed Lime, Brigid had shut down an entire city just to keep me safe.
Keziah was huddled down just an arm’s reach away. With Indigo and Tamara outside, probably discussing strategy, she and I could speak privately, too.
I looked at her. She looked back at me, with big, resentful brown eyes. Heh. Little Lantern-Eyes.
I said, “Do you want to save your sister?”
INDIGO AND TAMARA came back into the gatehouse a few minutes later, Indigo with a furrow to his brow, and Tamara all but vibrating with tension. They had concocted some sort of plan to get us out of here, I could tell, but it didn’t have very good odds, or Indigo wouldn’t have that little frown.
I cut them off before they could start explaining their doomed plan. “You have to get Keziah out of here.”
That derailed Tamara utterly. “What?”
“Brigid’s willing to kill Lime, that means she’s willing to kill anyone. Keziah isn’t safe and she won’t be safe until she’s back with the Republic.”
“She can stay here after we leave,” Tamara said.
“Brigid knows where she is. She’s probably watching this gatehouse right now. And we can’t just send Keziah out on her own because—”
“Because Brigid might shoot her, too.” Sisterly concern overrode Tamara’s usually flawless sense for bullshit.
“Right,” I said. “Before we go anywhere, you have to escort her back. Both of you.”
“I can take her on my own,” Tamara said.
“What if Brigid shoots you, too?” I said. Some of my very real fear snuck into my voice, then, and it shook even when I’d wanted to be steady. “What if you’re hurt? Shay—please, go with her. You can watch each other’s backs.”
Indigo watched me, his dark gaze unreadable. “Why us alone?”
“Because Brigid won’t go far from me,” I said.
Indigo exchanged a look with Tamara. Tamara hesitated, opened her mouth to speak—
And then Keziah began to cry, right on cue; great big wracking sobs that would have broken a heart of stone, much less the heart of an elder sister.
“It’s okay,” Tamara said. “Kez, it’s okay. All right? We’re going to get you home safe. I promise.”
While she coaxed Keziah to her feet, Indigo crouched down in front of me. “Vela’s death was not your fault,” he said.
“Sure,” I said; all I could offer him. He studied me a moment longer, then rose when Tamara did.
I caught at his wrist before he could leave. “Shay,” I said. “Whatever plan you and Tamara just came up with—I’m sure it’ll work.”
Tamara had already brought Keziah through the doorway, keeping low and moving cautiously, in case Brigid decided to snipe again. Indigo hovered, torn between his concern for me, and his concern for them.
“It will,” he said at last, then left to guard them, his gauntlets ready to block any shots Brigid might take.
And left me in supposed safety in the empty gatehouse.
I made myself wait. Patience was not my strong suit. But this was important, more important than anything, and I made myself wait, counting breaths instead of seconds, until I was certain that Indigo, Tamara, and Keziah were far enough away that they wouldn’t hear or see what I was about to do. I mean, I’d talked about this with Keziah beforehand, so I knew she would do her best to keep them distracted—but this could get pretty loud.
As soon as I was sure they were gone, I got to my feet and left the gatehouse. The silvery planet and the greenery were just as vibrant and terrifying as they had been before, and Lime’s corpse, lying in a puddle of blood over the stone, had made no impression on the world around him at all.
I remembered what he’d said to me back when he’d held me and Tamara captive in Illin, about how he’d seen a bomb go off once. How the plants, the animals, the people, everything organic that was or had been alive was burned away, and all that remained was the structures built around them. There was Gregorio Vela’s body, dead on the stone. Neither houses nor stone had been changed by his death. Neither the government he’d fought for or the one he’d fought against had been affected by his passing.
I set my back to that corpse and walked down the street.
I hadn’t gone very far before Lime’s analyzer began chiming in my pocket. Hm, I’d forgotten about that. I took it out of my pocket and chucked it aside, where it would get lost between two of the nearby domes. Then I kept walking.
Someone did, eventually, notice me. I didn’t see who. Maybe a camera hidden in the shuttered streets; maybe a drone flying by overhead. By now the military had probably realized that the atmospheric shut down was a false alarm, so maybe someone saw me in person. Whatever it was, between one step and the next the quiet road filled with engines and sirens and people barking, “STOP WHERE YOU ARE! SHOW US YOUR HANDS!”
I stopped where I was. I showed them my empty hands.
“Hello!” I said, to all those angry soldiers. “I’m here to turn myself in. Todd Ketel is really gonna want to see me.”



CHAPTER 75:
COME AND GET ME
EIGHTEEN YEARS BEFORE I FOUGHT MY SISTER ON WENTOR
(TEN YEARS BEFORE SHE LOST ME)
THE FIRST TIME I ever had a sleepover at someone else’s house, I remember, I was smug about it. I was allowed to spend a whole night away from my parents. According to all conventional rules of childhood, I was practically an adult.
“I don’t know why you want to,” Brigid told me. “What if their house smells?”
“Kenny’s house,” I told her, loftily, “will smell better than you.”
By the time evening arrived, I was seated on the front step of our house, waiting for Kenny and his fathers to arrive. I barely said goodbye to my parents. I barely noticed that Brigid was not there to see me off.
Brigid was sitting at the kitchen table with my mother when I got home the next morning, tired and inexpressibly smug. She looked at me when I walked in. Then she left the table and went upstairs.
I stood in the middle of the front hall, baffled by her expression, baffled by her departure.
“You know,” my mother said, “she cried all night, while you were gone.”
HERE AND NOW
THERE MUST BE an innate interior design tendency to which all bureaucracy eventually evolves. Sort of like how all invertebrates eventually evolve into crabs, or whatever. Every single office I’ve ever been in has looked exactly the same.
This office, which was located in some building dead in the center of Marchen Military University, was no different. I mean, sure, there were superficial differences. The walls were decorated with pictures of military generals, I guessed, based on the amount of shiny things pinned to their stiff red jackets. The light coming in through the window wasn’t sunlight; it was the silvery planetshine of Pika above. I was cuffed hand and ankle to my chair. You know, a few small differences.
The rest of the room, however, could have been a carbon copy of Todd Ketel’s office back on Parnasse. There was a big, polished desk in exactly the same position that he kept his desk. The chair behind said desk was a sleek leather monstrosity, just like back on Parnasse. All the furniture was a little bit bigger than it needed to be. Todd was compensating for something.
As if my silent assessment of his manhood had summoned the man himself, the door swung open. “Mr. Wren,” Ketel said.
He had an unctuous satisfaction in his tone that immediately made me want a shower. Ketel came around to stand beside me, and said, “You must have known that your law-breaking and abuse would not be allowed to continue forever.”
Under normal circumstances, I would’ve endured this small indignity with small amusement. Today, however, had been a kind of rough day. “Okay, Todd. Get the gloating out of your system while you have the chance.”
“You are as charming as I remember,” he said.
“I’m a delight.”
He crossed around the massive desk and seated himself in that massive chair, letting out his breath in a little groan as he sat down. Oh, are you tired, Todd? Has it been a hard day for you?
I looked out the window. It had been a solid two hours since I’d let myself get captured by the Marchen military. Brigid would have seen me get captured. She knew exactly where I was. No matter what happened, no matter what she’d done, she was still my sister, and I was still her brother. She’d killed Lime, but she’d offered me a way off this moon. She’d shut down an entire city just to keep me safe. And as long as I was in Marchen, she wouldn’t leave, and she wouldn’t detonate that bomb.
By now Keziah would’ve told Indigo and Tamara what I’d done, too. Indigo and Tamara’s escape plan would be easier to execute now that most of the soldiers in town were focused on guarding me. Sooner or later, they would escape. Just like, sooner or later, Brigid would realize that if she wanted to save me, the only thing she had to trade was the bomb.
“Do you have something on your mind, Mr. Wren?” Ketel asked.
“Nope,” I said. “Totally empty in my skull.”
“If you release any of that… falsified material you have regarding me,” he said, laying his words down as carefully as builders setting bricks, “it will only hinder the…”
“Don’t worry about the blackmail, Todd,” I assured him. “I’m not here to ruin your life. Not everything is about you.”
“Then what is this about?” he asked, but I ignored him. It would do him some good to occasionally suffer being ignored.
The view out the window was peaceful, just the glow of Pika overhead, and a few soldiers walking around the green. I craned my neck, looking for a familiar blond head among the uniforms.
“You know,” Ketel said, “I have gone above and beyond in trying to fulfill your ridiculous demand.”
“Yeah, I heard you were doing a pretty good job,” I said absently. Was that—no, the person in that uniform was blond, but he was a man.
“That is because, despite the contempt I feel for you and your companions—”
“Hey, now,” I said.
“—I truly believe that peace would be better for my country than war,” Ketel said. “I don’t like sending our sons and daughters off to their deaths any more than my colleagues do. Like your friend, Lieutenant Gupta. Do you think it pleased me to know that she was trapped alone on a dying spaceship, all for the sake of a war that began before she was born?”
“You did try to have her killed,” I reminded him.
He sat there for a moment, blinking at me, not quite in rhythm. Then he said, in a flatter voice than before, “Fine. Forget altruism. I do not want a war with the Ministers because such a war will inevitably destroy my country, my way of life, and quite surely result in my death.”
“Aw, Todd,” I said, oddly cheered, “see, we got there eventually.”
“I will do whatever I must to avoid a war, even if that means humiliating myself by publicly seeking a peace. And I have done so over the past few weeks, earnestly. Now I sit before you and I can tell you with absolute certainty: no peace is possible.”
“Of course peace is possible,” I said. “Listen, I’ll tell you how to do it. Call a meeting of the Senate—you can do that, can’t you?—and tell them: no war. Or if someone else calls the Senate together and has a vote, then you vote ‘no’ on war.”
“It’s not that—”
“Declaring war in the Republic requires unanimous decision in the Senate, doesn’t it?”
“It does,” he said, with a flicker of surprise, like he didn’t expect me to know anything about the details of Republican war policy. “But even with that fact, and even given the truth that a war would destroy us, there is the simple fact that Maria Nova wants a war.”
He was just scrambling for excuses to get out of doing any work. I know all about that; I failed like two years of math because I kept losing my homework on purpose. “Don’t be stupid; a war would be just as destructive to them as it would to the Republic.”
“Our intelligence says so, as well. And yet the Ministers do not seem to care. I have reached out to the Ministerial Council directly, many times. I have even offered our version of the Philosopher Stone data as a bargaining chip, as you suggested—and do you know what I have gotten in return?”
“Gratitude?”
“Silence,” Ketel said. “Through diplomatic channels, nothing but silence. But in the quiet war of spies and undercover agents, suddenly, the Ministers have begun murdering Republican citizens and stealing planet-destroying bombs.”
“Oh, hold on,” I said. “No, no, no. That wasn’t the Ministers.”
“It was the Ministerial agents Vela and Peregrine, was it not? Vela killed the boy in Illin, and Peregrine stole the bomb on Wentor.”
He’d been talking to Mina Kane. I groaned. “Vela wasn’t acting on the Ministers’ behalf. Neither is Peregrine. Both things were Peregrine’s fault, actually; she’s stirring things up. But she’s not working for the Ministers.”
“Our intelligence says otherwise.”
“You mean the Republic’s notoriously shitty intelligence? Peregrine is an independent agent. She’s not associated with Maria Nova at all. You can’t let a single angry woman provoke a war!”
“That single angry woman will rouse the righteous anger of an entire country,” Ketel said. “With all my power, I have limited influence on actual events. It is the uncontrollable, cumulative desires and angers of a whole country that decide history. Like a great wave washing up on a shore. Politicians like myself are simply floating atop that wave.”
God, what was it like to be so incredibly full of yourself? “You can’t tell me that in one breath, and in another blame a single woman for starting the war.”
“Until the Ministerium speaks, Peregrine is their voice. You have a connection to Maria Nova, Sean. If you want to prevent a war—if you truly want peace, the way you say you do—then you have to make Maria Nova speak.”
I was trying to gather my jumbled thoughts to answer when a very strange sound filtered into my ears. A droning like a hopper engine, but whisper-soft, and accompanied by the gentle sound of padded wheels rolling over the ground.
I craned my neck around in the opposite direction—not towards the windows opening out onto the campus, but deeper into the building, through the glass door that Todd had closed behind him.
Down the hallway beyond that glass door, pale blue lights sterilizing the ground as it passed and a tiny camera eye staring around as it wheeled, innocuous, down the hall, was a Purifier.
The Purifier. Mapping out the building for its owner, so that she would know exactly where I was.
Brigid was coming.



