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“Readers looking for a wild romp of a sci-fi caper story, complete with long games, big plans, wild heists, and epically flirtatious banter, are going to fall in love with Ada Lamarr every bit as much as Agent Rian White does.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“An un-put-downable page-turner helmed by a lovable heroine who is clever and passionate beneath her armor of sarcastic quips. . . . Revis makes the anticipation delicious.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The delight here is in seeing Ada spar with Rian White, the government agent in charge who is suspicious of her motives but really likes her moves. . . . If you like your science fiction light and breezy, Revis has got you covered. More, please of Ada’s adventures, much much more!”

—Locus

“Reading Ada’s voice is a sheer joy. She’s catty, caustic and utterly charming, able to win her way into the hearts of the crew she encounters (albeit reluctantly in some cases). . . . The next cat-and-mouse installment is sure to be just as fun.”

—Paste Magazine

“The trilogy has the perfect mix of snarky banter, clever heists, and an epically slow-burning romance that I adored.”

—One Book More

“If you are a sucker for whip-smart banter in your romance novels like I am, then Last Chance to Save the World (and this series) will be right up your alley. The storytelling within each installment is swiftly paced, the world-building vivid and the scene setting evocative.”

—Booklover Book Reviews




BY BETH REVIS

CHAOTIC ORBITS

FULL SPEED TO A CRASH LANDING

HOW TO STEAL A GALAXY

LAST CHANCE TO SAVE THE WORLD

[image: image]

ACROSS THE UNIVERSE

A MILLION SUNS

SHADES OF EARTH

STAR WARS: REBEL RISING

STAR WARS: THE PRINCESS AND THE SCOUNDREL

THE BODY ELECTRIC

A WORLD WITHOUT YOU

GIVE THE DARK MY LOVE

BID MY SOUL FAREWELL

NIGHT OF THE WITCH

THE FATE OF MAGIC

BLOOD AND FEATHERS

MUSEUM OF MAGIC

HOUSE OF HEX

STAR WARS: SOMEONE WHO LOVES YOU

THE CRIMSON THRONE

DRAGON OF THE DEEP






[image: Image]









FULL SPEED TO A CRASH LANDING copyright © 2024 by Beth Revis

HOW TO STEAL A GALAXY copyright © 2024 by Beth Revis

LAST CHANCE TO SAVE THE WORLD copyright © 2025 by Beth Revis

“One More Damn Thing” copyright © 2026 by Beth Revis

All rights reserved. Copying or digitizing this book for storage, display, or distribution in any other medium is strictly prohibited. For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, please contact permissions@astrapublishinghouse.com.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Cover design by Jenna Stempel-Lobell

Cover illustration by Dani Pendergast

Edited by Navah Wolfe

DAW Book Collectors No. 2005

DAW Books

An imprint of Astra Publishing House

dawbooks.com

DAW Books and its logo are registered trademarks of Astra Publishing House

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Revis, Beth author

Title: Chaotic orbits / Beth Revis.

Other titles: Full speed to a crash landing

Description: First omnibus edition. | New York : DAW Books, 2026.

Identifiers: LCCN 2026022919 (print) | LCCN 2026022920 (ebook) | ISBN 9780756420802 trade paperback | ISBN 9780756421151 ebook

Subjects: LCGFT: Novellas | Science fiction | Romance fiction

Classification: LCC PS3618.E895 C43 2026 (print) | LCC PS3618.E895 (ebook)

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026022919

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026022920

First omnibus edition: August 2026




Contents

Praise

By Beth Revis

Title Page

Copyright Page

FULL SPEED TO A CRASH LANDING

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Acknowledgments

HOW TO STEAL A GALAXY

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Acknowledgments

LAST CHANCE TO SAVE THE WORLD

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Acknowledgments

ONE MORE DAMN THING

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10




FULL SPEED TO 

A CRASH LANDING




DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to spite, my greatest muse and motivator.




EPIGRAPH

Look, I don’t have the cash to pay for a quote from Bruce Springsteen, so just put on “Dancing in the Dark” while you read. It’s probably better that way, anyway.
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So.

I’m not in an ideal situation right now.

I’ve got ten percent of air left in this portable tank. Ship’s been decompressed, which . . . not great. Have to rely on the tank. Okay. Okay. I’ve got maybe an hour of air left.

But I also know for a fact that there’s another ship here. It’s the competition, sure, but my radar shows they’re in range, and surely a fellow scavenge ship wouldn’t be so ruthless to ignore a distress call?

“Come on, come on,” I mutter, staring at the slowly blinking communication light. I sent out the signal back when I still had half a day of air left. This nearby ship, I can tell on the radar, it’s big, so there’s got to be a whole operation going on, crew and everything. It’s not a little rig like what I have. So, even if I’m the competition to them, I wouldn’t be much of one.

Plus, my ship has a hole on one side. A big one.

The air gauge ticks down to nine percent.

The comm light blinks.

Eight.

Blink. Blink.

Seven.

“You have got to answer this comm signal!” I scream at it, deeply aware that takes extra air. I’d like to punch something, but gravity’s out on the ship too, which means if I hit the console, I’d just fly backward in the opposite direction. Ricocheting around my own ship doesn’t seem like a good use of my limited time.

Blink.

Blink.

The other ship is not that far away. It’s been well within range for the past hour. What are they all doing, just laughing at a distress signal and rubbing their hands with the knowledge that my ship, though damaged, is another one to loot?

They’re not going to let me die, right?

. . . Right?

Blink.

And then—

“Hello?” It’s staticky and dim, but it’s an answer.

“Hello, yes?” I say. The ship’s signal’s already routed to my earpiece. “Took you long enough to answer!”

“You’re not authorized to be in this sector,” a different voice says, one that rings with authority and contempt.

“Neither are you!” I take a deep breath, then silently curse as the gauge ticks down another percent. “If you’re going to get nitpicky about laws, you ignored a live distress signal for hours.” I can hear them start to answer, but I plow on. “And now I’m down to six percent in my air tank.”

“What?” The first voice again, sounding a little confused. Male, I think. “This is a real distress call?”

“It is for the next thirty minutes or so, because after that, it’ll just be body removal,” I snap. “My ship had a breach. I’m in a suit, breathing what’s left of the only tank I’ve got.”

“What are you even doing out here?”

“Can I answer that when I have more than half an hour left to breathe?” I say, eyes wide at the shock of how dim this other crew is.

“We’ve got a lock on your signal. You really only got half an hour?”

“Mm-hm.” I’m too tense to put it into words, but I try to get the full gravity of the situation in that grunt.

“We’ll be cutting it close.”

Great. Great.

“I’ll try to hold my breath, then,” I say. Because what the fuck else can I say? I can’t exactly refill an oxygen tank in a breached ship.

Whoever answered my call sends me a locator signal. My radar picked them up in this sector, but they’ve got some basic anti-detection shields up, so I didn’t have an exact location. They really aren’t far, but are they near enough? I check my tank again. I don’t like this. I don’t like cutting it this close.

But I can’t risk doing this any other way.

I stare out the hull window. The planet below curves into view. I’ve been in orbit for about a week. First to the scavenge site. Not an easy haul. When I picked up the other ship approaching, I knew I couldn’t compete with them, even if I’d only finished half the job.

A breach in my cargo hold followed by explosive decompression and total life support failure hadn’t exactly been in the original plan. But what’s a girl to do? I know how to improvise.

The air tank gauge flashes red before my locator shows the larger ship moving closer to me. I’m at two percent by the time they’re in sight, and I’m taking shallow sips of air, keeping still, trying my best to convince my body that oxygen’s optional.

I was right. Not about oxygen; things are going to get real dicey soon on that front. I was right about the other ship. It’s a big one. Maybe even government-issue. It’s not a looter, that’s for sure; it’s far too sleek and new. I bet every part of that ship is original, not held together by cheap welds and luck like my little Glory.

Another voice clicks onto my comm. “D-class, our scans show your breach.”

“Did you think I was lying?” I mutter.

“Do you have a port for our cofferdam?”

“Yeah, that’s part of the problem,” I say. The breach broke the airlock system. Again, plans awry, improvisation, the usual.

“How are you going to—”

I do not have time to mince words. “Get as close as you can,” I say. I had my foot latched to a hold bar, but I let go and twist around, already heading aft, using the bars to propel myself through the micrograv as I float down the corridor. I go through the bulkhead door, the heavy metal seals wide open to allow me passage. Straight to the ripped-out hole blown in one side of my ship. “If you pull up starboard and open an airlock transfer, I should be able to get to you without a cofferdam.”

“Without a . . . D-class, how are going to—”

“I have a name,” I say. “Ada Lamarr, nice to meet you, thank you for saving my life.” I’m already at the hole in the side of my ship, careful to avoid the sharp edges of metal that could compromise my suit. I stare out at the massive A-class vessel sidling up alongside my little bird. Dozens of positioning thrusters blow out, edging the leviathan a little closer to me. I scan the side of the ship. Various portholes, a few cargo loader arms, a large shuttle bay—there. An escape airlock hatch for emergency use.

“D-class—Lamarr, exactly how do you intend to reach the Halifax?”

Halifax. Old name. Classic. Maybe not government-issue.

“I’m at one percent,” I mention as if it weren’t my life with minutes to spare. “Can you maybe just trust me on this and open up a door?”

I hold my breath—ironically—and count a few more seconds down. Midship, the airlock door on the side of the Halifax pops open.

“Thanks,” I say. “See you in a bit.” I check my suit and fling myself into the void.

An object in motion stays in motion, that’s what Newton said, and the proof of it’s here in space. As I kick off the side of my ship, past the jagged metal edges of the hole, I would keep going forever through the black at this exact same speed and direction if I didn’t hit something. I mean, I’m hoping I hit the Halifax, which is absolutely my intent, but if that fails, I’ll either get sucked into the gravity of the planet below us—unlikely, given my weight compared to the planet—or I’ll, you know, float in the empty black void of space until I die.

Which, according to my air gauge, is any second now.

I’m missing my target. The Halifax is coming at me a little quicker than I’d thought. Turns out flying through space without a tether can fuck up your concept of relative locations. Also, while it looks pretty certain I’m going to hit the side of this other ship, I’m not at the best angle to hit the open airlock, which is what I need in order to actually board the ship.

My O2 tank may be almost empty, but my propulsion tank is aces. I ignite the jetpack, which does speed me up but at least also speeds me up in the right direction. That little door open on the side of the Halifax is calling my name, and even when I reverse the thrusters, I still come in hot enough to slam into the interior door. I would’ve bounced right off it, but I have the wherewithal to grab on to the latch and hold as the outer door seals shut behind me.

I get a blur of faces at the porthole, a flurry of movement behind the interior wall. This is a classic hyperbaric chamber airlock—a tiny room with one door that opens to the outside, one door that opens to the inside. The inside door won’t open until the chamber is repressurized and air’s pumped back in. Even as the outer door seals shut, I’m still floating. There’s no gravity, no pressure, no air.

Which is a damn shame because there’s also no oxygen left in my tank. I suck at nothing, my lungs left wanting. I get up to the porthole window, and through the heavy carbonglass and the thick protection of my helmet, it’s hard to see too clearly who’s on the other side. I bang on the window with a gloved fist, but I know it’s pointless. They can’t hurry up a hyperbaric chamber. It’s a failsafe to prevent someone from getting the bends and gravity sickness with the artificial grav generator, but at this point, I’d trade that for some air. Black dots dance behind my eyes. Glory’s chamber can take up to five minutes to normalize, but she’s an older model. I can probably hold my breath two minutes?

My feet hit the floor, then my knees. Gravity’s back on. I can barely think; my body keeps trying to breathe air that’s not there. My panicked heartbeat in my ears doesn’t distract me from the emptiness of my lungs, a sensation I’ve never had before. Screw decompression sickness—I rip my helmet off. Bent over, my body makes a gagging-gasping noise. The air is too thin. But there is air, I think, registering that I can actually hear that dying-choking sound streaming out of my raw throat—no sound waves without air.