CHAPTER 76:
HURRY UP, BRIGID.
YOU’RE ALMOST OUT OF TIME :)
THE CAMERA ON the front face of the Purifier seemed to stare at me as it wheeled past, one big, unblinking eye. I was over-anthropomorphizing, I was sure, but I could swear I saw my sister’s expression on the blank plastic and neon of the vacuum’s body. She was glaring at me.
There wasn’t much time left. I turned my head away from the Purifier. “Listen,” I said to Ketel. “I don’t have any power over the Ministers. But I can get you that bomb back.”
“How?”
From my right, out through the window and past the green, there was a sound. Sort of like thunder, except that it made the ground shake. Someone—and I was pretty sure I knew exactly who—had found or built some smaller explosives.
Ketel heard it, too. He looked out the window and frowned, like he was expecting rain. He should’ve known better. Even with the art-grav, Wentor’s weather systems were too small to produce a thunderstorm like that.
The communicator on the corner of Ketel’s desk, previously an innocuous square of dark plastic, came to life all of a sudden with a heavy ringing like funeral bells. Todd tapped the screen to accept the call.
“Senator, there has been attack on the southeastern end of the campus,” an unfamiliar voice reported.
Ketel blinked at the communicator. Then he looked at me.
Brigid, your timing is terrible. I tried to smile at Ketel like this was all going exactly according to plan.
“Can you identify the attacker?” Ketel asked into the communicator, and the soldier on the other end replied in the negative, babbling on about the details of the explosion’s location and how no one was killed in the blast but it damaged the façade of the building beside, and they were sending reinforcements over, and blah, blah, blah. I looked out the window to my right, through which I could just see a thin tendril of smoke rising towards looming Pika, and wondered how long it would take my sister to reach me.
Her first bomb hadn’t hurt anyone. That was lucky. I didn’t know if that restraint would last.
“Send all available forces to that point,” Ketel told the soldier. “Capture the attacker and capture them alive.” He shut the connection down and turned to me. “Is that Peregrine down there?”
“Probably,” I admitted.
“You say you want to avoid war, yet you’ve set up a Republican base to be attacked by a Minister agent bearing a weapon of mass destruction?”
“Peregrine isn’t a Minister agent. I know she told Mina that she was a Minister agent all those weeks ago, but—but look at what she’s actually done. She helped Mina dismantle Vela’s network in Illin, then took out Vela himself! Hell, if you look at all her actions over the past few weeks, she looks more like a Republican agent than a Ministerial one.”
“How did she know about the bomb on Wentor?”
How did that matter? “We’re pretty sure she murdered another Marian spy and stole their things.”
“Despite the Republic’s ‘notoriously shitty intelligence’,” Ketel said, and I didn’t realize he was capable of sounding that sarcastic, “we do know some things about Maria Nova. There are the occasional human defectors, if nothing else. And none of them have known anything about any bombs on any planets, much less a planet-destroying bomb in the middle of Wentor’s most populous military town.”
“So?”
“Do the Ministers reveal their secrets lightly? Do they allow their agents to be found and their secrets to be stolen without reprisal? The Ministers sent her here, Sean. If they had not, we would have known by now. But Maria Nova has been silent on all fronts.”
There was another explosion from outside, louder than the last. I winced. “Look. Peregrine is coming here for me. She’s going to offer you the bomb in exchange for my life. If you take that bomb and you let her go, then I’ll come back to you. You can have me and the bomb, and it will be like none of this ever happened.”
“Why would you do that for her? And why would she surrender the bomb for you?”
My heart ached. “Because she’s my little sister.”
The communicator chimed again, that dull tolling of bells. Ketel opened the line. “Did you find her?”
“We’ve spotted the attacker,” the soldier reported.
Brigid, I thought.
“It’s a Minister,” said the soldier. “He has a dark blue collar-light.”



CHAPTER 77:
SOME LIGHT DOMESTIC TERRORISM
I’D TOLD KEZIAH to tell Indigo and Tamara to leave! It wasn’t safe here—not where Tamara was a deserter, and Indigo a Minister! I’d told them—why had they—
But I’d seen the Purifier, too. It was the same Purifier, I was sure of it; that abstract tower shape was pretty distinct. Brigid had the Purifier. Indigo couldn’t have possibly stolen it from her.
Did that mean that Brigid and Indigo and Tamara were coming for me?
Ketel wasn’t any calmer than me. “The Minister, here?!”
“Yes, sir,” the soldier confirmed. “We got a clear view of him. He engaged in hand-to-hand combat with a small group guarding the entrance to Gamma Building.”
“How many dead?” Ketel asked.
“None, sir. Injuries are minor.”
At least I could trust Indigo not to murder anyone. That had to be some kind of irony, didn’t it?
“Do we have Black Mist on campus?” Ketel asked.
“Yes, sir, a few canisters.”
“Use them.” Ketel ended the call.
Fear spiked in my chest. “Aren’t biological weapons a war crime?”
“Why are you really here, Sean?” Ketel demanded.
“I told you—”
He slammed his palm down on the desk. Angrier than I’d ever seen him; angry enough to let his mask slip. “There is a Minister actively attacking a Republican Military institution, and there is every reason to believe that you have set this up for him to arrive. Your younger sister is a Minister agent who has stolen a Minister bomb and is threatening to detonate it on Republican soil. Why are you here?”
“Because I don’t want anyone to die!” God of Blood, that was Indigo out there—but I hadn’t expected Indigo to come for me; I’d done what I could to prevent Indigo from coming after me. He and Tamara—Tamara! Where was Tamara?—should’ve left, like Keziah told them, so that this could stay between my sister and me—
The intercom tolled again. The soldier’s voice now, when he spoke, was edged with panic. “We’ve deployed the Black Mist, but, sir—”
“What is it?” Ketel demanded.
“It isn’t having any effect!”
I almost wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it all: I’d come here to stop a war, and now I might have started one. The soldier on the intercom was terrified, but I knew exactly what had happened: Tamara had insisted that Indigo bring some epinephrine this time, to prevent what had happened back at Mina Kane’s apartment, and no one else had ever imagined that their foolproof secret weapon against a Minister could be so thoroughly defeated.
Ketel didn’t look like he recognized the absurdity of all this. He only looked more frightened. Like a man on the verge of demanding rockets and explosives targeted at the lone Minister attacker.
“Todd,” I said, leaning forward as far as my bonds allowed. “Listen to me. I swear to you, I’m trying to stop a war. I swear to you, I can stop this now.”
“It can’t be stopped anymore.”
“Yes, it can,” I said. “You don’t want war: the Republic doesn’t want war. The Ministers don’t want war, either. They know they’ll be destroyed in a war—what’s more, they know they’ll be destroyed if they don’t have peace. The Ministers are on the verge of dying out, and they’re terrified. They need peace and they know it. They just haven’t admitted it yet.”
Another explosion, louder than before. This one had been set off from very near. Indigo was getting close.
“How do you know this?” Ketel demanded. “Your Minister friend told you?”
“Yes. He wouldn’t lie.”
Another flash and rumble. The battle had moved out into the green—one of the bombs must’ve been a smoke bomb, as well, or else the Republic had gone way overboard in releasing Black Mist into the quad, because the air outside had gotten filmy. I couldn’t make out exactly what was happening down there.
I knew Indigo was down there, though. I knew that he was fast, and strong, and clever. But there were only so many bullets he could dodge.
“He doesn’t want war?” Ketel said. “Do you swear that?”
“I swear that,” I vowed.
“Does he speak for the Ministerial Council? Sean. Does he speak for the whole Council?”
Several volleys of gunfire went off at once. The window glass trembled in its frame. Indigo was down there.
“No,” I said. “I don’t know. I…” And I had to admit it then, the thing I’d long suspected, but not wanted to see. “I think he is a member of the Council. He was the one who took over Kystrom. I’m pretty sure he was the general at the Parnassian Lagrange sixty years ago, the battle that ended the Republic’s war with the Ministers.” I took a deep breath. “He hasn’t gone home yet because of me. But if we ask him—if I ask him—he’ll speak to the Council. And he’ll make them speak to you.”
Ketel stared at me. I’d never seen his face arranged in that particular expression, not even in his many recorded speeches, so I didn’t know what it meant, and that made me uneasy.
“When you came to me after you survived that abandoned ship,” Ketel said, “I assumed that it was for revenge. That forcing me to throw away my political career on an impossible peace was a method of humiliating me, nothing more. But you really are an idealist, aren’t you?”
Behind me, I heard the office door swing open. Just another soldier, I assumed, and I would’ve ignored it entirely except that I saw Ketel’s expression change.
I twisted around in my chair, restricted still by the bonds on my wrists and ankles, able to turn just far enough that I could see who had come through that door.
Gun at the ready, and pissed as hell—Tamara had arrived.



CHAPTER 78:
DIPLOMATIC NEGOTIATIONS
“SEAN WREN IS coming with me,” Tamara said. Her gun was absolutely steady, pointed directly at Todd Ketel’s heart.
Twisted around in my little prison, I finally understood what was going on. Indigo wasn’t a flashy person. His attack on Marchen University, though, had been full of flashing lights and explosions and screams of terror over the communicator as a rogue Minister tore through Republican soldiers like tissue paper. His attack had been a distraction to get Tamara into the building unnoticed.
And it had worked. My two friends, working together, had gotten past the entire Republican army.
“Uncuff him, now,” Tamara said, and did something with her gun that made a very imposing clicking sound.
Ketel came around the desk, moving slowly and cautiously, telegraphing every motion to Tamara. Ketel crouched down at my side with a little exhalation, typing a code into my cuffs. They unclicked around my wrists, then my ankles. I was free.
I stood up, stretching out my stiffened arms and legs. My left shoulder was particularly sore.
Tamara said, “Sean, let’s go.”
“Actually,” I said, still shaking out my arm, “I think Todd and I were just getting somewhere.”
Ketel, still crouched on the ground, looked up at me, calculation in his eyes.
I couldn’t trust him. I never would. And I certainly didn’t forgive him for what he did to me, or to Benny, or Leah, or even Quint. But I had a better measure of him now. I thought I knew what he would be willing to do, and what reasons I had to give him to do it.
Another flash of window-rattling light from outside. Tamara said, “You know who’s fighting out in the quad.”
“I do,” I said. “So the first thing Senator Ketel is going to do is call his people and tell them to stop trying to kill the Minister.”
“What reason would I have to do that?” Ketel asked.
Tamara made that clicking sound with her gun again, pointedly. I was pretty sure you didn’t need to cock a gun that often.
“Tell them it’s a training exercise,” I suggested. “The Minister hasn’t hurt anyone, has he? That’s why. This is a training exercise, as part of new cooperation between Ministers and humans.”
Ketel looked thoughtful. Weighing the risks and benefits of betraying us, I supposed.
“Think of how good you’ll do in the polls when people hear that Senator Todd Ketel told a Minister what to do, and he obeyed,” I wheedled.
“You’ll call your Minister friend? Tell him to stop?”
“Yes,” Tamara said.
She didn’t sound very happy, but she wasn’t fighting me, either. I noticed she had a… wait, was that another Minister radio device? I’d tossed Lime’s into the bushes. Had they found Lime’s communicator?
And if they had, where had the second one come from? If Tamara intended to speak to Indigo through that Minister analyzer, he would need a second Minister communicator to receive her message, or the dampener would cut off their communications.
Ketel had moved around the desk to his own communicator. The light of its screen shone pale on his face, illuminating the hesitation in his expression. My heart dropped from my chest. He was going to betray us, I thought. I’d judged him wrong. He was going to screw us all.
Then he said, “Howard, I want your men to stand down.”
There was an incredulous silence. “Sir?”
“Tell them to stand down. All of them. The Minister is not to be harmed, captured, or even threatened.” Ketel looked up at me. “This has been a training exercise.”
“A training exercise? Sir, that’s a Minister—”
“Injury to that Minister will cause an interstellar incident. Do you understand?”
There was another long, long silence.
“Yes, sir,” the soldier said.
Ketel closed the connection then straightened up, looking at me and Tamara as if to say, your turn, bitch, though I was pretty sure that wasn’t how he’d phrase it.
Tamara switched hands with the gun in a smooth move that did not change the angle of the barrel by a single degree. She touched her analyzer and said, “Sean has a plan. The soldiers should stop shooting at you in a minute.”
I looked out the window at the foggy green. The soldiers were still shooting, echoing barks against the stone buildings encircling the green.
And then the gunfire stopped, all at once. An eerie silence followed.
“They stood down,” Indigo said, through Tamara’s analyzer.
Relief hit me like a wave. He spoke normally, which is to say, very calmly for someone who was in the middle of a war zone. I didn’t hear any pain or tension in his voice at all.
Tamara was tense enough for both of them, though. She said into the analyzer, “Then come up here.”
I took a minute to look around the room. There were only two chairs here—Ketel’s giant overcompensating leather villain chair, and the ugly little metal one with my cuffs still wrapped around the legs and arms. I said, “Should I go next door? Get some more chairs?”
“We’ll stand,” Tamara said.
We waited there, all three of us, in silence. Tamara lowered her gun, but did not tuck it away. Ketel sat down again, behind his desk, tugging his jacket professionally straight as he did.
I saw Indigo’s glow before I saw him. It preceded him down the hall like a hush, and fought weakly with the stream of planetshine through the window as Indigo entered the room with us. He glanced around, checking corners, assessing Tamara, and lingering on me.
“I have never seen a Minister so close before,” Ketel remarked, into the silence. “You really do look human. Perhaps there is some truth to the Philosopher Stone after all.”
Indigo was as still as bone. The only thing living about him was his eyes, dark and watchful.
Ketel said, “What is your name, Minister?”
“You may call me Indigo,” Indigo said.
“For your collar-light?” Ketel leaned forward. “All right, then, Indigo. Tell me: does the Ministerium want peace, or war?”
Something flickered behind Indigo’s eyes. “Ministers have never stopped loving humanity, or wanting them safe. We never will.”
“Does that mean that you’re willing to let humanity rule themselves?”
“Some Ministers will be opposed. Others will be willing to accept. It will not be easy on our end, as it is not easy on yours. But, regardless… we do not want a war. We want—we need—peace.”
“Then why hasn’t Maria Nova agreed to any of our requests for negotiation?” Ketel asked. “Why will they not speak?”
“I cannot say.”
“If you were there, in Maria Nova,” Ketel said, “could you make them answer?”
Just like back in the gatehouse, when Lime had told Indigo to come home, Indigo looked at me.
My heart was in my throat. Stay, I wanted to tell him. Make up for all the wrong you did me by staying, and never let me be alone.
But I knew better. My heart was in my throat, but I nodded.
Indigo said to Ketel, “I would.”
“Is that what you want?” Tamara said abruptly. “For Indigo to be your ally in the Ministerium? And you’ll let Sean go?”
Whoa, Lantern-Eyes, slow down. We’d just made a huge stride forward in the mission of Getting Out Alive. I tried to give her the calm down eyes.
She saw them and didn’t care. “This isn’t a speech in front of constituents,” she said, to me, to Ketel. “Peace and allies are well and good, but I don’t believe that you’ll let us go without something concrete to show. I want to know what that is.”
Something not unlike a smile passed over Ketel’s face. He rubbed his hand over his chin, swiftly covering it; when he dropped his hand, his expression was as serious as before. “I want the bomb that Mr. Wren mentioned. The one in Peregrine’s possession.”
Tiny little problem with that: Brigid hadn’t showed up yet. We’d have to stall—
“You’ll get the bomb,” Tamara said. “And I’ll even tell you how to cover this whole mess up.”
“I am all ears, Lieutenant Gupta,” Ketel said.
“The Ministers did the Republic a favor,” Tamara said. “They sent their agent, Peregrine, to disarm a weapon of mass destruction they’d left behind on one of your planets after the war. She removed it, safely disarmed it at a distance, then returned the empty shell.”
I gaped. Tamara glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, then said, “What are the Ministers going to do? Release a statement saying, ‘actually, we were trying to start a war’?”
“Shame the Ministerium into going along with peace,” Ketel said. He actually sounded amused. “It is worth a try.”
“Once Sean and Indigo are clear of the planet, Peregrine will return the bomb to Sean,” Tamara said. “He’ll return it to you.”
“What guarantee do I have of that?” Ketel asked.
“Because I’ll stay here,” Tamara said. “With you.”



CHAPTER 79:
HOMECOMING
“WHAT?” I SAID. “No!”
Indigo’s hand tightened in the back of my shirt, but it was like Tamara and Ketel didn’t even hear me. Tamara had locked eyes with him; Ketel, for his part, leaned back in his chair, and looked unnervingly pleased.
“With me,” he repeated. “As a hostage?”
“And an asset. I’m the only living Republican with direct knowledge of Minister technology, culture, and biology,” Tamara said. “I’m already a symbol of cooperation—you made me that. So resurrect me. Clear my record. And let me come work for you, for real.”
“You make an interesting suggestion,” Ketel said. “Very well. I agree.”
“Hang on,” I said.
“I’ll arrange for transport,” Ketel continued, pushing himself away from his desk. “It would be best if you left immediately. Wait here—”
“I think we’d all prefer if you waited with us,” Tamara said. She was wrong—I would much rather be alone with Lantern-Eyes and Indigo than stuck in Ketel’s company for any longer—but Ketel seemed to almost expect her command. Instead of leaving, he relayed his orders over the communicator about what car to bring where. When he was done, he looked up at Tamara with a kind of amusement. “I see you will be keeping me on a tight leash, Lieutenant.”
“We’d like you to be in the car with us while we travel,” Tamara said.
“Naturally,” Ketel said. “I assume you would like to sit in the front with me, Lieutenant, to make sure I don’t do anything untoward.”
“I will sit with you, Senator,” Indigo said.
Ketel’s brows lifted a fraction. “I look forward to our conversation.”
God of Blood, this was all happening way too fast. I still had to go find Brigid and get that bomb back. Tamara was now a captive of Senator Ketel’s. I tallied up our remaining minutes in my head while we waited for Ketel’s car to arrive. The trip to the landing zone—that couldn’t be more than fifteen minutes’ drive, could it?
The message came over the intercom: the car had arrived.
“Please, allow me,” said Ketel, ironic, and led us out of the office.
We followed him down the hall, downstairs. Past a group of soldiers, all of them very young, with their hands on their guns and staring at us. I expected to see hatred. Mostly, I saw confusion—and fascination.
The car was a dark oblong curve, all the windows blackened. A touch panel raised the doors. Ketel went to the front, beside the driver. Indigo moved to follow him—then paused.
We were surrounded by Republican soldiers, all watching us intently, our every movement scrutinized. With all those stares upon him, Indigo turned to face Tamara. He extended his hand.
I saw the moment she realized what he was doing. She smiled, a little crinkle alongside her lantern eyes. In front of a hundred gathered watchers, a Republican soldier shook a Minister’s hand.
Indigo took the back of her head into his palm, pulling her forward until he could press a kiss where her hair parted. He released her and walked around the car, joining Ketel in the front seat without a word spoken.
“Get in the car, Sean,” Tamara said, much more composed than I would’ve been, if Indigo had kissed me.
I slid into the back seat of the car, Tamara behind me. The door slid down behind us, enclosing us in a warm dark space that smelled of leather, like a weird, artificial womb. There was a divider between the front and back seats; Tamara tapped the screen immediately, and the divider slid up.
In our new privacy, I said, “God of Blood.”
“I’d like to ask what you were thinking but we don’t have time for that,” Tamara said.
“We’ve got time for some things. God of Blood, Tamara—are you okay?”
“Sean, just listen. Shay and I met with Brigid. The whole thing was her idea, I mean, every part of it. It was even her idea to make it sound like she decided to help the Republic by disarming the bomb—”
“You got her to work with you?”
“It wasn’t easy. She was planning to rescue you alone,” Tamara said. “She only changed her mind after Shay said something to her in private.”
“Do you know what he said?”
“I couldn’t hear him, and he wouldn’t tell me,” Tamara said. “Maybe he’ll tell you. After Shay talked to her, Brigid let him disarm the bomb, then she used Mina Kane’s assistance to get free of the planet, taking the shell of the bomb with her.”
“So she can’t kill anyone with it anymore?” I checked.
 “No, but you’d still damn well better get it back from her, because I don’t want Ketel to hold that over my head forever,” Tamara said.
That stuck in my chest like a knife. “Tamara—what have you done?”
“What have I done?” To my surprise, Tamara laughed. “Sean, I got myself a career.”
“You’re a hostage now. It’s like you said—”
“Who’s the hostage? Me, or Todd Ketel?”
The view outside the window changed, widening; no longer constrained by buildings and trees but showing the vast curve of Wentor beneath the massive loom of Pika, and a hundred spaceships dotting the green stone surface of the tiny moon. We were almost free.
Tamara made a small sound next to me. She stared out the window opposite the docking zone, not out towards freedom, but inward, towards Marchen. I followed her gaze—and found a group of people gathered on the sidewalk opposite the exit to the docking zone. They were gathered together, arms around each other, and staring towards our car with fearful hope. I recognized Keziah immediately. The others I didn’t need to name to know. They all had the similarity of close relatives: Tamara’s sisters, her mother, her father, her family.
Tamara sat shoulder-to-shoulder with me in this little car, and she looked—good. Her hair brushed and gleaming, and her cheeks fuller than they’d been when I’d met her, when she’d been starving slowly to death. Her big lantern eyes bright and unafraid.
“This isn’t goodbye, Sean,” Tamara said. “I’m not dead. I’m not even unreachable. We’ve still got the kirakima’, for one. And for another… You have to go to your sister right now, but after that? You can go wherever you want. I know you can mock up a fake ID that will get you straight through customs.”
“Lantern-Eyes, you flatterer,” I said, trying to not let my voice shake.
“Maybe when you visit me next, you can meet the rest of my family—I’ll show you around town, where I grew up, where all the good restaurants are.”
She didn’t want to live a life on the run, I remembered. Maybe this wasn’t a prison. Maybe this was the best end I could hope for my friend.
The car had stopped. Tamara set her hand on the door button but did not yet press to open. Her expression, looking out the tinted window at the family gathered across the street, was warm with an emotion I’d never seen on her before.
I had to swallow hard in order to speak. “I’m glad you got your family back.”
“I didn’t,” she said, matter-of-fact, as she always was. “Nothing will be the same as it was before. But I want to know what it will become.”
Then she opened the door and stepped out into the light.
THE CAR DIDN’T redirect us to some secret prison, or blow up midway through the journey, so it seemed like Ketel really meant to hold up his end of the bargain.
The Alula’s departure from the surface of Wentor was similarly smooth. No one stopped us. No one even spoke to us. I piloted the Alula up and out, watching the surface of the moon recede.
“I will contact the Ministerium,” Indigo said, quietly, after we were far enough from Wentor that there was no chance of a missile striking us. “To arrange my return. It may be for the best if I am already gone by the time you meet your sister.”
I couldn’t stand to look at him right now, not so soon after saying goodbye to Tamara. “You do that,” I said, swinging my legs over the side of my chair. “I want to have a little chat with Mina Kane,” and then I saw Indigo’s face.
Indigo was a stark person, pale skin, dark hair and eyes. The only color to his face came from his collar-light, when he wore it. But there was color on his face now.
“Indigo,” I said, “your nose is bleeding.”
He reached up and touched one finger above his mouth. He looked at the blood on his hand in stillness, like it was something he had never seen before.
“A side effect of the Black Mist,” he said.
He pressed his hand to his nose, holding back the blood. He left the piloting area without another word, in search of a napkin for his nose, and some privacy to contact his home.
I was left alone on the Alula’s solitary bridge, with only the firefly-glow of the Marian sun to keep me company.
I called Mina Kane.