My arms give out, and I fall fully on the floor, face against the metal. My body bucks, my shoulders spasming as I gasp at air too thin to fully inflate my lungs. My vision goes red.

The last thing I think before it all goes black is: 

Fuck.




2

I’m so cold.

No, wait. It’s just my nose that’s cold. That’s odd. I squint my eyes open a fraction, then immediately regret that choice and also every choice in my life that led up to this moment of lights so blindingly white that they pierce straight into my brain and fry whatever remaining thoughts I might have.

“Ama Lamarr?” a voice asks gently.

“Ada,” I correct automatically.

“Wow, she’s alive.” A different voice, one a little farther away, mildly surprised.

“I’m not too certain of that,” I grumble. I lift an arm, but that arm feels like a million pounds, so I drop it again. My mouth feels weird. I flop my tongue out—too dry—and try to figure out why everything feels cold again.

Hands grab for me and pull me to a sitting position, a croaking groan escaping my lips. I risk opening my eyes again. It still hurts, but it’s better than being in the dark.

I’m on a floor, legs splayed, and a small bald woman with dark skin is crouching in front of me, eyes concerned. She nudges my shoulder gently, and I realize there’s a wall behind me. I lean against it, slumping immediately. That takes a lot out of me, so I suck in some air, and that’s when I realize where the weird cold is coming from—a nasal tube is blowing pure oxygen into me.

“Here,” the woman tells me, thrusting a bottle into my hands. I chug it, and icy liquid slithers down my throat. I’m so tired of cold. I’m so tired in general.

“My name is Nandina Mohammed,” the woman says. She’s the gentle voice. I like her a lot.

“Nice to meet you,” I croak. “I think my eyes have hemorrhaged.”

She nods. “That was a close call.”

I gulp some more water. “Don’t get me wrong, super grateful to not be dead,” I say, “but what the fuck took so long?” I tip my head back, thunking it against the metal wall, and peer up at the other people. While Nandina is now on her knees, scanning me with something white and flashy and important-looking, there are three other people standing nearby, scowling as if they’re deeply perturbed by the inconvenience of my rescue.

“Hello,” I say, waving cheerily at them with my left hand as Nandina scans my right arm.

“Pulse elevated,” Nandina mutters.

“It’s been an exciting evening.” I think I see her bite back a smile. I glance up at the other people still staring down at me. No reaction. Tough crowd.

The short white woman in front stands with her legs apart, arms crossed, taking up as much room as her petite frame is capable of. Unconsciously, I think. She wears a tight-fitting jacket that has a line of red at the collar. Noted. This ship is large but not large enough for the captain to literally wear a badge of her rank, just the color stripe. She’s got a hard face. Looks like a planner, and I didn’t file the triplicate form to be added to the agenda.

The person just behind her and a little to the left has broad shoulders and big muscles. Seems a little jumpy, eyes darting around, looking for danger in this well-lit corridor tastefully tiled in white enamel and accented with chromium. On the captain’s other side is a man with unkempt hair. Average size, average build. Totally forgettable. Except for the sharpest, clearest hazel eyes I’ve ever seen. I shudder. From the cold air, obviously. Then Nandina rips off the nasal tube, and I flinch at the sudden movement.

“You’re back up to normal levels,” she says.

“That’s me,” I say. “Normal.” I’ve got my eyes on the trio looming over us. The captain ignores the big person—despite the military bearing, they seem to be a subordinate. She keeps turning to the other man, and I’m starting to think maybe the captain’s not as in charge as she wants to be.

“Well, not quite normal.” Nandina’s a smiler. She looks to the captain. “I’d like to get her to the med bay.”

“I’d like to get her off my ship,” the captain says.

“Got any mechanics who can fix my ship’s life support and also the three-meter hole in the side?” I ask.

Her eyes flick to the airlock. Just a quick movement, nothing more, but the meaning is clear. She doesn’t need to fix my ship to toss me back outside. It’s an idle threat.

Probably.

“This is going to be a fun stay aboard Hotel Halifax.” I attempt a grin, but it costs too much energy to sustain for more than a second.

“This is a working mission that cannot afford to be interrupted by—” the burly person starts, and then the captain interrupts them.

“First, take our ‘guest’ to the med bay for Mohammed.”

I push against the wall, trying to get my legs to work enough to get me into a standing position, but my feet slip. When I got into the Halifax’s hyperbaric chamber, I was wearing a full suit. Now my boots are gone. I took my helmet off myself already, before I passed out. Panic flares inside me. I need my suit. My suit. I whip my head around as the first officer steps closer to me, the effect making me dizzy. Bile rises up in my throat, but I swallow it down, frantically trying to see through the red haze.

Light fingers tap my hand. My head sloshes forward, looking down at Nandina’s touch, then back up into her concerned face.

“My boots,” I gasp.

“Right over there,” Nandina says, pointing. My helmet’s beside them, and so is my LifePack. Shit, I was panicking about boots, and they’re nothing compared to the backpack-like device I have to attach to my suit that holds everything I need to not die out in the black. Air, the jetpack, temp and pressure units. Worth more than the boots. And I’ve upgraded that shit, personalized the rig to hit my every need.

“First,” the captain says impatiently. I assumed the person was the first officer, but I wonder if it’s actually their name? Perhaps they prefer the title to a name. Either way, First scoops me up, arms under my knees and around my shoulders, like I’m a fussy baby.

“Hey!” I say.

Nandina stands too, as if this is all perfectly routine. She starts down the corridor, First following behind, stoically looking forward to pretend I’m not flopping around in their arms. “I’m coming back for my stuff!” I say as loudly as my ragged voice can allow. “Do not steal my stuff!”

The captain’s eyes widen just a little, which, frankly, is rude. That’s a good suit. It saved my life. I mean, it also almost killed me when it ran out of air, but before that, it saved my life. Plus, the jetpack cost extra. It’s really fancy, if I do say so myself.

Behind her, the man who doesn’t seem to miss a thing pushes forward and follows First. I rest my head on First’s shoulder and blink up at the man trailing behind us. He’s dressed in a brown shirt, simple but neat. My eyes slowly glide up and down him, and they find nothing at all objectionable. He’s so average—height, weight, everything—but there’s something about him that tells me he’s the most interesting person aboard this ship. After me, obviously. I don’t know why I keep looking at him. Tan skin, brown hair cut neatly. If I had to pick a word to describe him, it’d be trim. But he’s got this air about him, like he knows how the whole universe fits together, and that makes me wonder how I might fit into his carefully organized world. Does he have a slot for chaos, or am I going to have to break some stuff to make room on the shelf for me? Either route poses fun and exciting possibilities.

“Hello,” I tell the man trailing behind us. I try to sound casual, like this is a routine day, being cradled by a big hulking person on my way to a med bay while I have hemorrhaged eyes and a mouth that had all the saliva boiled out of it, but my voice is still all scratchy and raw and my ears are slightly ringing, so I’m not even sure if I got both syllables out.

The man smiles. “Hello,” he says back. Oh, good. He’s going to pretend this is normal too. I immediately like him even more.

“You know,” I say, wiggling so I don’t have to crane my neck around quite so much, “if you’d waited, I bet First would have carried you to the med bay, too.”

First grunts.

“I don’t mind walking,” the man says.

“But consider this: you could be not walking. And carried. Like a baby.”

“It does look comfortable.”

First turns a corner, and glass doors slide open. I’m trying to think of something quippy and witty and charming to say about how comfortable First’s arms are, but then they dump me on a table that’s lacking in the padding department, and my breath comes out with a little oof.

After dropping me, First heads back out the door. The man who followed us here looks around, unsure of where to stand, but eventually leans against the wall, watching us. Nandina is already at the table by the bed, various scanners beeping and, presumably, scanning.

“You’re recovering just fine,” Nandina says. She holds up a small bottle. “You want to do the eye drops, or would you like me to?”

“Ugh,” I say, but I take the bottle.

“Three drops, each eye.”

I lean back and put the medicine in my eyes. It feels slimy for an instant, but the more I blink, the better my vision seems. Less red, anyway.

My suit is already partially exposed, the seal-tight released and the inner zipper showing the top portion of my chest.

“This is a good suit,” Nandina says.

“Thanks. It was ridiculously expensive—”

“Now strip.”

I blink at her. “Not even dinner first?”

She chuckles. “You’ve got some mild muscle tears. And a little atrophy. How long have you been in space this round? You really need to have some proper gravity every three turns.”

“Medics always say that.” It wasn’t hard to guess what Nandina’s role on the Halifax is, but I appreciate the twinkle in her eye at the acknowledgment.

“I’m guessing you’ve not seen solid ground for at least six turns.” Nandina gives me a stern look, hands on her hips.

Beyond her I catch a glimpse of the good-looking man, gaze as razored as ever. “Seven,” I say, watching him even as I answer her. It’s like I can see tiny gears inside his brain, winding around everything I say. “Or eight? Maybe five. Who can remember, really?” I wait until he focuses on me and shoot him a grin.

Oh, a poker face. Nice. Totally gonna break that.

“You take your vits, right?” Nandina says. “Also, I wasn’t joking.”

“About what?”

“Strip.”

She’s the doc, but a quick glance at Eyes tells me he has no intention of leaving, and there’s not a curtain for privacy in this med bay. It’s all bright white lights and exposed beds.

“Dinner after,” Nandina promises.

I have to lean back to get the next part of the seal-tight open. “If you’re getting a sneak peek, at least let me know your name,” I say, my tone light. I shrug out of the shoulders of my suit and meet the man’s eyes.

“Rian White,” he says in a voice that counteracts all that cold that had been coursing through me.

Some men have the attitude that there are no bras in space. Which is bullshit. But while Sharp-Eyes Rian White may keep a stony blank face, there’s a nice little flush when I don’t break eye contact with him as I push my suit down to my hips.

“Good enough,” Nandina says. She slaps a few med patches on my mostly bare back, which stings for a second, but there’s some excellent stuff in those things. My body gets all good and woobly. Nandina helps me get rid of the rest of the insulated thermal radiation suit. I have the thin version, which is nice, but it’s still clunky, and we have to take our time, not risking a tear. I could do it all by myself, but it’d be rough in my current condition. And slow. There are times when stripping slowly is preferable, but now’s not it.

First walks back in, sees me half-undressed, and immediately looks up at the ceiling. They’ve brought my LifePack, helmet, and boots, and they hold both laden arms out until Nandina relieves them of the burden, stowing them in a storage locker. The medic hands me some standard-issue—a tunic-style shirt that hangs loosely on me and drawstring pants. Rubber-soled slide-ons are the final touch. It’s all a lot more comfortable than my suit and boots, but comfort doesn’t matter. After folding my suit up and stowing it with the boots and helmet, Nandina starts to hook up the intakes and chargers on my LifePack, starting with the O2 tank.

Nandina pauses after that, the fuel charger in one hand. She glances back at me, a question on her lips that I answer before she can ask. “That’s a jaxon jet,” I say, smug in the knowledge that everyone in the room will be suitably impressed. I take a quick glance around. Maybe they didn’t hear me. “A jaxon jetpack.”

“Oh,” Nandina says, but it’s clear she doesn’t understand the depth of importance that type of jetpack entails. Jaxon fuel, found on the terran worlds in at least two colonial systems, is extremely difficult to mine, but the best of the best. Most suits have basic units, but a jaxon-fueled jetpack burns cold and lasts forever. It’s stable, efficient, and reliable, with precise positioning controls. Other jets can get you up in the air; a jaxon lets you soar like a dragon.

Nandina looks at the charger unit in her hand, the one that doesn’t have anywhere to go. “So, does that mean I don’t have to hook it up—”

“Yeah.” I glance at the others. “It’s fine; you can leave it.” No one here appreciates good tech. Nandina closes the locker door after connecting the other elements of my LifePack to the recharger.

First is still staring at the ceiling, waiting for me to give them the all clear that I’m dressed. “Are you going to carry me to dinner?” I ask. “Because that would be nice.”

“You can walk now.” Nandina’s reading those scanners again.