CHAPTER 80:
RETURNING THE KNIFE
MINA KANE DIDN’T answer the first time. Or the second. Or the third.
For someone else, that might’ve been enough to dissuade them from pursuing further contact. But I had an imp in my head, and he was a contrary little beast. The less someone wanted me to do something, the more I wanted to do it. I called Mina Kane again.
Finally, she answered. “What do you want?”
“An explanation,” I said, whereupon she hung up again.
I called her back immediately. Only one of us had other things to do today, and it wasn’t me.
When she picked up this time, she was even more annoyed than before. “Vela is dead,” she said. “Our association is over.”
“Yeah, that’s what I wanted an explanation about. Why is Lime dead?”
There was a long pause on the other end of the communicator. Then Mina said, “You were the one who gave me his location.”
“You were supposed to arrest him, not have him killed.”
“He murdered my brother.”
“Did murdering him bring Luke back?”
“You wanted me to forgive him,” Mina said. She laughed, a crackly sound over the connection. “Do you know what forgiveness is, Sean? Say a man has a knife to your throat. He’s going to kill you; you know it.”
“Lime didn’t have a knife to your throat,” I said, but it seemed she didn’t hear me.
“You wrestle the knife from him somehow,” Mina said. “Now you have the knife, but he’s still there, still a threat. Do you know what forgiveness is? Forgiveness is giving him that knife back.”
It wasn’t that I didn’t understand why she’d hated Lime. He’d murdered her brother, and I knew better than anyone the agony of that particular wound. But no matter how much I hated someone, I didn’t think I could ever hurt them back.
“You know you betrayed your country to kill a man,” I said.
“Goodbye, Sean,” she said, with no regret or remorse at all in her tone, and closed the line.
I knew that I would never speak with her again.
INDIGO ARRANGED FOR his return to Maria Nova a day later. I was not invited to go with him.
“My people will not harm me,” he explained, “but they would not allow you to retain your freedom.”
“They’d arrest me?” I asked.
“No. But they would… take you someplace where you would better serve the country,” Indigo said. “Most likely they would take you to a place where you could put your translation abilities to use. Perhaps with the Philosopher Stone itself.”
“I wouldn’t get any say in that?”
“No.”
I thought about it, adjusting the Alula’s course heading to the new coordinates Indigo had given me. “What if I said I wanted to go? You know how much I like to translate. And I’ve never been to Maria Nova before.”
He just smiled at me, wry, like he knew exactly how much bullshit I was spewing. And he did. I didn’t want to be ‘taken’ anywhere, or have my skills ‘put to use’ or whatever. I wasn’t a cog in the great machine that was Maria Nova. I did what I wanted, and if that meant squandering what few talents the God of Blood had given me, then it was my right to squander them gloriously.
“Hey,” I said, a new thought occurring to me. “We have the Republican version of the Philosopher Stone data. You want to take that with you? The Ministers could start working on a cure for the abnormality immediately. You’d just have to pretend to be surprised and grateful when the Republic gives you their copy as a peace overture in a couple of months.”
Indigo was weirdly quiet. I twisted around in my chair. “What do you think? Do you want to take it?”
“I will take it,” he said.
Great. We had some data chips that I could copy the file to—much less stylish than hiding it inside a Purifier, but a hell of a lot more convenient to carry. I navigated to the part of the ship’s computer where I’d stored the data, preparing to save it to the data chip—
And found nothing there.
“Where’d it go?” I said.
“Where did what go?”
“The Philosopher Stone data. The Republic’s version. I saved it right here.”
“Perhaps you were mistaken,” Indigo said.
“I don’t think so,” I said. I mean, it was always possible I was mistaken; I wasn’t really the best at keeping track of minor details. Still, the location of the most important data to be found in the last thousand years was a bit more than a minor detail. “Can you grab me my tablet?”
A few minutes later, Indigo handed me the tablet I’d been using to combine and translate the two copies of the Philosopher Stone data we had. There should be a local copy of the Republic’s version and the combined version—or at the very least, my translation—but somehow, the tablet was empty of any documents at all.
“I don’t understand,” I said. “Maybe the Alula’s computers had a weird reboot and erased it?”
“It’s all right,” Indigo said. “It would be for the best if the data came from Ketel directly. In matters like this the source of the data matters nearly as much as the data itself.”
“Tell that to the Ministers who are sick right now and might die before Ketel gets his act together,” I said.
Silence from behind me. Okay, maybe that had been uncalled for. “Sorry,” I said. “When I find it, I’ll send it to you. It’s got to be here somewhere. Maybe the Alula keeps a hidden backup?”
“Thank you, Sean,” Indigo said.
Indigo’s coordinates led us to a dark asteroid, tumbling alone through space without planet or sun. It was so far from any star that the rock was trapped in eternal night and eternal cold, producing no light nor heat of its own. Without the coordinates I’d been given, the rock would be utterly undetectable, except by chance. It was uninhabitable, insignificant.
There was a small station built into the surface of the tomb-like stone. Just barely large enough for two ships to dock to and exchange passengers.
The Minister ship was already there, gleaming against the stone. I guided the Alula carefully down to the stone and parked it, attaching my big back airlock to the station airlock so that our grav field would be aligned.
I twisted around in my pilot’s chair. Indigo stood behind me, gazing not at me, but out at the stars beyond me, all of them distant from here. Then he touched his collar-light—now once again set into its rightful place at the base of his neck—and illuminated the stone, not to indigo, but to a rich dark ultraviolet.
I followed him out of the piloting area. “You’re sure you’ll be fine?”
“I’ll be fine.”
He descended the steps to the lower level of the living area. I followed, my feet slamming a hell of a lot harder on the metal steps than his. “This isn’t goodbye forever either, right? You’re going to tell me the same thing that Tamara said? We can meet up whenever. I can call you, and you’ll answer?”
“If you need me, I will answer, when I can.”
There was something off about that answer. “But we’ll see each other again too, right?”
Indigo had reached the back airlock, and entered his passcode into the computer to cycle through the unlock process. “It would not be wise for you to enter Maria Nova as freely as you do the Republic.”
“Okay, but there must be other ways to see each other that don’t involve me flying straight to the Marian capitol.”
The doors opened slowly. Across the small space station, gathered by their own airlock, I saw three Ministers. All of them wore collar-lights, glowing indigo or blue.
My imp seized a hold of me. I reached out to Indigo’s collar-light, took a hold of the stone at the base of his neck. I flashed out a pattern to the other Ministers: HI, GUYS!
Indigo gently took my hand away from his collar. He squeezed my fingers, so brief I had barely felt it before he released the pressure. Then, without any emotion to disturb the calm of his face, he stepped out of the Alula and into the no-man’s-land of the asteroid station, walking towards the Ministers that waited. I watched him walk away, filled with utter disbelief as the glow of his collar-light faded with distance.
I said, “Is that it?!”
He stopped.
Anger surged through me, hotter even than when my sister had screwed me over, because I expected that from her, but not this from him. Anger and hurt, like blood dripping off the edge of a blade. “That’s your goodbye?” I said. “Nothing else? This is the end?”
He looked at me, the black-violet light glittering in his eyes. And then he turned his back on the Ministers and walked towards me.
“The moment I found out that you were Kystrene,” Indigo said, “I knew I would do anything to keep you alive.”
He strode towards me, his collar-light gleaming darkness at his throat, a frightening attention in his gaze. I would have run away, if it had been anyone except Indigo.
“I would have guarded the life of any Kystrene, no matter how little I liked them, because I owed it to them,” said Indigo, each word like another nail hammered into my skin, and I would have gone back into the Alula and left him to his life in the Ministerium, away from me, except that he reached me at that moment and took a hold of my shirt front. He was too strong to resist. He pulled me to face him again, but I looked aside, unwilling to see Kora’s color shining on Indigo’s face.
“I would have protected your friend Benjamin, the same as I did you,” Indigo told me. “But I would not—Sean, look at me. I would not have turned against my own people for Benjamin.”
Looking at him again took a kind of courage I wasn’t used to exercising. The same kind of courage I’d needed to tell Tamara the truth about Brigid, back in that bar. Indigo stood very close to me, staring up into my face like he needed to see my eyes, and his collar-light was blindingly dark between us.
He reached up to his throat and turned the hidden dial alongside the light at his neck. The violet glow faded away, and then there was nothing separating us except air.
“I would have saved any Kystrene,” he told me, softer now that we were face-to-face. “But I would not have followed any Kystrene into enemy land, abandoning my people. I stayed with you for you, Sean. Not because of guilt.”
I felt emotion so strong that it seemed to be external, not something within me. The world itself moved under and around me, and I had to grasp at Indigo’s hand in my shirtfront, because that was the only way to keep my feet under me. I have been loved before. As I said, I grew up happy, despite mine and Brigid’s best attempts to destroy any peace the household had. Brigid loved me because I was her brother, and there was a kind of comfort in the constancy of that. But Shay—and Tamara—loved me for me.
Shay watched my expression with the kind of remote tenderness that never let me forget that he was ancient compared to me, that there were whole centuries of experience in his quiet attention. I said, without thinking, “You make me feel small sometimes.”
I saw at once from his expression that that was a bad way of putting it. “Not, like, bad small,” I clarified hastily, but how to explain it better? The first explanation my heart gave me was far too embarrassing to speak aloud.
“Okay,” I said, “so, my sister had this little pet cona growing up. And conas like to jump, you know. This cona would jump onto anything, but sometimes it would get on a shelf or windowsill or whatever that was too high for it to safely jump off, and it would get stuck there, scared. Brigid taught it so that if she stood under it and opened her arms, it could jump down and she would catch it. Once it learned that, it never hesitated to jump.”
Shay said, “Are you comparing yourself to a baby rabbit?”
“Cona,” I corrected, because they weren’t the same thing; then, hot with a kind of confessional humiliation, I admitted, “That was the less embarrassing comparison.”
“What was the other?”
“Like when you go to church and pray, and you know that someone’s listening.”
His expression twisted again, like I’d caused him some kind of pain. We kept doing that to each other, didn’t we? Tamara’s emotions were all sharp, tidy knives: they cut neatly, they healed clean. But all of Shay’s emotions and mine were serrated. Every time we spoke to each other about something serious it felt like we each lost more blood than we’d planned.
“The first analogy was better,” Shay told me.
“Why are you talking about this like it’s forever, anyway?” I asked. I felt restless with emotion; I wanted to wriggle free of it like a toddler fighting out of a t-shirt. “It’s not forever. And you should know all about forever; you can’t die.”
Shay’s expression twisted again. He released the front of my shirt and I expected him to pull away but instead he reached up to the nape of my neck and pulled my head down until my forehead could rest against his.
It was like when Tamara had hugged me in the bar. Every emotion I felt was amplified; I felt dizzy with it, and terribly close to tears.
“It’s not forever, Shay,” I told him, and I felt his fingers tighten at the back of my neck at the sound of his real name. “I’ll deal with Brigid—we have to have a long conversation—and then I’ll come visit Tamara, and I’ll come visit you.”
My own words sounded strange to me, like notes in a song that weren’t quite on-key. Shay pulled away from the little embrace, or whatever it was, this strange half-restrained way that Ministers showed affection. I could not tell if the lines alongside his eyes were from a faint smile, or the pinch of pain.
“Then I will see you soon, Sean Hart,” he told me, and pulled away.
I stood on the threshold of the Alula and, for the second time, watched Shay walk away. A few paces from me he reached to his collar-light again, and at his touch, that sepulchral purple-black blaze shone out again. The color of the Minister Kora; the color of death.
Mina Kane had told me that forgiveness was the same as handing your attacker back their knife. I’d told her that I could never hurt someone for revenge, like she did Lime. But I had been hurting Shay all along, not quite intentionally; I hadn’t been willing to hand him back the knife.
“I forgive you,” I called out.
He froze. Closer now to the Ministers than to me.
I took a step off the Alula, onto the clean bare floor of the abandoned station. “I forgive you,” I said again, so that he would know he had not misheard. “I did a long time ago, I think. I don’t know when. But I do forgive you, Shay. I’m sorry I didn’t say it before.”
He stood unmoving for a time, his back to me. I sucked in a breath, but the oxygen mix must be off in this little station, because I could not quite fill my lungs.
He turned to face me, once more. His collar-light illuminating him, head to toe, the color of death.
But this time when he smiled at me, there was no pain in his expression; none at all.
THE MINISTERS LEFT first. I sat in the Alula, slowly going through the airlock checks. I watched the Minister ship take off and blaze away, until it was just one more star lost to the night.
I’d never been afraid to leave home when I was a kid. I’d gone willingly to school, or out to play; on the days when my father had to go into town or my mother had to go see our grandmother, I’d barely waved goodbye as they walked out the door.
Brigid had been different. She’d been terribly upset any time we had to be parted. She’d wept every morning when our mother dropped us off at school. And when one of our parents had to leave the house for some task, she would stand at the front door and watch them go until they could no longer be seen from our house. It was silly of her, I’d thought; there was no danger that Mom or Dad wouldn’t come back for us in a few hours. She was frightened of shadows.
I understood it now, as I sat in my lonely station aboard the Alula, and watched the Minister ship fly away.
No more procrastinating. It was time to talk to Brigid. I needed to get the bomb from her, to fulfill my bargain with Ketel, and—and I needed to talk to her.
Just the two of us. At last.