“Just because I can doesn’t mean I should.” My words are slurring a little. I bat my eyes at Rian. “Or you can carry me.”

“I didn’t take you for a damsel in distress,” he comments. Nandina puts some more patches on me—two just under my clavicle—and I start to feel a little more sober. Caffeine patches, I think, or maybe some adrenaline to counteract the relaxers. Up and down, up and down.

“Damsel, yes,” I say. “Distress? Never.”

“Not even when you’re running out of air?”

I flash him my best grin. “Not even then.”
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Nandina wasn’t lying. Dinner waits for me in the mess hall. Real food, too, an actual meal.

It comes with an audience. The captain’s there, and First takes up a position right beside her, at least until she tells them to go back to the bridge and “monitor.” Which means, of course, there’s something—or someone—to monitor. I tuck into the tray in front of me—there’s protein goop in the slop, but the bumpy bits have to be actual, real lentils, which is nice, and whether the leaves spotting the mix are rehydrated or not, I absolutely appreciate the chance to eat something green that’s not a by-product of recycler worms.

The captain talks to Nandina, who, after assuring her I’m healthy, not carrying some weird alien plague, and unlikely to die anytime soon, is sent away. I wave at her, and she waves back. Such a nice doctor.

Rian White stays. He sits down across from me even when the captain remains standing. And the captain doesn’t like that. And he doesn’t care. And these lentils are really good.

“Are there seconds?” I ask.

Rian looks like he’s going to offer more, but the captain snaps, “No.”

I lick my spoon. “Any hot sauce?”

“No,” she says again.

“Ah, you guys get real food on the regular, then. If you were using worms, you’d have a whole tank of hot sauce.”

Rian cringes, the look of a guy who knows how little hot sauce does for the aftertaste but how important it is anyway.

“What are you doing in this sector?” the captain asks.

“You can sit, you know,” I say, gesturing with the spoon. “It’s a little awkward just staring up at you like this.” I said that to be nice, because she’s short enough to not hear that kind of thing often, but she just keeps scowling. “I don’t even know your name.”

“I’m the captain of the Halifax,” the captain of the Halifax says.

“Yes, but Captain what?” I ask. Her jaw tightens. Oh, this one does not like being questioned. Not even for a name. I wonder if she’s had interrogation training. I wonder if she’s just had interrogation training for this mission.

“Ursula, just sit,” Rian says.

I shoot him a grin. “Yes, please do, Ursula.”

“Captain Io,” she snaps. But she does at least sit.

“So, I’m guessing I’m here for the same reason you’re here,” I say cheerily, scraping the spoon along the bottom of the tray. “Salvage. The UGS Roundabout is not going to loot itself, after all.”

“You are not supposed to know about the UGS Roundabout,” Ursula says.

I give her an exaggerated wink. “And neither are you.”

“How did you get here so quickly?”

I pick up the metal tray and lick the bottom. When I put it down, Ursula and Rian are both waiting for my answer. 

“I didn’t get here any quicker than my ship can go.” I shrug. “Then again, I think I blew a fuel line, so maybe I ran a little hot.”

“Ms. Lamarr,” Rian starts.

“Mr. White.” I match his deep tone.

“How long have you been at this site?”

I shrug. “Two standard days.”

“The UGS Roundabout only crashed ten cycles ago. This is not a typical route. From almost any port, you’d have to have come here within hours of the crash to be here before us.”

“Look, you know I’m not going to tell you my source,” I say, leveling with him. “Looters’ code.”

“Looters don’t have a code,” Ursula protests, a distinct snarl to her voice.

“Are you saying you don’t have a code? No wonder you almost let me die before deigning to rescue me.” There’s an edge in my voice now. “Because, see, the law says a ship crash can be scavenged if it’s not reported by the government as off-limits. And Roundabout’s not been reported. So, I’m in the right here, and just because you don’t like that don’t mean I’m breaking the law.”

My gaze slides from the captain over to Rian. “But you, on the other hand, ignored a distress call for hours.”

And that is against the law. Any ship within range of a distress call must answer the distress call if they have the means. And clearly, Halifax has the means.

The captain squares her shoulders, her eyes narrowed, but I glare right back at her. She has the grace to shrink a little. “There was some . . .” She swallows. “Some debate about the validity of your call.”

I raise both my eyebrows. I’m not seeing everything in a red haze anymore, but I caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror in the med bay, and I know my eyes are still crimson from the burst blood vessels.

“You have to understand how unlikely it was that you were here,” the captain continues. She doesn’t like being in the wrong, and she’s the type of person who wants to talk her way into being right. She’s had too many people believe her just for speaking, and it shows. “It seemed clear that a distress signal from this location, at this time, would be sabotage, and . . .”

“And yet it wasn’t,” I say simply.

Her mouth closes.

“Do you know what it’s like to count each breath?” I continue. “Do you know how it feels to pick up a ship’s signal, to know it’s in range, and to be ignored, all while your last oxygen tank gets lower?” I huff a bitter laugh. “I’ve always known the risks out here. You think I haven’t considered them when I’m a single person on an old ship? Something goes wrong out here . . . I know how that ends. I just . . .” I shake my head, the tip of my tongue on my teeth. “I expect to die alone if something goes wrong in the black. I just never thought I’d have an audience who watched without even answering my distress call.”

I’ve made Ursula realize the full depths of how wrong she was. I’m not sure what Rian’s role on the Halifax is, but no one has higher authority on any ship than the captain. It was her call.

And she made it wrong.

And we all know it. Without question. Even her.

“Ms. Lamarr, I cannot express how sorry I am—” she starts.

“And you won’t even give me seconds.”

The captain blinks at me, stunned, and there’s little nervous tic near her left eye as she stands up, grabs my food tray, and goes over to the dispenser to get me another round of those lentils. “And some leaves!” I call to her.

“It’s spinach,” she says.

I shrug. A leaf is a leaf, but green stuff? Damn, that’s expensive. “Double spinach, please!”

Rian smirks at me. “You’re good,” he says while Ursula busies herself with the dispenser.

“I am.” I grin at him. “At what?”

He doesn’t answer. Those eyes of his. They don’t miss a thing. I shovel a spoonful of lentils into my mouth as soon as the captain drops the tray in front of me.

“How did you know that the Roundabout wrecked?” Rian asks. He doesn’t seem impatient that I have to chew; he speaks like this is idle conversation.

“Looter to looter?” I motion him closer, as if I’m going to whisper a secret, then shake my head. “I’m not telling.”

“We’re not looters.” The captain’s voice brooks no argument. “We’re here to salvage—”

I shrug. “Salvage is just a few letters away from scavenge. I bet they have the same roots. Probably French. Wild that a country that doesn’t even exist anymore can fuck up our language so much.”

Rian frowns, and a cute little wrinkle forms on his brow. “I don’t think you’re right about that.”

“We are not here to argue etymology.” The captain’s voice rises a notch. She can’t stand this. She’s so to-the-point about everything. She may be short, but even I didn’t realize it was going to be this easy to take her measure.

I cut her a little slack. “Roundabout wasn’t reported. That means it’s up for grabs.”

“Yes,” Rian allows. “But not by you.” When he sees my expression, he grins. “Perhaps if your ship hadn’t been breached, maybe you’d be our competition.”

“Maybe?!” I gasp, clutching my chest with one hand and scooping up more goop with the other.

“But as it stands, you’re just our guest, and that means you can’t . . .” He struggles to find the right word.

“Loot,” the captain supplies. “You can’t loot.”

“You can hire me,” I say. “I work for cheap. Just feed me and cut me some profits.”

“No,” Ursula says flatly.

“I got nothing better to do,” I assure her. “Plus, I am very good at my job.”

“No,” the captain says again. She stands, turning to Rian and ignoring me completely. “I’ll grant her refuge but nothing else.”

Oh, good. Despite delaying my rescue, she is the law-abiding sort. Not like there are many witnesses out here; she could toss me from the airlock. But I don’t think she’s seriously contemplated that option, which is refreshing. Then again, if the Halifax is a government-funded ship, which I highly suspect, there’s probably already logs of their detour and a registry online that I’m here. Killing me would mean paperwork. I swear, I’ve been saved at least four times in my life thanks to people who just didn’t want to file the damn paperwork on me.

But don’t get me wrong. I am appreciative of the captain and all her legalese. I automatically like anyone not actively trying to kill me, even if they won’t let me have some fun planetside.

“Refuge includes three square meals a day, right?” I ask.

Ursula grunts, which I take for a yes, and then she leaves, ignoring my very polite and friendly farewell.

Rian’s watching me. Man, those eyes. “I looked up your ship registry.”

I lick my spoon, making a little bit of a show of it, but he pretends not to notice. Cute.

“Surprised that clunker of yours has lasted as long as it did,” he adds.

“I can fix her, no worries,” I say.

“There’s a three-meter-wide hole in the side.”

“We all have our flaws.”

Rian snorts, clearly not sharing my optimism about Glory. “How long have you really been at this site?” he asks.

I hesitate.

“I could board your ship and examine the logs,” he says.

“By all means.” I make a grand gesture. With the cofferdam link broken, Rian would have to do the same thing I did—jump out of the airlock with a positional suit and board through the breach. Of course, he’d have a full air tank, so maybe it’s not as big a deal to him.

“I would rather you just tell me.”

“You’re going to be trouble for me,” I say, sighing romantically.

“Because I ask questions?”

“Because you ask questions with a voice like that.”

“Like what?” He looks genuinely confused.

“I would rather you just tell me.” I try to emulate his deep voice, smooth as chocolate. Damn, when was the last time I had chocolate?

“I do not sound like that,” he deadpans.

“I know, you sound much sexier, but I’m trying.”

“I don’t sound sexy!”

I just raise my eyebrow. Unlike before, I forget for a second that my eyes are stained red and the purple bags under them probably make me look half-dead. Then I remember and grab my spoon, stuffing more lentils into my mouth before I say something else that’s dumb.

“Anyway,” I say, “you can check the logs if you want, but I only beat the Halifax here by two days.” Like I already said once, and I don’t for a second doubt he knows that. He’s testing me, my story. But I’m not going to trip up that easy.

“Did you go down to the crash site?” he asks, all gravity. Nothing hotter than a focused man.

“Yup,” I say.

That gets a reaction. I think he expected me to lie or play around.

“What did you find?” he asks.

I shrug. “Metal. As one would expect.”

He’s silent for so long that I start eating again. I can guess what he’s thinking, though.

The Roundabout is a cargo ship. One of those big long-haulers. And it was taking a path that was out of the way, bypassing the major routes. It was a ship that didn’t want to be found.

But it also didn’t want to crash, and it did, so clearly, ships don’t always get what they want.

“A lot of cargo crates labeled with Fetor Tech stamps,” I add. “Is that what you’re looking for, tech? I don’t bother with that. I don’t have the right connections.”

Rian doesn’t answer.

I put my spoon down. “I don’t know what you guys are trying to ‘salvage,’” I say, meeting his sharp eyes. “But me? I’m a metal scavenger. And I’m good at it. And that ship wasn’t reported, so it’s free game.”

That’s a sticking point for him. If the Roundabout had something really, really important on it, then the government would have reported it off-limits. And few people would risk looting it. But that ship had been on a secret path for a reason, I’m betting. And that reason means the government sent over the Halifax rather than risk the wrong people noting it was gone.

“It’s only been crashed ten cycles,” Rian says softly. There’s something different about his eyes now, something sad. “The planet it crashed into isn’t exactly hospitable, but . . .”

“You’re telling me,” I snort. This planet is one of the unnamed ones. Any planet that humans can’t settle doesn’t get a fancy name, just an alphanumerical designation. And this planet? Definitely can’t be settled.

“Ten cycles isn’t long enough for . . .” He pauses again, and I finally get his point. “There were thirteen crew members aboard when it crashed.”

I look down at my empty tray. “I know,” I whisper. “Or I guessed. Ship that size. Had to have human crew. I stayed in the back end.”

I can tell he doesn’t know what I mean. I prop my elbows on the table and bump my fists together. “Ship like Roundabout, it wasn’t ever meant to land on a planet. Too big.” It’s a freighter, so it was built in space. Tenders brought the crew up from the planet to the ship, and it took and offloaded cargo with transport shuttles. “I don’t know what went wrong, but she got caught in that planet’s gravity. It ripped her in at least two pieces.” I pull my fists apart, letting them fall to the table with thunks that make Rian jump. He looks down at my hands, symbolizing that there are two broken parts of the ship, separated by a decent distance.

“Our initial scans showed something like that,” he says, almost to himself.

“Your scans were right. Anyway, I stayed aft. Didn’t see any bodies. Wasn’t looking for them, though.”

Rian nods gravely. Crash like that, there wouldn’t be survivors. Just corpses.

“I did all my salvaging from the cargo hold,” I add.

“What did you take?”

“Metal,” I say, shaking my head. We already went over that.

“You didn’t look at the cargo?”

“I didn’t get a chance. It’s . . .” I cringe. “It’s a mess down there. Metal’s easy. I filled up my haul with the bits on the ground, didn’t even need my hover for it.”

Rian nods, thinking. But I’m not sure what angle’s caught his attention. And that? That’s what has my attention.
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First comes back, on the captain’s orders, no doubt, and escorts me to a bunk room. The crew’s quarters are pretty big. There’s space enough here for a crew three or four times the size that the Halifax is now hosting. Money doesn’t seem to be the problem. Which means they’re operating with a tight crew on purpose.

The fewer people you have on board, the less talk you have off.

“Nice digs.” I step into the room First offers me. The door slides shut, leaving me alone in the room. “So polite,” I mutter to the air.

The room is small but bigger than my bunk on Glory. A double-sized bed bolted to the floor dominates one side. The wall by the door hosts a suit rack, complete with recharger hookups. That’s not unusual for a ship like this; crew tend to like to keep their own suits close, and it’s easier to dress in one’s room and then go to the shuttle bay than to turn the shuttle bay into an impromptu dressing room prior to departure. Of course, this means Nandina didn’t have to store my suit in a locker. Which means someone’s going to scan it. I file that bit away as I prowl the rest of the room. Wall cubbies show a few more outfits in the same tunic-and-drawstring style—generic gear made available for crew between suited walks, standard issue. The wash unit has some extra gadgets beyond just an antiseptic sponge and a suction toilet, so that definitely meets my approval.

There’s a large porthole of carbonglass built along the far wall, and even from here, I can see the curve of the planet below. When I press my face against the window, I can almost catch the empty shell of Glory floating nearby, too. My good little ship. “Don’t worry,” I tell her. “I’m coming back for you.”

My eyes linger at the gaping black scar of the breach.

I force myself to turn to the planet. Protoplanet, I mean. The world is riddled with earthquakes and volcanoes, lava spurts forming dangerously erratic eruptions. It’s going to be a nice, big world one day. But right now, that planet is still a baby throwing tantrums about its own tectonic plates.

The porthole is set into the wall, the lip of it forming a space that’s perfect for sitting. I lean my back against the curved metal and stretch out my legs. My eyes drift from my poor, broken ship to the poor, broken planet and back again.

• • •

I wake up with a start. Who knew lentils were soporific?

The comm by the door beeps again, and I hear Rian’s voice. “Ms. Lamarr?”

I hop off the ledge and cross the room. The door slides open at my touch, and there he is, eyes and all.

“Visiting a lady in her bedchamber, my goodness,” I say, propping a hip against the door frame.

“I sent off for some more data on your ship,” he says. “Can I come in? Or we can discuss this elsewhere.”

I step aside. There really isn’t much furniture in the room, so I perch back up on the porthole ledge, letting Rian take the bed.

Internally, my mind is calculating what he had to do to get even rudimentary data this quickly. The Halifax is obviously on the portal communication system, but even then, he had to have pulled some strings and must be using a booster. Technically, nothing travels faster than light, not even information. The portals just give us shortcuts.

“Tell me all about Glory,” I say, grinning at him.

Rian juts his chin out, looking down at me. “That’s just it. There’s hardly any record.”

My best grin is smeared all over my face. “Hardly any? That means you found something.” Which, shit. I thought I had everything scrubbed.

Rian pulls out a data pad and reads the screen. “Licensed as a salvage; last recorded location was four turns ago. On the other side of the galaxy.”

He doesn’t say who it was licensed to. Nice.

“I’m a busy girl,” I say. “I bounce all around.”

He watches me, waiting for me to say something else.

“When are you guys going to tell me the super secret thing you’re looking for in the Roundabout wreckage?” I ask eagerly.

Rian drops the data pad on the bed. “Who says we’re looking for anything super secret?” But he’s got a wry grin on his face; he expected me to guess this much.

“If you told me and if you sent me down there, I could find it,” I tell him. “Save you loads of time.”

“We already have a crew planetside.”

That explains the empty rooms on this corridor, then. “How many?”

“Two.”

Okay, not all the rooms. Still a top-secret project.

I clap my hands together. “Come on; tell me what you’re looking for. Precious gems? Hidden treasure? Top-secret government files?”

“My lips are sealed.” Rian presses his mouth closed as if to prove the point, although he can’t hide the tilting curve of his smile.

“How big is it, at least?” I ask. “No, don’t tell me. It’s gotta be small. All the big stuff was in the cargo hold, and you didn’t care that I’ve already been there.”

“Didn’t I?”

I shake my head at him. “Nah, I can read you like a data scan. Whatever you’re looking for, it’s gotta be small.”

“And you want me to send you down to help search for it?”

“Hey, I’m just trying to be nice. If you and Ursula—”

“Captain Io.”

“—want me to just nap and eat for the rest of your mission, whatever it is, I am absolutely, one hundred percent fine with that. I’m a good scavenger, but I’ll be honest, where I really excel at life is in eating and napping.”

That much is true.

“What are the conditions like down there?” Rian gets off the bed and leans over me, peering through the porthole. The scent of him fills my senses—I can’t even describe it; it’s just a clean smell but something unique to him, something that fills me up.

“It’s hot,” I say.

My head’s leaned back on the porthole, looking up at him, the planet in the corner of my vision. “So hot down there that the suit almost isn’t enough. There’s a layer of rocky earth, but that planet’s new. Stomp too hard and magma comes up.”

“That’ll make loaders difficult.”

“That’s not your problem,” I say.

“Oh?” He’s got one elbow on the carbonglass, and he drops his gaze to me. I’m caged in by his body and the ship, and usually that sort of positioning makes me claustrophobic, but right now, all I really want to do is close the space between us. Instead, I loll my head on the carbonglass, the smooth surface cooling my flushed cheeks.

“You gotta think,” I say, looking out at the black, “Roundabout crashed into the planet. Not onto it.”

It takes him a second. “So, parts of the ship were engulfed by lava?”

“I’m guessing. I only saw the aft. I’m thinking the full brunt of the impact was forward. The nose of the ship, hitting a barely cooled surface. It’s not just the impact you got to worry about; it’s also the conditions of the planet fucking everything else up. So, if you’re looking for something on the bridge of that ship? It’s probably not just crushed but also burned up by lava.”

There’s a distant look on Rian’s face. I’m still facing the window, but I can see his reflection. And he doesn’t know that I see the subtle shake of his head, the firm belief that whatever he’s looking for is still down there. That’s not hope—there’s no desperation to his movement. No, he’s certain. Whatever he’s looking for, it’s still there.

He just has to find it.

It’s either not on the bridge, or it’s protected somehow, I think. And, it goes without saying, it’s worth something. A lot of something.

“It makes me wonder what went wrong,” Rian says.

He’s still focused on the ship. And it’s a fair question. All of space, the empty black void, where a ship could just break down and call for help . . . and it crashed. Into a planet. Made of lava.

“It does make salvage difficult,” I say. “I’m a lot more used to ghost ships in the black.”

Rian glances down at me, but I’m still pretending to look out of the window. “That sounds lonely.”

I close my eyes. “It can be.”

“Is it always just you and your ship?”

I debate whether or not to tell him the truth. “No,” I say finally.

He doesn’t ask more, but it’s weighing on my mind now. “When it is just me, though, I tend to only do the push jobs.” Glory can be used as a tugboat, pushing a dead ship through the void of space to a scrapyard station. Size doesn’t matter, not in space, not where gravity and friction don’t exist.

“This isn’t that,” Rian points out.

“Nope.”

“What made you pick up a dangerous mission like Roundabout? It’s a lot more labor-intensive than just hauling scrap.”

I creak open an eyelid. He’s watching me. I could feel it even before I looked. And even when I open both my eyes, he doesn’t look away.

“Girl’s gotta eat,” I say, shrugging.

He doesn’t buy it, but he lets it slide. That’s how I know he knows I’m dancing with lies and half-truths. Someone trying to figure out the truth knows when to let silence do the interrogation. And he thinks he’s pegged me and time will make me trust him. He’s got sharp eyes, but it’s in the way his shoulders are relaxed—he’s certain of himself. He’s one of those calm guys who just know it won’t take anything but time and persistence to get what he wants. He’s in a marathon and thinks I’m sprinting.

I kick my legs up on the ledge and turn to the window, really looking down at the planet now. “You wanna know what gets me?” I say.

He makes a curious sound. I can still feel him watching me.

“There’s no way you and I both will clear out the wreckage of the Roundabout,” I say. “Impossible. A matter of mass; there’s too much of that broken ship down there for us.”

“Other scavengers may eventually come.”

“Maybe. But what’s the point in hauling up every scrap? Nah, there’s a good chance some of that ship is going to stay on that planet.”

“Probably.”

“And look at it. I’m not a geologist, but that planet out there? It’s a baby. The volcanoes and thin crust and the earthquakes . . . it’s a planet that’s still growing, not yet fully formed. Give it a few million years, and the tectonic plates will settle. Gravity will pull in an atmosphere. Little algae and stuff will grow, then proper plants. Maybe dinosaurs. Another few million, and this planet could host sapient life. We’re looking at the beginning of a whole world.”

Rian’s gaze shifts to the window.

“And there’s carbonglass down there,” I continue. “Alloy metals that last. I don’t know how this stuff works, but the right conditions . . . what if the ship just gets buried and preserved? And in millions and millions of years, whatever life this planet fosters includes archaeologists. And they dig down in just the right spot and they find the Roundabout.”

“I suppose it’s possible, if unlikely.”

That’s basically the mantra of my life, but I don’t bother telling him that. Instead, I say, “That’s what I think about. Space is so mind-bogglingly big. Utterly incomprehensible. But we leave our shit everywhere. Ghost ships in the void. Crashes on protoplanets. The litter we jettison. And sometimes, I run into it. It’s always our stuff. Never anything from another species.”

“There are other species, though,” Rian says.

“Yeah, but not sapient.” We’ve found whole planets with life, flora and fauna. Nothing ever talks back to us.

Nothing ever builds spaceships.

“Maybe that planet down there doesn’t even develop life,” Rian says. “Most of them don’t.”

That’s true. But maybe it will. And maybe there will be someone like me, millions and millions of years from now, who finds something from us, who will know that even if the universe is silent, it wasn’t always.
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I gotta be careful. Rian? He’s a distraction. So much so that I almost wonder if that was his intent. He didn’t really ask any of the questions I thought he would; he didn’t even come close. After he leaves, I go over everything he said, everything I said, and the dots don’t connect.

There’s an angle here, but I can’t see it yet.

So, I go to the med bay.

Nandina’s not there when I arrive, but judging from how quickly she pops up, she was close. Or they got some cams watching me when I leave the room. Either’s a possibility.

“Are you feeling ill?” she asks.

“Just came for my stuff.”

Her eyes widen slightly.

“My suit,” I clarify.

“You want your suit?”

“Yes. I’ll keep it in my room.” It’s been enough time on the chargers that the tanks should be full again, but even if they aren’t there are recharger ports in the bunk room.

“I can leave it in the locker; it’s not a problem.”