CHAPTER 81:
DEAR BRIGID
BRIGID,
I made it off Wentor. Let’s meet.
Sean



CHAPTER 82:
DEAR SEAN
Dear Sean,
WHAT
HATH GOD WROUGHT. Coordinates centered on the Terran star.
Brigid



CHAPTER 83:
POISON DATA
WHAT HATH GOD Wrought. Numerically, according to our old code: 111 80769 2 451. Coordinates, and a time.
While I waited for our meeting, I did something that I had put off for far too long.
The Alula was empty now; no Ministers or squeamish Republican soldiers to catch me performing the blood-based rituals of my home planet out in the open. I gathered up a medical sterilizer, a knife, a bowl. I set them all in the center of the empty passenger area, behind the pilot’s chair, beneath the cathedral light of the stars coming in through the pilot’s window. I said my prayers to the God of Blood. I sterilized the knife. And then I scarified myself for Benny.
We had been bad for each other. That’s all it came down to, in the end. I had hurt him, unknowing. He had hurt me, with deliberate intention. And now he was gone. There was no apology, no revenge, no resolution possible. This was how things would be forever between him and I: unfinished.
I picked a spot on my arm where there were no scars yet. I pressed the still-warm edge of the sterilized knife against my skin until it parted and I bled. Just deep enough to scar.
I let the blood drop into the bowl. I should offer my blood to his corpse, but his corpse was atomized in the remnants of a supernova along with Number One and all the ancient monsters on the Nameless, so that wasn’t going to happen. I was the only person left alive who would mourn for Benny. He’d had no family, no serious friends. Most of my friends hadn’t liked him much. I thought of Officer Miles telling me that it was for the best that Benny was gone; I remembered the disapproving tone in Tamara’s voice whenever she’d said Benny’s name. I remembered Indigo indirectly admitting that he hadn’t liked him. I wasn’t sure what it said about me that I’d been so close to someone that other people found so objectionable. Maybe it said that I was a bad judge of character. Maybe it meant that I wanted to see the best in the people I loved.
I finished my offering, cleaned up the wound, and bandaged it. No medical devices or sim-skin—that would mess with the scarring process. This cut would have to scab and heal the old-fashioned way. I pressed the bandage against my arm to stop the bleeding and checked the time at the pilot’s station. Almost time to meet my sister.
FTL engines made long distances brief. I dropped out of nothing-space a short distance from the sun and meandered between coronal arcs, heading towards the exact point of our meeting, heading towards my sister.
She was waiting for me. I’d never gotten a good, up-close look at her ship. It looked just like a Republican ship, completely unobtrusive. But Brigid had said she’d stolen it from the Ministers. What was it that Indigo had told me, once? That the Ministers had developed stealth ships that looked just like Republican passenger vessels? Man. When Brigid stole, she stole big.
A message appeared on my screen.
Sean,
Bomb floating at coordinates. Confirm receipt.
Brigid
Okay, so she didn’t want to talk. I checked my scanners again and found the bomb—disarmed, according to Indigo—floating about half a kilometer from my sister’s ship.
It would’ve been a hell of a lot easier to get the bomb if she hadn’t left it orbiting the sun. I mean, come on, Brigid. Surely it wouldn’t have been all that bad for us to dock our ships together for thirty seconds so that I could get the empty bomb and we could, I don’t know, talk.
My back airlock closed around the empty bomb with a solidity that I felt vibrating through the hull of my ship. I set my autopilot to a stationary orbit and slipped out of the pilot’s cradle. I had to lay eyes on the bomb to confirm receipt—it would be really embarrassing if I’d picked up a random space rock or something by accident.
Why was Brigid being so quiet? I wondered about it as I descended the steps to the living area in the back of the ship, heading for the rear airlock. Was she really sulking about losing the bomb? I wasn’t even sure that I understood what her goal had been with that bomb to begin with. I didn’t really believe she would’ve set it off. So why go for it at all? What had been her plan?
Come to think of it, what had been her plan with the Philosopher Stone data? She’d tried so hard to steal a copy—and for what?
Maybe it was because the ship was so quiet and empty right now, but there was an eerie feeling in the air of the Alula. Like something was wrong. I opened the back airlock, admitting the sharp, ozone stink of ions clinging to the surface of the object I’d brought in from outer space. I’d half-expected to find a rock sitting in my hold—maybe with a middle finger drawn on it—but the item waiting for me was, quite definitely, the Minister bomb. I’d gotten a clear look at it when Brigid had torn it free of its crystalline encasement. It was dull now, no longer glowing; Indigo had disarmed it after all.
The sight of the disarmed bomb did not reassure me. In fact, it only made me feel more uneasy. When had I known my sister to give up on anything so easily?
I sat down heavily beside the bomb. I had to think this through. My sister had escaped from Maria Nova, stolen a ship from a Minister spy, gone to Illin to trick Vela and Kane into killing each other, stole the Republic’s version of the Philosopher Stone—
I’d never understood why Brigid would steal the data. There was no point in sabotaging it; the Ministers would recognize sabotage immediately. If all Brigid wanted was to stop the Ministers from getting the data, she just had to sever the connection between Vela and the Kanes, which she’d done very effectively.
Maybe Brigid hadn’t known what exactly was on the Purifier. Maybe she’d been hoping for something more useful and gotten the Philosopher Stone instead. Except…Mina had told me and Tamara, in the bar, that Peregrine herself had asked for the data. Maybe that had been the real Peregrine? The one Brigid had replaced?
If Peregrine were dead or incapacitated, the Ministers would know. Vela had said that, before Brigid killed him. And if Peregrine was dead, then the Ministerial Council would have answered Todd Ketel. But they were still silent. Why?
My hands began to shake. It was like being caught in a poorly-secured cabin in the middle of turbulence, memories falling off the shelves in my head faster than I could put them together.
We know that, sometimes, when there’s no human family left alive, Ministers will raise human orphans, Mina Kane said, the memory filtered through alcohol, and the underwater-blue lighting of that bar. Most of their clandestine agents are such orphans.
And Brigid, grim and unrecognizable in the elevator up from Illin, telling me that, The Minister who tutored me thought I could become someone special.
Peregrine isn’t a Minister agent, I told Ketel, my own words echoing horrible in my skull. Hell, if you look at all her actions over the past few weeks, she looks more like a Republican agent than a Ministerial one.
The Minister who raised me couldn’t even tell that I hated her, Brigid said. If I could trick her, I could beat her.
Sure, Brigid could sabotage the Philosopher Stone data, Tamara said. But the illusion wouldn’t last for long.
When the time was right, we’d poison them, Mina Kane said. That had been her plan: to establish a rapport between Vela and her brother, to set up a paper trail so the Ministers would trust Luke. And then, at the right moment, feed them a devastating lie.
The source of the data mattered as much as the data itself. Indigo had said it; even Mina had said something similar. It had been a game of castles all along, played as Tamara and Indigo played it: carefully, meticulously, each step planned out ahead. There had been no second Peregrine. Brigid was the spy the Ministers had sent. She was the agent Vela was meant to support. Only Brigid had never intended to help the Ministers. She was stringing Maria Nova along, preventing peace talks between the Sisters by promising the Ministers a copy of the Republic’s data without the risk of an unfavorable treaty.
She never planned to give it to them—at least, not the real copy.
Poison data, like Mina Kane had said. Something that would trick the Ministers into making a terrible mistake. Brigid would give them an altered version of the Philosopher Stone data, something that would sabotage their efforts to find a cure for genetic abnormality. The Ministers would notice the sabotage—but when they investigated Brigid, they wouldn’t see a single angry Kystrene woman sabotaging their data for revenge. They’d see someone who defected to the Republic almost as soon as she’d arrived in Terra Nova—someone the Republic had sent to deliberately sabotage them.
They would see an act of war.
I abandoned the docking bay and the useless bomb. I ran back to the piloting chair so fast I did not remember my feet ever once touching the ground. Brigid hadn’t given up on trying to get her revenge. She was right on track to succeed—and get herself killed, in the process.
I only hoped I wasn’t too late.