“I’d rather have it with me.” I purposefully bought a suit that was more mobile than some of the ship-specific suits. Between the thincraft material and the jaxon jets, my suit’s worth almost as much as my ship. Not that I think anyone on the Halifax would pilfer parts.

I just would rather have it with me.

“Of course you can have it,” Nandina says, opening up the med bay door and heading to the storage locker. “But . . .”

Why. The question she won’t ask. Why am I trying to get a spacesuit in my bunk room.

I wait until she looks at me, and I meet her eyes. “It’s the only thing I own on this ship. It’s the only thing that’s mine.”

Nandina’s face is an open book, sympathy evident all over her features. She nods and passes the suit over to me. It’s awkward in my arms, but it is a comfort to have it. I know I can’t just jump out the porthole window of my bunk room, but at least if this ship is breached like Glory was, I’ll have my suit handy.

“I know it’s a little silly,” I mutter, hefting my LifePack on my shoulders like a backpack.

“No, I get it.” Nandina’s trying hard not to show her emotion, but it’s futile. She can’t help but wear her feelings out in the open. That’s what good people do. “But just so you know, if you need anything, anything at all . . . I can help you get it. We have lots of supplies on this ship.”

“Thanks.” I offer her a watery smile and turn to go. “Actually . . . do you have any data recorders I could have?”

Like I said, an open book. Her surprise is as clear as carbonglass.

“I just thought it may be nice to record some of my thoughts. You know . . . process it all,” I explain.

“Oh, of course!” Nandina reaches for a different storage cabinet. “Absolutely; I should have thought of that myself. I get so used to physical medicine, but emotional therapy is just as important. The Halifax is a job for me, but your ship was your home, wasn’t it?”

I nod, watching as she punches in a key code on the storage locker. Five digits, the last two are zero. On the table beside the locker, there’s a scanner.

“I cannot imagine what that loss is like. Journaling is a great idea, but I want you to know that I’m happy to talk as well. Like I said, both the body and the mind are important for full healing, and I’m here to help.”

She reaches inside and pulls out a data recorder. It’s a little thing, only about the size of my finger, but it’s capable of storing a lot of information. Audio, video, text. I check the side. It’s got an input port, too—if I had the clearance code, I could download every single bit of data on the ship’s computing services into this little recorder. Theoretically.

“Thank you,” I tell her.

“Of course. Also . . .” She hesitates. “I know Captain Io and First can be a bit . . . abrupt.”

“Oh, First is very snuggly.”

She smiles. “Just know that they’re fair. They get the job done, and the captain’s very strict, but they are fair. This is a good ship, a good crew.”

“Are you telling me that I can have seconds at every meal? Because that will earn you lifelong loyalty.”

“Absolutely,” she says. “And don’t let the captain bully you into thinking otherwise. Doctor’s orders.”

I give her a mock salute and then lug my stuff back to the room they say is mine. First things first, I check the life-support unit and the jetpack attachment and affix them to a hook near the door. All the tanks have been replenished, everything at max and ready to go. Nice. A full diagnostic proves all is well. Then I spread out my suit on the bed, meticulously going over every seam and line. Everything’s still solid, and the suit should be able to seal correctly. I could toss myself outside again whenever I want to.

As I said, my suit’s custom. When you scavenge alone, you learn that the two most important things to your survival are your suit and your ship. My ship’s been breached. I can’t afford to let my suit be anything less than perfect.

Not if I want my plan to work.

So, I hang it up beside the LifePack and check it one last time. Every seam. Every latch. Every connection.

What’s mine is mine.

There’s a small outer pocket on the chest of the suit, designed to be accessible while on black walks, just big enough for me to fit gloved fingers inside. I wonder if Rian or whoever scanned my suit checked the pockets. My odds are pretty even on that one. On the one hand, there wasn’t much time, and digital scans are quick and noninvasive. On the other, Rian doesn’t seem the type to miss anything.

Doesn’t matter either way. I made sure it was empty before. Now I put the data recorder into my spacesuit’s pocket instead, sealing it inside.

Last to be checked is my helmet. I run a quick analysis; the operational base of the suit is built into the inner shell of the headpiece. In the past two hours, someone’s downloaded all the external communications I’d logged. There aren’t many, I know that. Mostly me cursing and waiting to be rescued, a few logs from when I was recording what I’d found on the planet, data entries as I processed my finds and estimated value and buyers.

We’re too far out to make any meaningful contact with someone in another system. Even if I had sent a message to someone from here, it would still be pinging around the galaxy. Data is slower than the speed of light, unless you have an intergalactic transmitter, and while the Halifax may be rich enough for that, I’m not.

I think about the scanner on the table in the med bay. I’d bet real coin that scanner was used on my suit, checking for any trackers or outgoing signals. Probably Rian.

As if I’d make such a rookie mistake.

I see a flash out of the corner of my eye from the direction of the porthole. Oh, delightful—the crew Captain Ursula sent planetside is heading back up to the ship. I take the time to do one last check before I leave the room. I’m in no rush. It takes a while to dock a shuttle.

I get a little turned around but make it to the dock as the shuttle bay is almost fully repressurized. Both the captain and Rian wait at the bay doors; it’s automatically locked until the pressure and O2 are back in equilibrium with the rest of the ship. Ursula scowls. Rian smiles. Fifty-fifty, not bad.

“I can’t wait to meet the rest of our crew!” I say, beaming at Ursula.

She almost looks complimented for a moment, then shifts to a glare. “My crew. Not ours.”

“Not yet,” I say, undeterred.

The bulkhead door hisses as it opens; the shuttle bay is safe for entry. Inside, the shuttle door also opens, and two suited people step out. I see the way the mirrored face shields turn from the captain to me. Pretty soon, the helmets are off, and both the crew members stare openly at me.

The person closest to me is a large woman with broad shoulders. Her suit’s labeled with her surname—Yadav. I glance over at the other person, male, with a surname of Magnusson. Yadav has brown skin with deep warm undertones, and when she tugs down her skull cap, I see shining dark hair braided in a crown. Magnusson has chin-length blond hair, pale skin, and eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“Hi!” I say cheerily. “I’m your new crewmate!”

Magnusson gapes at me.

“Name’s Ada Lamarr,” I offer, sticking out my hand. He looks down at it and then to the captain, as if making sure I’ve not actually proffered a venomous snake.

Yadav removes her gloves and gives me her hand. “My name is Saraswati; do not call me Sara.” Her voice is stern, but her smile is light. I note the way the second syllable of her name goes up a little when she pronounces it.

Magnusson doesn’t offer me either a greeting or another name. “Why is she here?” He’s looking at me but talking to the captain.

I guess he’s not asking how I’m here because he already knows. The whole reason the Halifax delayed responding to my distress signal was they thought I was a sabotage attempt, and they probably rushed to get their crew on the ground first. My eyes flick to Magnusson’s waist. He’s carrying a blaster on his hip. Saraswati is too.

They expected trouble on land.

Good of them to be prepared; no fault in that. If I was paranoid like this crew, I would have assumed the worst. I wouldn’t have waited hours and hours to make the rescue and almost leave the caller to die, but you know. Choices.

“So, how was it?” I ask Saraswati, the nicer of the two. “Did the entire world try to burn you up while also eating you?”

Saraswati snorts a laugh. “Yeah, pretty much.” Her tone shifts a little as she turns to the captain. “Volatile conditions, as expected. But there were . . . complications. We recorded multiple significant seismic shifts, and the area forward of the wreckage shows—”

“We’ll debrief once you’ve both had a chance to change,” the captain says, cutting her off. “White, will you please escort our . . . refugee elsewhere.”

“Where?” I ask eagerly, as if I’ve not been dismissed.

“Elsewhere,” the captain growls.

Rian sweeps his hand toward the door, a smirk on his face. “I’m growing on her,” I confide in a loud, carrying whisper. “The captain’s going to hire me on properly any day now, I can tell.”

I think the loud groan I hear behind me as I climb the steps out of the cargo hold is from the shuttle-bay door opening, but it could have been Ursula. Before I go back into the ship proper, I turn and wave. “Lovely to meet you, Saraswati!” I call. Magnusson looks up when Saraswati waves back, so I blow him a kiss that makes him scowl so hard, I’m surprised he can see under that furrowed brow.
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Rian escorts me to the bridge.

“Ooh, this is new!” I say excitedly. “It’s a real mark of your trust in me.”

Rian neither confirms nor denies this. I take it as a win.

The bridge on Halifax is far more expansive than the little cockpit on Glory. I can fit a copilot and a navigator with me, but it’s tight and there’s a good chance someone’s sitting on someone else in the tiny space. The Halifax is designed to easily fit a crew of at least four, with a few more spots left over if anyone wants a show. Saraswati and Magnusson aren’t just shuttle crew; one of them is a nav, and one’s an engineer, I’d bet coin on that.

Rian sits down at a table with an inlaid screen and gestures for me to sit opposite him. I swivel the chair on its base and plop down, my eyes bumping from the ostentatious captain’s chair over to the lockbox built behind the main console, protected by a biometric scanner. It’s shut and secure, I think, but I don’t look at it too long. I don’t want to call attention to it.

I fiddle with the earring in my left ear, a little silver stud. It’s not just a metal decoration; it’s got a pretty decent voice recorder in it, one not linked to any comm sys. I wear it always, a backup where I can record stuff offline. I could “accidentally” lose it here and let the audio pick up some of Rian’s secrets . . .

No. Too risky. I’d have to retrieve it again to get the data off it. And if Rian finds it first, it’d give away the game. Still, looking around the bridge, I make a mental note to be better prepared next time.

If I had something valuable on board a ship like this, the lockbox here on the bridge is the most obvious place to put it.

I flip my gaze over to Rian, who’s watching me as if I’m the most fascinating person in the room. I mean, true, there’s only the two of us in here, but still. A girl likes to be appreciated.

“So, about your story,” Rian says.

Great. This is more interrogation. One day, I’m gonna get him to trust me properly.

“I’m an open book.” My smile is all teeth.

“So, in the three cycles you were on the planet—”

“Two,” I say.

“Right, right. And how much metal were you able to scavenge?”

I laugh. “I didn’t bother weighing it. But I got maybe a third of my cargo bay filled? I was moving quick. Figured a wreck this size would draw some . . .” I rake my eyes over him. “. . . unsavory sorts here.”

“Unsavory?” He cocks an eyebrow, a wry grin playing at his lips.

“Clearly the worst kind.”

He holds my gaze just a beat too long, then he drops his eyes to the table. I can’t see what the data screen set into the enameled surface shows; there’s a privacy reflector on it. “About a third, though,” he mutters, repeating what I told him.

“Give or take. I figured one or two more trips down would have done it. Had it all gone well, I might have left before you even got here.”

He nods. His jaw is tight, and he doesn’t look back up at me, despite the way he’s got to feel my stare. “And you looted mostly . . .”

“Metal,” I repeat. I don’t bother hiding my impatience. I know what’s in my cargo hold. Crumpled sheets of steel, copper wiring, alloys.

“About the hole that blew in the side of your ship,” Rian starts. “You thought you ran your fuel too hot?”

I shove my frustration out of my nose in the form of an impatient sigh. I can see what he’s doing. “Yeah, maybe.” He opens his mouth, and I slam my palms on the table, forcing him to focus at me instead of the screen. “Fine. Look, I’ll you the truth.”

That eyebrow again. Ugh. Might as well get it over with.

“One of the containers at the wreck did have something of value,” I start.

“Something not just scrap metal.” He speaks with the tone of a man who already knows the truth.

“Yes,” I growl. “I found a packer crate with half a dozen solar fuel rods.”

His eyes widen at that. A nice little stumbling block for the man who thought he had me cornered.

“I know, I know, it’s dumb to salvage fuel like that,” I continue, plowing ahead. “And I checked it before I loaded it up.”

“You took the whole crate?” he gasps.

“No, I’m not a fucking moron. I took one. And once I was back in orbit, I very sensibly checked it again and . . .” I shrug, as if what I’d found was obvious.

“And?” he prompts when I don’t answer.