CHAPTER 84:
MIRROR IMAGE
I SLAMMED INTO the side of my piloting chair, momentum crashing me into the armrest. Brigid’s ship was still out there, floating a few hundred kilometers outside the solar corona. She was waiting to make sure I’d received the empty bomb before she took off forever.
My hand shook on the controls as I hailed her ship. I pulled myself into the piloting chair unsteadily, adrenaline thrumming through my veins as I silently begged her to answer.
She did answer. Her face appeared projected above my front window. She gazed at me levelly, with a kind of calm that reminded me of Indigo. “Did you get it?”
“Brigid,” I said. “What are you going to do with the Philosopher Stone data?”
She was my sister, so I knew what she was thinking; I knew when she was considering whether to and how to lie. I saw her decide to tell me the truth. “I’m going to do what I said I’d do,” Brigid said. “I’m going to prevent what happened on Kystrom from ever happening again.”
“By starting a war?”
“By bringing the war they started to their own planets,” Brigid said, a flash of anger cutting through her eerie, eerie calm. “God of Blood, Sean, are you really so happy to just dismiss everyone we lost? To just kick their memories into a closet and pretend they never lived?”
“That’s not what I’ve done, Brigid—”
“Then what the fuck have you done? You ran away from Kystrom. You told me yourself. You ran away from Kystrom, and you want to keep running, now. I’m not running. I’m not the Ministers’ dog, no matter how they tried to raise me.”
“There won’t be another Kystrom.”
“How do you know that for sure?” Brigid said. “What have the Ministers ever done except violence? Even that bomb on Wentor was supposed to go off.”
Kora was supposed to set it off, I remembered; supposed to and would have, only she’d never gotten the chance. My heart was pounding so fast I felt sick. “They’ve changed.”
“They haven’t. And even if they had—does that bring Mom and Dad back to life?”
“Starting a war won’t bring them back, either,” I said.
“At least it’s not shitting on their memories by palling around with the man who killed them!”
Anger was white hot, blinding me—but no. No, I had to think—I had to think. If I shouted at Brigid she’d just leave. Shouting at her had never changed anything. I had to be clever. What would Lantern-Eyes do, in this situation? What would Indigo?
I exhaled, then reached down to my touchscreen, beneath the view of the ship’s camera, and discreetly tapped a few buttons. “Tell me the truth. Did the Ministers really send you here?”
“They did,” she said, with a flicker of surprise, like she hadn’t expected me to figure it out. “I didn’t plan it that way at first, but the Minister who personally killed our family—Maro—she took an interest in me. She said she thought I could do great things. I stayed quiet and let her teach me, and let her think she’d broken me. And then we heard about the Philosopher Stone. She gave me this ship and sent me out to steal it from the Republic so the Ministers wouldn’t have to humiliate themselves asking for it. Can you believe that? They’d rather risk a war than admit their weakness.”
I dared to glance down at my screen, below Brigid’s image and the camera. Yes—the little program I’d inherited was running.
“I got the Republic’s version of the Philosopher Stone, just like she told me,” Brigid said. “And I’m going to bring it home and hand it over, just like she told me. The Ministers will welcome me back. They’ll trust me because they thought they broke me. And they’ll waste so much time on the data I bring them.”
“And meanwhile, they won’t answer the Republic’s calls for a peace negotiation,” I said.
“They’ll have no reason to negotiate. Your Senator doesn’t have anything to offer,” Brigid said. “Eventually the Republic will give up. And eventually, the Ministers will realize that their data is a fake.”
I could hardly imagine it. The hope, barely realized, of a cure for something that had haunted their species for centuries. Coming closer and closer every day—only to realize, after months of useless work, that it had been a trick all along. That someone you’d dared to trust had betrayed you.
“At first I’ll pretend not to know what they’re talking about when they question me,” Brigid said. “After a little while, I’ll admit it: I defected to the Republic; the Republic gave me the data; the Republic set the whole thing up.”
“I’ll tell them you’re lying,” I said. “I’ll tell them it’s a fake, Brigid, come on.”
“Even if you tell them the truth, they’ll kill me. It doesn’t matter why I’ve committed the crime, only that I’ve committed it. That’s what the Ministers taught me, you know, so it’s something Zhu Five Shay should know. And if you try to convince them after I’m dead that I had nothing to do with the Republic—who are they going to believe? The dead girl’s brother, who wants to clear her name? Or the evidence I left behind? I was Mina Kane’s ally. I killed Gregorio Vela. I disarmed the Minister bomb and turned it over to a Republican Senator.”
I could hardly bear to look at her. It was like she was fading away before my very eyes, the color seeping from our connection, leaving her in nothing but pallid grays.
“They’re on the verge of war already,” Brigid said. “One wrong move and they’ll both start shooting and no one will stop until there’s no one left to shoot. Just like in Illin. There will be a war, and Zhu Five Shay will be dead, and we will finally have justice for Kystrom.”
“Zhu Five Shay won’t fight,” I said. Stupid, but it seemed like the only thing I could say—and I had to keep Brigid on the line. “If there’s a war, he won’t fight in it.”
“That doesn’t matter. He’ll be dead by then.”
I’d misheard, or misunderstood. “Who?”
“Zhu Five Shay,” Brigid said. “He has the genetic abnormality. He told me himself, before I left Wentor. He’ll be dead in a month.”



CHAPTER 85:
THE ULTRAVIOLET
THAT COULDN’T BE right. Shay was fine—Shay was more than fine; he was immortal, unkillable. He’d survived the Nameless. He’d survived traveling all over the Republican system, at constant threat of recognition, capture, torture, death—but he’d survived.
He’d survived Kystrom, even. And I didn’t mean the attack. He’d survived long enough to meet me.
The genetic abnormality had a variety of symptoms, I knew. The most obvious of them was an inability to sleep. Then, later, bleeding from eyes, nose, mouth. I remembered catching Indigo wide awake aboard the Alula as we left Illin. I remembered his nosebleed on Wentor. I remembered the peculiar finality of his farewell, right before I left that tiny Minister station on the asteroid; how he’d smiled at me.
He’d known, I realized. He’d known all along.
That lying bastard.
“You didn’t know?” Brigid said.
My voice sounded far away, and nowhere near as furious as I felt. “He didn’t tell me.”
“So why the hell were you traveling with him?” my sister demanded.
Her vehemence startled me. The thought of Indigo dying had consumed my thoughts, engulfing me in the black terror of impending loss, but the fury in my sister’s voice jolted me loose.
She wasn’t done talking. “I keep trying to find a way to explain the way you’ve been acting that doesn’t involve you betraying me, and Mom, and Dad, and Liza, and every-fucking-one else, but I just can’t come up with it! Help me out here, Sean!”
“I haven’t betrayed anyone,” I said.
“I couldn’t believe what I heard when I found out that you were the one who released the Philosopher Stone data. I thought, for sure Zhu Five Shay had forced you. And when I saw you together, I thought he’d brainwashed you. And when he told me he was dying, I thought, you were just waiting to see him go. But you didn’t even know, and I can’t understand you, Sean—you say you want peace but there can’t be peace! They can’t just get away with what they did!”
“What’s the alternative?” I asked. “You kill every last one of them? Even the ones who had nothing to do with it? There are some innocents down there, statistically speaking.”
“Everyone in Itaka was innocent.”
“Say you do start a war,” I said, leaning forward. “The Ministers and the Republic will destroy each other, sure. But do you think that war will stay contained in their own solar systems? It’ll spread, Brigid; there will be a hundred thousand other Kystroms, each worse than the first!”
“Humans will die, yes,” Brigid agreed. “Republicans, mostly. The Republic thought that Kystrom was an appropriate amount of collateral damage. I feel that way about Parnasse.”
“People will lose the ones they love. That’s what Zhu Five Shay did to us, and you’ll do it to them.”
“Most of those people will be Ministers,” Brigid said. “Who could love a Minister?”
The color from our video connection had almost entirely faded away—the gold was gone from her hair. It was gray, now, gray, like the cold and deadly Minister Kora’s hair had been gray.
I was so tired of death and violence. Kystrom, my family, my friends; Benny, dead by my own hands. The Minister Kora, nihilistic and immortal, executed on the Nameless. Luke Kane, killed for the crime of being caught between two masters; his sister Mina, in all her pain and fury, bringing violence in revenge. Lime, whose patriotism hadn’t saved him from a pointless death.
And now Shay. This must be what he’d told Brigid when they spoke privately on Wentor; the words that had convinced her to work with him; the words he hadn’t allowed Tamara to hear. He’d told her that he was dying. That was why the Republican copy of the Philosopher Stone data had disappeared from the Alula, too: Indigo had erased it. I was sure that that had been Brigid’s price for their alliance. She would work with Tamara and Shay, only so long as Shay would die.
“The only way to stop another Kystrom,” I told my sister, “is to convince the Sisters to have peace. Even if it means we never get revenge—or justice, if you want to call it that. No more blood.”
She looked back at me again and her expression was set, resolute. There was a little scar on her mouth that I’d never noticed before. It looked stark in the near-colorless image, ruining the line of her lip.
“Maybe it’s because you weren’t there to see it,” Brigid said. “You always had to see it or do it yourself to understand. I was there. I’m trapped in that house with them, every night; I watch them die again when I sleep. Blood for blood, like the scripture says. If my only way free is to cut my way out, I’ll cut through. And you can’t stop me.”
“Maybe not,” I admitted, my heart pounding in my chest while the color continued to bleed from our video call. Just a little longer… I needed just a moment longer. “Before you go, Brigid, please, can you just tell me one thing? I need to know.”
“All right,” my sister allowed.
I took a deep breath, long and slow. Drawing it out as much as I could. I said, “Did you really stay up all night that time I had a sleepover with Kenny?”
She stared at me from eyes that had had the blue drained out of them. “Did I… what?”
“When we were kids,” I said, my heart pounding as the progress bar on my screen neared its end. “The first time either of us had a sleepover out of the house. I went to Kenny’s house, stayed up late, had a good time. When I got back home you wouldn’t talk to me. Mom said you’d missed me. That you’d stayed up all night waiting for me to come back. Did you?”
Her mouth hung open a little, in utter disbelief. And then she seemed to notice that the color of our video connection was gone entirely, leaving her and I solely in black and white.
The Republican soldier who Shay had pulled this trick on, way back when we were escaping from Parnasse, had never seen it before, and hadn’t realized what was happening. But Brigid was familiar with the Ministers, including their many and varied methods of cyberattack. I saw the moment she understood what it meant that the screen had gone from color to black and white, and why I’d kept her on the video call long after it became clear that there was no talking her out of it.
“Shit,” Brigid said.
The progress bar by my arm showed completion: my chronohack had succeeded. I had limited control of Brigid’s ship’s systems now.
“Yep,” I said, and disabled her FTL engines. I shut down her cloaking system, too, just for good measure. “See you soon, sis.”
She looked furious and cut the call. A minute later, I was kicked out of her ship’s systems.
It didn’t matter. She still had her sub-light engines, but I’d clipped her wings, so to speak. She could run from me, but this time, I could keep up.
When my sister’s ship blasted off, away from the corona of the Terra Novan star, I lit up the Alula’s engines, and followed.



CHAPTER 86:
SHIP-TO-SHIP BATTLE
I’D CRIPPLED BRIGID’S ship, but it was only temporary. The chronohack was designed to disable your opponents’ ship for long enough to gain the advantage in a battle, nothing more. Brigid’s FTL engines still existed. With enough time and mechanical expertise, she could regain access—and blast off into empty space, where I had no hope whatsoever of finding her. The Purifier had been left on Wentor.
I had to stop her before then. My Alula was top-of-the-line, super-fast, one of the best Republican spaceships available on the market, but her ship was Minister: she could run rings around me.
She probably had guns, too. I didn’t think my sister would kill me. But she could very easily disable me with a well-placed shot, or play keep-away for long enough that she could regain access to the engines I’d locked her out of. And then she could pop into faster-than-light speeds, point herself at Maria Nova, and boom! Gone forever.
If I wanted to save her, I had to catch her.
Brigid shot off to the side, her Ministerial engines glowing a pale blue, surprisingly cool for something putting off that kind of energy. I’d disabled the cloaking mechanism, but it looked like the Ministers had built in some kind of heat shield to their engines to reduce detection.
It also meant that I didn’t have a good gauge of how fast her ship was actually capable of going. On a normal ship I could estimate based on how hot their engines got at what speed. But Brigid’s speed was shielded. I hoped that the Minister ship couldn’t get much faster than this.
She blazed off into the darkness, her engines a cold light, and I followed. I needed a straight shot—a straight shot, and I could catch up to her. The Minister ship was fast, yes, but the Alula was faster. I was gaining on her, inch by inch. Would it be enough? Would I be fast enough to catch her, before Brigid could undo what I’d done to her FTL engines, and there was no hope of catching her ever again?
I was close. Her engines were heating up the Alula’s nose. I was staring straight at the curved edge of the Minister vessel. I needed a place to grab on, something for my gripping arms to grip. But the surface of the Minister vessel was almost perfectly smooth—a deliberate choice, I imagined, to avoid this very act. The engines protruded slightly, though. I could grab onto those—force-dock above the engine room—
Her ship rolled and the space ahead of me was empty, all of a sudden. I kept the Alula rocketing forward with its gripping arms extended, my brain slow to catch up to the realization that Brigid’s ship was no longer in front of me. She’d rolled—she’d rolled, right out of my reach, and into an entirely different direction.
The Alula was a little bit faster than the Minister ship, so long as we used sub-light engines. But Brigid’s Minister ship was much more maneuverable.
It was increasingly clear that when Senator Ketel had gifted me this ship, he’d done so with the intention of making it very hard for me to adequately perform in case of a space battle. A fast ship, the Alula, but about as graceful as a frog on sand. I fought the engines, which did not want to turn quite so sharply, and managed a long curving arc to come around and face the way that Brigid had gone.
She was far ahead of me by now, flying fast and hard for some dark and unseen distance. As soon as my nose was pointed at her, I opened the engines as wide as they would go.
The ship rattled around me. Any faster, and the ship would have to use the FTL engines instead; I was nearing the upper limit of sub-relativistic speeds. I gained on Brigid, but when I got close she spiraled away, changing direction faster than the Alula could compensate for. Damn. She’d become a really good pilot over the last eight years, even better than when we were kids.
I’d gotten better too, though. And if I couldn’t catch Brigid conventionally—if I had no chance of getting her in range of my gripper arms before she could shoot off to lightspeed, and her own death—then I would have to utilize an underrepresented aspect of ship-to-ship battles: a wanton disregard for my own physical safety.
Brigid corkscrewed through empty space ahead of me. I shut off my sub-light engines, letting inertia carry me forward, then turned on the Alula’s FTL engines. I ignored my ship’s attempts at calculating a course for me that included safety margins and avoiding potential obstructions—like Brigid’s ship, dead ahead—and I made a hazy, gut-feeling estimate.
Then I flipped the engines on and jolted between dimensions.
A half-second later, a time so short the slow meat of my brain could not quite measure it; I dropped back out of the nothing-space, right in front of Brigid.
She braked hard, engines flaring bright on the front of her smooth-hulled Minister ship, a sudden blaze in my front view brighter than any of the nearby stars. The Alula rattled around me, alarms ringing from all systems while I struggled to get control of the sub-light engines while the FTL were still hot. Rapid changes in speed like that weren’t good for me, or for the ship’s gyroscopic dampeners, but a collision would be even worse. Brigid was right on top of me, going too fast for her to brake. I grabbed for the Alula’s yaw and twisted, staring up at the welding marks in the otherwise perfectly smooth surface of the Minister ship. It scraped by overhead, its hull touching mine, only my frantic roll of the Alula saving us from a genuine collision, and just as her heel passed my belly, I reached up with the Alula’s gripping arms, reckless, and slammed them into Brigid’s ship.
The first arm struck her hull without finding purchase, and set her into a spin, her engines flaring. But I had taken control of the Alula out of my own spin, now, and I was able to flip towards her while she was still trying to find a direction, and this time when I brought my arms down upon her, they grabbed, and held.
I had her now, but she didn’t surrender. She started spinning again, blasting at my gripping arms with her engines, probably hoping to burn them off. If her engines hadn’t been shielded, it might’ve worked; I was holding her by her exhaust. As it was, the only effect was to blind me in the piloting chair—I had to squeeze my eyes shut until the light-sensitive glass could darken itself to block out the blaze.
She was darting around, too, trying to shake me off. She was going fast enough that it actually overcame the Alula’s art-grav—I was getting thrown around in my cabin. I struggled against the forces to pull the Alula closer and align my boarding chute, the machinery in my gripping arms groaning at the forces they were under.
One of my sensors beeped at me, and I glanced over at the far screen. Brigid’s FTL engines had come online.
Now, or never. I blew past any and all safety constraints and swung the Alula around to slam the boarding chute into the hull of the Minister ship. The hull splintered and buckled, the chute embedded, but not quite forced through all the layers. My gripper arms had held together under the stress, but I’d torn out part of Brigid’s port exhaust. She’d fly in circles, if this ship could even fly anymore. I locked all the ship’s systems into place like a pitbull locking its jaw. Then I extended the boarding chute deeper into Brigid’s ship. It forced its way through the hull, metal splintering. Gas vented out alongside the hole I’d made, until a thin, iridescent oil-slick shot out to seal off the gaps. Minister technology indeed.
We were locked together for good, now. I slid out of the piloting chair, locking the controls to my facial recognition, and went to the chute at the back of the room. The ladder extended up, punching through into the other ship, which I could just see as a debris-strewn floor. I started to climb.
About halfway through climbing up into her ship, I passed from the Alula’s art-grav and into Brigid’s, and suddenly up was down and I was trying desperately not to fall face-first down the ladder. I managed to regain control by hooking my heels into the ladder rungs and, really unhappy about the whole upside-down ladder thing, I descended the last few feet before tumbling out of Brigid’s ceiling and landing heavily on her floor.
I pushed myself up, rubbing at my knee—I’d landed right on a piece of hull debris. The oil-slick gleamed in rainbows overhead, and the floor was covered in dust and cracked hull. The inside of the ship was as smooth as the outside, interior lights dim; the equipment was all quite bright and colorful, though. The Ministers must use their light language on their machinery. A subtle rainbow of flickering lights cast the dim room in a disorienting array of colors, incomprehensible but strangely beautiful, too, like standing in a house made of stained glass—and, in the middle of all that light, the colors alighting off her skin like butterflies fluttering on and off the bark of some tree, was my sister. She gazed towards me, the features of her face almost lost in all that light, and she had her hand hovering over a screen in the front of the ship.
“I’ll send it,” she told me. “I’ve already altered the Republican data. It’s not as much as I wanted it to be, and I wanted to give it to them personally, but—I’ll send it. I’ll send it to Maria Nova.”
I pushed myself slowly to my feet, my knee aching where I’d landed on the shattered hull. “Brigid, it won’t work. It won’t start a war.”
She gazed at me, chin up, something tight and fragile about her expression.
“Maybe not,” she said. “But it’ll waste enough time that Zhu Five Shay will be dead.”



CHAPTER 87:
LOVE
MY SISTER STOOD in the wreckage of her stolen ship, her hand hovering over a button that would kill my friend the moment she pushed it.
I didn’t even feel angry anymore, or hurt, or upset. It was like I’d felt so much of all that that I’d run out of capacity for it anymore. All I could feel was sad, looking at my sister cornered like a wild animal in her ruined ship, colors flickering over her skin like butterflies on bark.
“I did go back to the house,” I told her.
My sister flinched, a little, around the eyes. She did not move.
“I didn’t meet with Benny right away,” I said. “I didn’t leave Kystrom until after I’d gone home. I saw Mom’s body, and Dad’s—and I saw what I thought was yours.”
Her chin tilted, just a little, a question unspoken.
“Now I know it was Liza,” I said. “But I thought it was you, Brigid, I thought—I thought I saw you dead, with your face all smashed in so you didn’t even look like yourself anymore. I thought that was you, and I spent years thinking that you were gone. Maybe I didn’t see them die, like you did. But I do know what we lost. What he—Shay—took from us.”
She took in a short little gasp, not quite a sob, not quite a breath. She was holding herself quite still, so stiff it must have hurt, to have all that tension in her body. She wasn’t even blinking, her hand still hovering over that screen.
“He learned our language, you know,” I said. “Not before he attacked Kystrom. I mean afterwards, when he realized what he’d done. The Ministers had faulty intel—that doesn’t excuse it, and he’d be the first to say so. But he didn’t go there intending to kill us, and when he learned what he’d done, he tried to kill himself, Bridge.”
She had burning eyes, my sister. Same eyes as me—I knew that from the mirror—but hers burned.
“That doesn’t make it better,” I admitted. “I know that. He knows that. But he tried to kill himself and the other Ministers stopped him, and after that he learned our language. He tried to fix things even knowing that he couldn’t fix anything, and I know that he regrets it every single day, and until he found out that he has the genetic abnormality he must’ve thought he’d have that regret every day for the rest of eternity.”
He’d asked me about the afterlife, I remembered. And the look on his face when I’d told him I’d forgiven him—he’d been so relieved. God of Blood, damn a Ministers’ pride; he hadn’t told us, probably for the same reasons the Ministers never told humanity anything—because there was nothing to be done, and they didn’t want to upset us.
If my sister didn’t kill him here and now, I was going to do it myself.
“You’re about to do what he did on an even bigger scale,” I said to my sister. “Two whole solar systems, Brigid. Billions of people, dead, because of a choice you made, because of a mistake he made. I don’t believe that you’ll never regret it. I’ve seen what the regret has done to him, and I’m so scared of what regret would do to you.”
I had always thought of the past like a place: an old house you could go back into if only the door hadn’t been locked behind you. But we were the house, and we were the door, and we were the lock. We couldn’t go back to someplace that never was, that built us as we built it. Brigid’s house wasn’t the same as mine, even though we’d built them from the same bricks, in the same place, at the same time. The past wasn’t a place I could return to, nor Brigid. It was who we were now.
“I love Mom, and Dad, and Liza, and you, and all the rest, and I always, always, always will. But they’re dead,” I said. “No more blood. Not even to balance out the scales. And especially not on your hands. Brigid. Please don’t make me lose anyone else I love.”
I saw eight years of anguish in her expression, of loneliness, of anger, of grief. I remembered, facing her, how Brigid had never given up before, and faced her now, and prayed, with all my heart, that this time would be different.
Brigid lifted her hand. She lifted her hand away from the screen, without pressing the button that might end two cultures, that definitely would kill my friend.
She lifted her hand and, without a word, stepped away.