He’s going to make me say it. “And it was cracked. A hairline fracture, barely visible.”

Now his eyes are so wide, they might fall out of his sockets. Which would be a damn shame, because when he’s not looking all gobsmacked, he’s very hot. “But a broken solar fuel rod . . .” His voice trails off as he considers the implications.

Solar fuel rods are the most expensive part of keeping a ship running. Any looter who saw one would take one, even if the danger of a cracked fuel rod would be . . . catastrophic. And how could a fuel rod not be cracked if it were in a crash like the Roundabout’s? Still.

“Those things are fucking expensive,” I mutter.

“Yes, but—”

“Well, I learned my lesson, didn’t I?” I throw up my hands. I hate losing my cool like this, but damn. “As soon as I saw it was compromised—”

“That’s one way to put it,” he says under his breath.

“—I threw it out of the airlock. But it was too late.”

Realization settles on him. The three-meter hole in the side of my ship. Right at the airlock. Rendering my ship breached and the cofferdam inaccessible.

“That’s an . . . impressive way to destroy your own ship,” Rian says finally.

“Glory’s not destroyed,” I snap back.

He shrugs as if conceding the point, but it’s hard to argue that a gaping hole isn’t a legitimate concern.

Rian flicks the data screen built into the table, and the privacy filter fades. It takes me a second to register that I’m looking at the interior of my ship, caught through a drone lens. Rian sent out a cam to confirm my story. This was all recorded before. He’s no doubt already viewed it at least once. I take one little nap, and he got busy spying on both my suit and my ship.

I shoot him a look that clearly says, Really?

He shrugs.

I mean, I get it. But my story is more airtight than my ship.

I made sure of that.

Rian taps a control. “Magnusson, can you confirm solar fuel on the Roundabout manifest?”

The crew member’s voice is gravelly over the comm unit. “Stand by.”

Rian smiles placidly at me, but I’m kind of pissed that he’s so obvious about his line of questioning. Where is the respect here? I drop my eyes to the screen, watching the drone recording slowly pan about the bridge on Glory before drifting through the secure bulkhead door and down the main corridor, mimicking the path I’d taken before evacuating.

I know that ship backward and forward. Every rusty bolt, every frayed wire. She’s mine.

And it guts me to see that wound on her side, so fresh and raw.

When I look up, Rian’s eyes are softer. Kinder.

Shit.

I roll my shoulders back and stare at him, running my tongue on my teeth. I did not mean to let him see anything real. Before I can say something snappy, the comm crackles.

“Roundabout cargo logs confirm three full cases of solar fuel rods, contained within half-units.”

Three? Damn. I should go steal some more.

Just not any of the cracked ones. Obviously.

“Do not think about going back for more,” Rian says, eyeing me.

“I would never consider it,” I say, aghast.

“Approximate location of those units would be . . .” Magnusson rattles off some number coordinates, and then Rian tells him to make note of possible danger should the remaining rods be cracked as well, for when Saraswati and Magnusson go back down.

I cross my arms over my chest as Rian disconnects the comm. “Told you.”

Rian nods, still thinking.

Still trying to find a hole in my story.

“I was concerned that there was debris in the orbital field or something else that may pose a threat to the Halifax,” Rian says, not quite meeting my eyes.

“Bullshit; you thought I faked my ship being damaged.”

“Why didn’t you seal your bulkhead? That would have maintained flight integrity and life support—”

“Yeah, if I still had power,” I snap. “Turns out when you lose part of your portside hull, it takes out, you know. Power. Life support. A chance to survive.”

Rian nods slowly.

“It’s good to know that we don’t need to worry about damage in the same way,” Rian finally says. “I’ll inform the captain that your ship lost viability due to . . .” He cleared his throat. “User error.”

I stand up so abruptly that my seat goes swiveling. “User error?!” I shout. “I will have you know that I—”

“Took a cracked fuel rod to your own cargo bay and blew up your hull when you didn’t evacuate it quickly enough?”

My mouth hangs open.

Rian stands, grinning, a gleam of triumph in his eyes. “Look, we all make mistakes,” he allows.

“True,” I grumble.

“It’s just that my last mistake involved me staining my favorite shirt with hot sauce, and your last mistake led to—”

I punch him before he finishes, but all he does is laugh.
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Rian takes me back to the mess hall.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to seduce me,” I say. When Rian’s eyebrows shoot up, I add, “The way to my heart is definitely through my stomach.”

His eyebrows go down, one side of his lips twitching up in a half-smile. “Noted. Well, the others will be here soon enough.”

I go ahead and fill up my tray from the dispenser. The lentils have been replaced with some sort of goopy thing flecked with seeds and nuts that tastes almost like vanilla. There are dehydrated slices of a yellow fruit mixed in, and beside that are protein balls that have, blessedly, been seasoned with something spicy enough to make me appreciate the goop.

“You guys have variety,” I say, shooting him a grin. Rian’s not taken a tray for himself. I wonder if I can get his serving later.

“I’m guessing your team found out that there are some complications planetside that you didn’t expect,” I say, pointing a spoon at Rian before turning it back to the goop.

“We have extensive scans,” he replies. “We didn’t send Yadav and Magnusson down blind.”

I nod, mouth full, then swallow. “Scans are nothing compared to boots on the ground.”

“True,” he allows. “Is that stuff really that good?”

“Mm-hm.”

He gives me a doubtful look.

“But see,” I say, skewering a protein ball, “the thing is, Roundabout didn’t crash right.”

“There’s a right way to crash?”

Damn, these things are chewy. “Obviously. If a ship breaks down in space, that’s the best option.”

“Didn’t work so well for you.”

“Hey, I’m here, aren’t I? Despite ‘user error.’”

I glare. He smirks.

“Besides,” I continue, “we’re talking about a scavenger’s point of view. A ghost ship floating in space? Creepy as fuck, but easy to loot.”

Rian snorts.

“Next, you want an easy slide on ground. If the crew has control of the ship and if the engine’s not completely shot, then if you have to crash, you can aim it.” I hold my spoon out at an angle, pointed to my tray, then rush the spoon down so it slides into the goop. “Roundabout didn’t do that. It basically hit that planet like a dart. Which complicates looting.”

Rian doesn’t say anything; he just sits there, eyes zeroed in on me as if he’s seeing everything I’m not saying. And I’m not saying a lot. That makes me nervous, which makes me want to talk more, so I stuff another protein ball in my mouth. I don’t really want him to think too much about how the crash happened; I want him to consider how much he needs me planetside. I’m getting itchy, cooped up on this ship.

The door slides open, and the rest of the crew—minus First—enter.

“So, Roundabout hit nose first and broke into two pieces,” I continue, focusing on Rian. “They crashed wrong.”

“Damn right they did,” Saraswati says. Magnusson and the captain head over to the food dispenser. Nandina cuts in front of them when the captain motions for her to, and she takes two trays—one for her and the other, presumably, for First, who must be on some sort of duty right now. She leaves with a little smile to me.

“You saw.” I point my spoon at Saraswati. “It’s a mess down there. Which, actually, works to my benefit. Scrap’s easier to pick up when it’s already broken off a ship.”

Magnusson growls and thumps his tray down on the table. The captain sits down beside Rian.

“The fact that the ship is broken is bad enough,” Saraswati says. “But the nose hit a ridge, and—”

“We are not discussing the mission in front of a civilian,” Captain Ursula says coldly.

“I’m not a civilian,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Think of me as a consultant.”

“You’re a refugee. Only.” She glares at me, which is dumb, because she could be using that energy to eat instead. I demonstrate the more practical use of time, which just seems to make her glare harder, if possible.

“Okay, then,” I say. “Small talk. Who’s from Earth?” I raise my left hand while scraping the tray with the spoon in my right hand.

They all know I mean Sol-Earth. The planet that revolves around a sun that was once thought to be the only sun. The Earth where homo sapiens came from. All the other planets—Centauri-Earth, Rigel-Earth, Gliese-Earth—they’re the colonies built later. But if anyone asks about Earth without putting a different star’s name in front of it, they’re talking about the original.

Surprisingly, it’s Magnusson who tentatively raises his hand, as if unsure that’s what he should do. “Oh, really?” I say, turning my attention to him. “Which part?”

“Iceland.”

I cringe, and he nods. Iceland’s seismic activity has only gotten worse lately; there are stabilizers, but it’s been increasingly difficult to sell the island as a tourist location after one too many buildings collapsed. Plus, it didn’t exactly have the historical and architectural draw like other places—Iceland sold its landscape, but the continental rift kept underselling it. I suppose that’s why he’s here, in space. Easier to make a living on a ship than a dying island.

“I was born near Yellowstone,” I say. Now it’s his turn to cringe. That volcano was dormant for a millennium or more, but when it blew, it ripped apart North America. “My family immigrated to Malta the year before.” At least we had warning that it was going to blow, and the smog eaters kept the smoke from changing the atmosphere to a catastrophic level.

“Malta’s nice,” Magnusson says.

“I did tours,” I say.

Magnusson nods stoically, but somehow I don’t mind the blank face now that I know where it comes from. Malta’s had its share of issues as well. Formerly the location of the global government, the only thing bringing in funds now are the tourists looking for a bit of history. At least we have some truly ancient digs and locations to go alongside the beaches that are still pristine—although the only thing that keeps the ocean water blue surrounding the island nation is liberal application of dye and a perimeter of cleaner drones blocking trash from washing up.

That’s what Earth is now. Little bubbles of tourist locations that hide the last dying gasps of a world that’s been polluted to death.

“If you’re from Earth,” Rian says, “do you know Jane Irwin?”

Three things happen at once.

1. Magnusson’s head snaps up to Rian, shock evident on his face for a split second before he grabs his cup and chugs some water.

2. Rian doesn’t notice this because he’s too busy watching me.

3. I keep my face so perfectly regulated that I am actually a hundred percent certain he doesn’t see even a flicker of recognition. There’s another test I’ve passed.

I roll my eyes. “Why do people assume everyone on Earth knows each other? Just because our population is down and our cities are bubbled doesn’t mean Earth isn’t an entire planet of people. There are billions of people still on Earth.”

“Oh, uh, yeah. I guess,” Rian says, flustered. A rare misstep. He thought he had me.

“My parents transferred to Centauri-Earth before I was born,” Saraswati offers. “I’ve always wanted to visit Agra.”

Centauri-Earth. That explains why she’s so nice. Closest to Earth, the first settled world outside the original. Half the people on Centauri-Earth claim to be descended from the original colonists, which is statistically unlikely but pretty decent for the tourism trade with so many people spending buckets on pilgrimages to the home world.

“I’ve been to Agra.” Both my and Saraswati’s eyes widen a little as the captain speaks. “I did a tour of the Old World after I graduated officer academy.” Her eyes grow a little distant. “We spent so many days at sea.”

“Did you see the oceans?” I ask.

“Oh, of course not. But the landhoppers brought us to the cities on the tour.”

She was on one of those fancy cruises, then. Every porthole is actually a digi-screen, displaying idyllic views and blocking out the brown, dead sea water. Landhoppers carry guests directly into the tourist bubbles. It’s the only way to view Earth now, a tourist once told me. To see only the parts that are clean and fake.

“I’m going to guess you’re from Gliese-Earth?” I say.

For the first time ever, Ursula looks at me as if she’s impressed. Last world to be colonized, although it’s had a few centuries to grow. I’ve only been there a handful of times. It’s a pain in the ass to get to, which may be why it has a growing movement of people who want to withdraw the world from the United Galactic System. I don’t care enough to keep up with the politics of it all, but Gliese-Earth basically claims too much of its money goes to the other worlds and they don’t get enough benefits from the union. But Gliese-Earth absolutely would produce someone who thinks they saw all Earth has to offer from a view in a landhopper. It pains me to think of my new best friend that way, but it’s pretty obvious Ursula was raised to think of my planet as a commodity to consume, a box to tick off.