CHAPTER 88:
HI, TODD (REDUX)
THE MINISTER SHIP was much smaller than the Alula, including just a control room, bathroom, and small cot for sleeping in. A depressing, dehumanizing layout, frankly, but that was the Ministers for you.
In any case, the giant hole in the top made it unusable. The oil-slick hull seal was effective at preventing total decompression, but didn’t hold up at high speeds. To reach a planet or space station where they would be willing to repair a Minister ship—a list that, notably, did not include any ships in the Terra Novan system, where we still were—would require FTL travel if you wanted to get it done within a human lifetime. The odds that Brigid’s ship would peel apart from the stresses of dimension-hopping were disturbingly high.
Besides which, I’d torn the port engine worse than I’d thought. There wasn’t any guarantee that the FTL engines wouldn’t tear the ship apart on their own.
That left very few options for what to do with Brigid’s little ship. I’d offered to put it inside the Alula, but while Brigid’s ship could fit inside the Alula’s storage area—assuming we emptied it of the boxes and supplies Indigo and Tamara had left behind—the little Minister ship could not fit in the Alula’s airlock. That meant if we brought the Minister ship aboard the Alula, we’d have to decompress the entire living area. Aside from the obvious difficulties of bringing one ship aboard another in spacesuits when neither ship was designed to dock within the other, this meant that we’d be stuck on the Alula’s bridge until we could reach port, and there were no bathrooms up there.
“We could pee into bottles,” I offered.
Brigid didn’t need to say anything to that. Her expression spoke enough.
In the end we broke down Brigid’s little ship as much as we could. Brigid was adamant that every circuit of Minister technology be stripped from its place in the hull and brought over to the Alula. I had no idea what any of the equipment did, and she banned me from touching anything, relegating me to a workhorse carrying boxes of stuff from her ship to mine.
When we were done, the interior of the Minister ship looked a lot like the Alula had in the early days, before Indigo and Tamara and I had properly inhabited it. Bare metal with gaps in between instead of screens or computers. I stepped over torn-up floor panels and stared at the shiny scores in the metal where Brigid had hacked free some Minister appliance.
“Ten minutes,” she told me, one hand reaching up to the Alula’s boarding chute.
Fine, fine. I followed her from her doomed little ship and onto my own. There really was no graceful way to manage the gravitational flip—I ended up falling out again, wrenching my arms when I caught them on the ladder. I slid into the pilot’s chair, disengaged the gripper arms from the Minister ship, and retracted the boarding chute. I flew away from Brigid’s ship at a moderate speed, fast enough to get out of range, slow enough that we would be able to see it go.
A few minutes later, a light flashed out the starboard window. The quick flare and quicker darkness of a starship under self-destruct.
Any debris would be invisible in the darkness, way out here. Knowing the Ministers, there wasn’t much debris left over anyway. I said, “Sorry I broke your ship.”
“Maro gave me that ship,” Brigid said. “I don’t care that you broke it.”
I glanced behind me. Brigid stood in the middle of the passenger area on the Alula’s bridge, arms crossed, starlight falling through the piloting window and onto her head. Surreal to see her here, where I’d lived for the past month. A place that had existed to me only in the after times, when my family was gone; now there she stood, my sister, alive. She really was here. My sister.
“I love you,” I said.
“What?”
“I didn’t say it to you before you died. Before I thought you died. I thought about it all the time… I was such a terrible brother to you. I thought maybe you died without knowing that I didn’t mean any of it.”
I didn’t dare keep looking at her. I stared out at the stars, instead.
“You weren’t a terrible brother,” Brigid said. “And I love you, too.”
The silence was heavy then, and I remembered a thousand things said that I should not have said, a thousand hurts and silences and games and forgivenesses. My throat hurt like someone had their hand around my neck. When I swallowed, I felt that grip tighten.
“I don’t want to push my luck,” I said, more lightly than I felt, “but I’d still like to get the unedited copy of the Republican Philosopher Stone data to the Ministers. Along with the copy I have on the Alula. Or better yet, I’d like to make a phone call to some friends on Wentor. The source of the data matters as much as the data itself, as someone once told me. If I tell Tamara what’s going on, she’ll light a fire under Ketel.” Indigo would be saved—and we’d have peace way ahead of schedule.
“I don’t forgive him,” Brigid said.
My heart dropped.
“I never will,” Brigid said. “But I won’t try to kill him again. You said he regrets it, right?”
“He does, every day.”
“Then he’ll have to keep regretting it, every day. Maybe a lifetime of regret will be enough to make up for what he’s done.”
Maybe it would be. I wasn’t the judge of those things, and I was glad not to be. “Are you hungry?”
“Starving,” Brigid said.
She smiled at me. Now that was a face I knew. She was still in there, my sister, beneath all the anger and the hurt—no. I was making that same old mistake. This hurt and angry Brigid was Brigid, just as much as she was the girl I remembered.
“There’s a kitchen down on the lower level,” I said, setting the engines to autopilot, and sliding out of my chair. “It’s seriously overstocked; Tamara was hungry when she put in that order. Go check it out—I’ll join you in a minute, I’ve got to make a call.”
As soon as Brigid was gone, and I was alone on the Alula’s flight deck, I went to the communications station and opened up the display for the kirakima’.
I saw Tamara’s vitals at once. She was awake, and reasonably calm, judging from the heartbeat. Good. Her location showed that she was still on Wentor, in Marchen; probably catching up with her family. I hoped that reunion was going more smoothly than mine had gone with Brigid. I flicked to the next screen, and there were Indigo’s vitals. I had no idea what half those symbols meant. But the heart I recognized, and the heart was beating.
As soon as I saw that heart beating, I knew that everything was going to be fine. I closed the kirakima’. And then I called Tamara Gupta.
When our connection opened up, I heard the sound of her breathing and the wind in her hair. “Hey, Lantern-Eyes,” I said, before she could speak. “Want to help me do something completely illegal?”
There was a long, long silence on the other end. So long that I wasn’t sure she was even there.
Then Tamara Gupta said, “You know what, Sean? Absolutely.”
I DIDN’T TURN on any of the lights when I arrived at the Senator’s office. Instead, I found my way through the city-lit dimness to the big fancy chair behind his desk, sat down, and experimented with various comfortable methods of sitting, e.g. heels propped up on the desk. Sometimes you’ve got to live a little, you know? Find the funniest possible way of doing something, and really commit to the bit.
My hour patiently waiting in the semidark was all worth it for the look on Todd Ketel’s face when he stepped into his office and flicked on the lights.
“Todd,” I intoned, pitching my voice to sound like Indigo at his most intimidating.
Todd Ketel took in two long, even breaths through widely flared nostrils, in what had to be evidence of some sort of anger management training. He said, “Gupta let you in.”
“No. I scaled the side of the building using a mixture of suction cups, free climbing, and a very complex pully system. Yes, Gupta let me in.”
“You’ve either got a lot of nerve, or you’re looking for death.”
“Well, death’s inevitable,” I said. He really did have a great desk chair. All the bearings were well-oiled; it didn’t even squeak when I bounced around.
He sighed. “What do you want?”
“Most of what I want your assistant is already handling,” I said, rotating slowly in his fantastic desk chair. “Don’t worry about all that, though. What I want is an in.”
“An in on what?”
“On the only place in the known universe I haven’t been yet. The hardest solar system to get into or out of.”
“You mean Maria Nova,” Ketel said. Impossible to tell from his tone what he thought of my desire, or his ability to fulfill it. So calculating. How this man could fool the electorate into thinking he was genuine and spontaneous, I had no idea.
“I mean Maria Nova,” I agreed. “If I try to fly in, I’ll get shot down by angry Ministers. If I try to sneak in, I’ll be in the same situation as I was out here, where I couldn’t go anyplace without getting recognized and arrested—thank you for that, by the way. But if the Republican government sends me in as, say, an envoy of peace, bearing gifts—”
He sighed. And then he kept sighing, and he sank down into the visitor’s chair opposite his own desk, leaning against the back like I’d sucked all the strength from his limbs. Amazing. I’d broken him.
“Hey,” I said. “As a bonus, I can be your fall guy. If anything goes wrong, you can blame it on me.”
“What do you get from this?”
I smiled to myself. “I get to visit some family.”
“And what do I get from this?”
He was just testing me. He already knew the answer, and so did I. But I guess it was his habit to test me. We all had our old bad habits, but if we were willing, we could change: the Republic, the Ministers, and what few of us were left from my home.
Eight years ago, I’d lost my sister. A few weeks ago, I’d found her again, and I’d met two people who could be new family to me, too. I still missed my past and all I’d lost. But for the first time in a long time, I was content in the here and now.
“You get the same thing as the rest of us, Todd,” I said. “Peace. Isn’t that enough?”
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Ruth Johnson and her sister Jules have been small-time hustlers on the interstellar cruise lines for years. But then Jules fell in love with one of their targets, Esteban Mendez-Yuki, sole heir to the family insurance fortune. Esteban seemed to love her too, until she told him who she really was, at which point he fled without a word.
  

Now Ruth is set on revenge: disguised as provincial debutante Evelyn Ojukwu and set for the swanky satellite New Monte, she’s going to make Esteban fall in love with her, then break his heart and take half his fortune. At least, that’s the plan. But Ruth hadn’t accounted for his younger sister, Sol, a brilliant mind in a dashing suit... and much harder to fool.
  

Sol is hot on Ruth’s tail, and as the two women learn each other’s tricks, Ruth must decide between going after the money and going after her heart.
  

“Charming and funny, smart and unique, with unforgettable characters”
Bethany Jacobs, author of These Burning Stars
  

“Perfect for fans of Becky Chambers”
Zen Cho, author of Black Water Sister, on The Iron Children
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DYING ISN’T ANY FUN… BUT AT LEAST IT’S A LIVING.
  

Mickey7 is an Expendable: a disposable employee on a human expedition sent to colonize the ice world Niflheim. Whenever there’s a mission that’s too dangerous—even suicidal—the crew turns to Mickey. After one iteration dies, a new body is regenerated with most of his memories intact. Mickey signed on to escape from both bad debts and boredom on Midgard.
  

After six deaths, Mickey7 understands the terms of his deal… and why it was the only colonial position unfilled when he took it.
  

When he goes missing and is presumed dead at the hands of deadly indigenous creatures, Mickey8 reports for duty, and their troubles really begin.
  

“ANDY WEIR, WATCH OUT!”
Stephen Baxter
  

“FUN, THOUGHTFUL... HUGELY ENJOYABLE”
Max Barry
  

“INTELLIGENT, HEARTFELT AND VERY FUNNY”
SciFiNow
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Two ships. One chance to save the future.
  

Fleeing the final days of the generations-long war with the alien Felen, smuggler Jereth Keeven’s freighter the Jonah breaks down in a strange rift in deep space, with little chance of rescue—until they encounter the research vessel Gallion, which claims to be from 152 years in the future.
  

The Gallion’s chief engineer Uma Ozakka has always been fascinated with the past, especially the tale of the Fortunate Five, who ended the war with the Felen. When the Gallion rescues a run-down junk freighter, Ozakka is shocked to recognize the Five’s legendary ship—and the Five’s famed leader, Eldric Leesongronski, among the crew.
  

But nothing else about Leesongronski and his crewmates seems to match up with the historical record. With their ships running out of power in the rift, more than the lives of both crews may be at stake...
  

“One of the best books I’ve read this year.”
Gareth L. Powell
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