I glance at Rian, the only other person in room. He smiles without answering the implied question. I’m going to guess he’s from Rigel-Earth. He seems like the kind of guy who comes from Rigel-Earth. A world full of pretentious assholes. It has the best portal systems, the best natural resources, the best world design, and the taxes and regulations to keep riffraff like me off-world. If Gliese-Earth thinks of my home as a product to consume, Rigel-Earth only thinks of it as a burdensome charity case. Most people who have never had to look at the golden safety net underneath them to know they’ll be fine if they fall have no concept whatsoever that poverty isn’t a matter of bad choices and poor planning.

But if Rian’s from Rigel-Earth, that makes me want to punch him, and he’s got too pretty of a face for me to actually want to smash it in, even when he says “user error,” so I tell myself he’s from Gliese-Earth and his sharp eyes that always seem to stare right into the heart of me are a result of protesting the government’s bid for secession and not because he’s actually that intelligent.

“So, anyway,” I say. “About the Roundabout.”

“We’re not discussing the mission,” Captain Ursula says instantly.

“Well, they can’t discuss the ship,” I say. “But I can. And maybe something I say will help.”

I clock the way Magnusson glances at Ursula. I’m right. They know it. Whew, do I love it when that happens.

“I’m assuming from all this secrecy that you guys are looking for something specific on board the Roundabout. Let me go ahead and answer the question I’m certain you’re thinking,” I add, pointedly looking at Magnusson and Saraswati. “All I was able to do was make one load of scrap metal, all of it sheets of wall paneling, pretty much.”

“And a cracked solar fuel rod,” Rian mutters.

I glare at him. “None of which I’m assuming you were looking for in the first place.”

Magnusson stuffs his spoon in his mouth, but Saraswati gives me a little nod, confirming what I already know.

“So, where did you guys explore—the forward or the aft part of the ship?”

Magnusson glances at Ursula. Saraswati just answers me. “Forward.”

“Yadav!” the captain says.

Saraswati shrugs. “Fine, reprimand me, but if we’re going to get the—”

I pretend not to care, but come on, how can I not?

Saraswati’s mouth snaps shut. She doesn’t say what they’re looking for. Instead, she says, “If we have any hope of finding the items, we can use all the help we can get. Especially after—”

“Enough!” Captain Ursula roars, throwing her spoon on the table. “Yadav, you’re walking a dangerous line right now.”

“Hey, I don’t want to get people in trouble.” I hold both my hands up in a show of peace. “If Saraswati can’t talk, let me.”

“You certainly love to do that,” Magnusson grumbles.

I ignore him because I’m the bigger person. “I’m guessing that whatever you’re looking for isn’t that large. It’s at least something that two people working together can pick up.” I gesture at the two ground-crew members. The shuttle they rode in on wasn’t big enough for a hover lift, nor did it have the cargo room to store anything too sizable. “Plus if you’re talking about the forward . . . the nose of that ship is in a rift. With lava at the bottom. And on not exactly stable ground.”

I think for a moment, tapping my chin. “Yeah, either way, you’re going to need me.”

Ursula cocks an eyebrow at me. “What makes you presume so?”

So uptight, this one. “Right, so, option one is that whatever thing you’re looking for, it’s inside the ship still, but it’s not safe to reach. Ground’s unstable, magma’s trying to break through the cracks in the earth to burn it all up, et cetera, et cetera.” I don’t pause in my speech, but I can tell from the others, this isn’t right. Saraswati’s frowning, and Magnusson is grinning. “Option B is—”

“Two,” Rian says. “Option two.”

“Option two is whatever items you’re looking for, they’ve scattered. The ship didn’t just wreck; it broke apart and partially exploded on impact. Which created a scatter zone of the items that got tossed outside on the surface.”

Magnusson’s grin fades, and Saraswati leans forward. This is definitely what happened.

“Which creates a bigger problem, really,” I continue. “If whatever you’re looking for was inside the ship, it would be somewhat protected. But outside the ship? The volatile conditions of the planet make it at risk of being destroyed or lost forever.”

I sit back, done.

“I thought you said you were only scavenging from the aft end of the ship,” the captain says.

“Yeah, because the forward was a shit hole and not worth my time. Good thing for you, I’ve reconsidered.”

“Reconsidered?” Magnusson says.

“I’ll get your item for you. Sorry, I mean items.” Plural.

“You?” Ursula scoffs. “Magnusson and Yadav are experts, and—”

“And we can’t get it,” Saraswati says, leaning over the table to look at the captain. “I already told you, I will not risk my life for this mission. It’s not worth it.”

I wonder how much they’re paying her.

“You’ve only been down once,” the captain says. “I’m sure with some additional analysis and—”

“And God’s grace there’s not another earthquake,” Magnusson mumbles.

I bite back a smirk. There’s a ticking time bomb to getting at least one of the items—if an earthquake rattles the surface around too hard or a volcano burps up some lava, it could be lost. For once, a short time frame is working in my favor.

Blink.

“How do you know you can get it?” Rian asks. His voice is soft, but it slices through the lingering questions and tension at the table.

There it is, I think. Finally.

All eyes to me.

But my gaze is locked on his.

I slide my empty tray over and prop my elbows on the table, hands under my chin as I smile up at him. “Because,” I drawl, “I never know when to give up.”
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Rian’s not even gotten a tray of food, but he stands up anyway, offering me his arm like we’re in some period drama feed and not . . . here. I take his elbow anyway, because obviously, and we swan out of there.

“Do you actually think you can get something Yadav and Magnusson cannot?” he asks me. Just idle conversation.

“Yes.”

“Confident.”

“Experienced.”

“It seems that way.” He leads me forward, away from the bunks. My skin zings with anticipation. There seems to be possibility weaving around us like smoke. And where there’s smoke, well . . . you know the rest. I slip my arm out of his, slowing down a little so I can better look at my surroundings. This is a part of the ship I don’t think I’d be allowed to see without him.

“So, what’s your role here?” I say. “Captain, First, the doc—those are standard on a ship. And Saraswati and Magnusson are clearly your muscle.”

“Can’t I be the muscle, too?” Rian smirks, but here’s the thing. I was just touching his arm, and it is solid. The man definitely doesn’t spend all his time on spaceships letting his muscles atrophy and taking bio-enhancer supplements to make up for zero-g. I mean, I’m not wormy-armed myself, and I can lug up the scrap on the hover as well as anyone, I guess, but like . . . that arm was nice; that’s what I’m saying.

Rian takes mercy on me, as if he can guess how my mind went spinning sideways. “I’m the brains,” he says.

“Oh.”

“You sound surprised.”

I smile beatifically up at him. That’s what he gets for having good arms. And for saying my problems were “user error.” And for probably being from Rigel-Earth, despite my best attempts to pretend otherwise. I mean, I definitely get smug when I’m right, but the difference is I know I’m right, and so the fact that he’s smug when I don’t know if he’s actually right is infuriating.

He stops outside a door with a bioscanner lock, and he leans forward, letting his eye be scanned. He’s put his body in front of the door, but I notice he slides his finger over a print-scanner bar. Double security, all linked to him. The door zings open.

This isn’t a bunk room, but it’s got the homey feel of one. There’s tea with a little steam wafting off it on the table, next to several data pads, scanners, and one actual paper notebook that’s firmly closed. I long to touch it—real paper? I’ve not felt that thin, smooth stuff in . . . years, I think. Not since I left home.

Rian activates a holo projector in the center of the room. A scan of the Roundabout illuminates, twirling slowly around. As I watch, it breaks apart into two pieces, small blocks representing the debris scattering around. The holo settles onto a projection of the crash site on the planet surface, the tail end near me, the nose pointing straight down in a rift.

I shift closer to Rian, watching the projection. High-tech scans. It all matches what I saw on the surface. They used drones, I suppose, just like they did on Glory.

But there’s some detail missing, especially in the smaller items, especially near the bottom of the rift.

“Heat kept your drones from scanning,” I comment, pointing near the bottom of the projection. It’s nothing but fuzzy light.

“There are lava flows,” Rian says. “Hot enough to disrupt imagery.”

“If it’s hot enough to mess up digital images, it’s too hot to get anything down there,” I say. “Hope the thing you want isn’t on one of those ledges.” I point to the projection of boxes that have settled along the outcroppings of rock above the lava river.

“It is,” Rian says grimly. “Yadav confirmed.”

“Thermal protection at least?” That would be the only way the item inside isn’t melted from the radiant heat of the lava. Rian confirms, detailing not just the box’s material but also its dimensions.

Not the contents, though.

That’s okay. I already know. Not that he knows I know, but . . . you know.

“Right, so, whatever’s inside the box is safe,” I start.

“For now,” Rian adds grimly.

And there’s the rub. See, before, when the only thing spurring them to action was my distress signal and their paranoia thinking I was laying a trap rather than dying, they thought the biggest threat to retrieving the box’s contents would be someone like me.

They forgot about the planet itself.

Constant earthquakes, volcanoes rumbling, tectonic plates shifting about, rivers made of literal molten rock, violent geysers spraying out debris . . . not exactly a safe place to store something valuable.

This thermal- and impact-protected case is fine for now, resting on a ledge a few meters above a lava flow. But one violent shrug of the protoplanet’s shoulders, and that box is going on a river ride made of fire and not even its thermal protections will help.

I lean back, looking at the holographic projection. “You’re going to hire me,” I say confidently. I turn to him. “We should call the captain, negotiate terms.”

“The captain doesn’t make those decisions.”

How hot is he when he says that? Just all casual, like it’s not a big deal.

“You do?” I say, already knowing the answer from the way he stands there, feet rooted, body relaxed. Eyes sharp as splintered glass.

“She’s in charge of the ship. I’m in charge of the mission.”

Explains the room, then. This is a war room, and it’s just for him. A delicious shiver tickles my spine. I wonder if the rest of the crew have been in here. Probably. A little pang of disappointment at that.

But Rian knows what it means to show me this, I think. And he’s too smart not to have an angle.

I’ve got to be careful now. Which is a problem, because the idea that Rian’s playing me just as much as I’m playing him?

Like I said, hot.

I want to pin him down on top of the flat base of the holo projector and get him to tell me all those secrets behind those eyes of his. He’s after the box—does he know what’s inside of it the way I know what’s inside of it? Does he know what it all means? What it’s worth?

Everything, I think. It’s worth everything.

“Climbing down won’t work,” I say, scrutinizing the image. “Too slow, and you’d be exposed to the heat too long.”

“Temperatures are indeed high enough to compromise the integrity of our protective gear if the exposure is too long.”

“Drones get knocked off by radiant heat waves,” I continue, thinking aloud. “Dropping a hook down is too risky.”

Rian motions for me to come closer and get a different angle. The box is right on the lip of the ledge, about a quarter of it actually hanging off the exposed side. It’s a miracle it hasn’t already fallen over the side.

“I saw your suits,” I say.

Rian’s face flashes in surprise, and that makes me trill with eagerness. I like startling a man who thinks he knows everything. He’s got every step planned, but if I can keep him on his toes, he might just stumble.

“You’ve got space jets,” I continue, granting him mercy by providing an explanation. “CO2 cartridges?”

He nods. Lightweight, efficient, easy to recharge. Most suits are only equipped with space jets.

“That’ll maneuver you in low gravity. But I have a jaxon jet.”

“I know,” he says, his voice low, all personal. I can’t help but raise an eyebrow at him. I mean . . . he definitely didn’t miss that detail when he inspected my suit.

“You kept going on about it,” he adds, smirking.

Oh. Right. I’d forgotten about that.

He hadn’t.

But I can see those tiny gears working behind those clear-as-carbonglass eyes. My jaxon jet is the only possible thing that can help him get the loot. Nothing else on the Halifax has the maneuverability and control that my jets have.

He turns to look at the holo projection again, considering. “It’d be dangerous,” he says to the shimmering light. “At least the last ten meters would all be manual—the heat messes with the sensors. You’d have to have absolute control.”

“Don’t worry; I like being in control.”

Rian raises his eyebrows. I see the moment it settles in his mind, that we’re in a dark room, alone, together, nothing between us but the plans that may mean my horrifyingly gruesome death. So romantic.

“My suit’s custom-fitted, and I know my jetpack. I can get down to that box, grab it, and get out. Or you can faff around and wait for a quake to knock it into the lava. It doesn’t really matter to me,” I lie.

And then, just because I can, I tell him the truth. “I’m the only hope you have.”
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I’m not doing it for free, obviously.

Rian told me a price that was generous for me to give it an honest try, and he offered to double it if I actually succeeded. So, the next morning, I trot my suited self down to the shuttle bay.

I did a check in my room, even though thincraft suits are pretty failsafe. My LifePack is fully charged and every port’s connected. My boots are sealed. I even inspected my helmet; my visor is dual-layered with all my controls and comms there. I may take risks, but never with a suit that’s not tops.

Magnusson and Saraswati are already there, and before I reach the shuttle, Rian shows up. Also suited. So, the boss is coming with us this time. Just to keep an eye on me. I’m flattered, really.

“Suit check,” Saraswati tells me as I put on my helmet and lock it into place.

“It’s self-contained,” I try to tell her, but she ignores me. She manually checks all the connections, ensures everything’s sealed, double- and triple-checking the gauges to make sure I’m full up on the essentials. She’s focused, going over a mental checklist, seeing each individual point rather than the suit as a whole.

“See? It’s fine. Want me to check you?” I ask, grinning.

There’s just a flicker, the barest shuttering of her emotions, and then she grins too. “No, that’s okay. Magnusson?”

Magnusson checks her suit, then she checks his. They’re both still wearing blasters.

I try not to let that bother me.

I don’t offer to check Rian’s suit. Magnusson does it. And when I stomp up the ramp into the shuttle and Saraswati shoots me a concerned look, I don’t try to mask what I’m actually thinking.

I’m not being fair. And I know it.

But still.

Stings a little.

Magnusson takes the pilot position; Saraswati sits as copilot. Rian and I strap in behind them on jump seats, little pulldown metal chairs that seem to have been added as an afterthought. We face each other, our knees bumping together. The captain sees us off, then seals the shuttle bay. It takes time to decompress the bay, and the exterior hatch won’t open until that’s done.

Not unless someone pushes the big red emergency button.

That would pop off the bay door and suck us out into space in a wild burst of explosive decompression.

Not that I would do that.

Would be kind of neat to see it happen, though.

But I wouldn’t. Really. Even I’m not so reckless to toss a whole ship out into space without proper decompression. I’m just a curious sort, that’s all.

No one talks once the shuttle is out in the black. Magnusson and Saraswati are focused on maneuvering the shuttle down to the planet, and Rian’s not looking at me. I try to catch his attention, but he’s got his eyes shut. I can just barely hear his breathing over the comm channel we’re all sharing in our helmets.

He looks a little sick. Which is kind of hilarious, considering. Never thought he’d be the nervous flyer of the group.

Magnusson is a good pilot. There’s not much atmosphere on this protoplanet—certainly not enough for humans to dare take off their helmets—but there’s some nitrogen and methane at least, enough for the shuttle to adjust slightly when we hit it. I was right. Give it an eon or so, and this may be a whole new world, with breathable air, oceans, flora and fauna. Maybe even people, the curious sort. Like me.

Not now, though.

Now, it’s just a barely crusted-over lava field waiting to kill us all.

Saraswati points out a landing spot about a klick away from the crash site, clear and flat. It’s made of cooled lava, and while this area is absolutely volatile, it’s not a bad place to park, all things considered.

Before we reach it, we fly over the wreckage. From up high, the lava river shines vividly, bright red with flecks of orange cutting through the burnt-black rock. I can see the long line of debris and scorch marks that lead to the crash, but my eyes are drawn to brighter colors under the cracked, black earth, a stark contrast. People think of living worlds as blue and green, cloudy atmospheres over water and plants. But there’s life here, too, or the potential for it, at least. That molten rock may as well be placenta.

Once we’re landed, Rian tosses off his harness and stands. “I’ll stay with the ship,” he says so quickly that at first I wonder if maybe he’s afraid of the planet, not flight. But the others seem to take this in stride. They must have discussed everything before. Without me.

Saraswati motions for me to follow her and Magnusson. “We’ll get visuals first,” she says. “You were already on the crash site. Did you go to the bridge?”

I shake my head, but the helmets don’t exactly convey emotion. “No,” I say over the comm sys.

“This way.” Magnusson takes the lead.

Despite being a baby planet with little atmosphere, this world does at least have gravity, which slows us down considerably. I notice stakes imbedded in the ground along our route, and Saraswati has a seismic reader in her hand. They were busy yesterday.

“Level two coming in,” Saraswati says, and a moment later, the earth trembles. I’ve never seen anything like it. Back home, on Earth, there’s water—a whole ocean—surrounding my island nation. Sometimes, I’ll watch the waves crest and fall. But I never thought I’d see earth do the same, a solid mass that is supposed to be flat and stay flat rippling up and shuddering like liquid.

Magnusson curses. He’s quite good at it. I learn a few new words.

He’s not upset at the earthquake; all things considered, it was a mild one, if freaky. In front of us, though, we see the nose of the crashed ship dip a little, sliding farther down into the crevice of cracked rock. I don’t think any of them care about the ship, but if the box they want is inside the rift, then the ship crashing down into it will knock it well out of reach.

I add that to my list of things that could go wrong and kill me:

1.	The radiant heat of the lava river at the bottom of the ridge could knock out my sensors and make me crash into it, burning me alive. It’s unlikely but possible.

2.	Getting the box and then dropping it may make the others mad enough to be a problem. Again, unlikely, but they already don’t trust me, and if I’m the cause of them losing this precious top-secret prize . . . I don’t think it would make any of them happy, at least.

3.	All my other plans could go awry, and then they’d definitely kill me. Or at least throw me in a brig and let a judge kill me a little more “fairly.” You can never tell with these law-abiding types.

And now, also:

4.	The forward part of the ship could crash through the rift and squish me into the ledge, into the lava river, or a combination of the two, which is less than ideal.

I stand with my hands on my hips when we reach the rift, looking down, and it probably makes them think I’m considering odds or something, but I’m appreciating the scenery. Rather than a smooth, sheared break, the rock that’s split apart looks as if it were made of vertical pillars stacked together, cracking apart like candle ice. It’s created a series of step-like platforms all along the face, many with debris, some sloping down or crumbling. I’m not sure what the integrity of this rock is. The ground under my feet feels solid, but I’m pretty sure the Roundabout felt solid before it exploded too.

“It’s about eighty meters,” Magnusson says.

I scan the rift with my helmet’s sensors. Eighty-one point ten meters. There’s a significant drop in temperature between the top and the bottom; standing a meter away from the edge shows only a negligent difference in ambient temperature; leaning over the edge and facing down noticeably shifts the gauge.

Once we reach the splintered nose of the ship, Saraswati stays outside, focused on the seismic reader.

“We’re not going to go all the way in,” Magnusson says. “It’s already not stable, and I’m just trying to get you a good visual from this side. It’s how I found the box in the first place.”

The Roundabout hit the planet at a sharp angle that forced the nose to snap off, leaving the back end to skid along the edge of the surface. There’s a kilometer-long track of metal scarring the ground, and the bridge tips along the edge of the cliff at such an angle that the open wound of the ship faces us. We don’t need a door to enter; the side wall has been worn away in the worst type of road rash.

I pause, eyes tracing the damage. With one side burned off and the different levels of the ship exposed in an unintended cross-section, it feels as if I’m looking at the bones of a half-rotted corpse. Wiring dangles from the top and sides, veins cut off from the main core with nothing left to bleed, not even sparks. This ship is four times the size of the Halifax at least, and a monster compared to my Glory. It was never meant to have its skin peeled back, its weaknesses exposed.

Glory was breached, and not a one of them batted an eye. The old and the weak are supposed to die.

But this is a ship cut down in its prime. An unwanted reminder of fragility and mortality. That merits some reverence.

“Come on,” Magnusson says impatiently.

Maybe I’m the only philosophical one here.

I bound up to him, using a hunk of twisted metal to leverage my way up to what should be the second floor. We stick close to the edge, careful to not fall out the exposed side, but with enough room, I note, that we could launch ourselves back to land if another seismic shift happens and the ship starts to fall.

It doesn’t take long to get to the bridge, and stepping through the mangled wall is easy enough, even if I have to be careful to keep my suit from sharp edges. The carbonglass viewport is completely shattered, bits of debris crunching under the solid soles of my reinforced boots.

I linger at one of the crew’s seats. The navigation console in front of the chair is pristine, not a mark on it. The harness attached to the metal frame of the seat dangles loosely, the metal latches gleaming in the dim light.

Wherever the crew had been when the Roundabout crashed, it wasn’t here.

When I turn around, Magnusson is staring at me, eyes narrowed. Before I can do anything, he raises his gloved hands and makes a gesture I know well.

You sign?

In space, you can’t always count on comms. Things break or malfunction or glitch, and when communication can mean life or death, you learn to have backups. Stuff that doesn’t rely on tech. Everyone who’s done enough black walks knows the basics of sign language.

But Magnusson isn’t signing now because of broken tech.

Yes, I sign back.

He knows that Rian is listening to our comms. He knows that anything we say in our suits will be analyzed, recorded.

Possibly used against us.

You a friend of Jane? Magnusson signs. His eyes are sharply focused on my face, not my hands, and he almost misses my answer:

I’ve worked with her before. Jane is not a person. Jane is a code word—one that I clocked Magnusson recognizing—to indicate a pro-Earth movement. They’re not a bad lot, if misguided. Ideals will do that. Nobility only goes so far, and it certainly doesn’t pay the bills. Any job I do with them begins and ends with a paycheck. I’ve worked with a lot of different people.

Magnusson’s jaw is so tight, I can see it tense even from here. You working with them now?

I shrug. I work for whoever pays me best. Currently, that’s Rian.

You ever work for the Jarra? It takes him longer to finger-spell that name, each letter carefully formed by his gloved hands.

My answer is swift and clear. No. Never. I make a sharp gesture with my hand, a slash through the dead air, to emphasize my words.

I may chase coins, but even I have standards. I’ve crossed paths with the Jarra before, enough to know that if I ever shake my hands with someone from that organization, my palms will come away bloody. They’re freedom fighters, emphasis on the fighter part. They want Earth separated from all the colonial planets, from tourism to intergalactic governmental aid, and they don’t care who they hurt in the process. I don’t have the bank account to give me morals, but I’ve never been low enough to cross that line.

Magnusson still doesn’t trust me. That much is clear. But at least my rebuttal of the Jarra has met with his approval.

Is that what this is? I ask, gesturing toward the broken bridge, but I mean more than just the crashed ship; I mean the missing items they’ve all crossed the galaxy to get. Something the Jarra want?

He hesitates before answering. He still doesn’t trust me. In the end, he just shrugs. I’m not sure if that means he doesn’t know if the Jarra did this, or if he doesn’t know if he can trust me enough to tell me.

“This is where the box was supposed to be,” Magnusson says over the comms, pointing to a security wall that’s been blown apart by the impact. I guess my silent interrogation is over, and now it’s time to get to work. He turns, indicating the broken, twisted frame that once held the viewport. “That’s where it is.”

I step closer, moving carefully. From here, I get a view of just how wide the rift is. How deep.

And how precariously small and close to the edge the box is.

The port view window smashed on impact, contents spewing through the opening. When the Roundabout vomited up whatever wasn’t strapped down in the bridge, a good chunk of it probably fell straight down into the lava. Smaller items are scattered along the broken edges of the rift.

The box is made of white, reflective material, and from here I can see the silvery reinforcements around the edge.

“You sure whatever’s inside isn’t melted or broken?” I ask. No point risking my life for something that’s already gone.

“There’s some pretty heavy padding and insulation.” Rian answers from the comm unit, not Magnusson. “The actual object inside is no bigger than your palm. I’ve not been able to get a proper scan in, but the chances are legitimately good.”

“For now,” Saraswati says. “Eyes up. Incoming level three.”

Magnusson and I brace against whatever we can reach that’s bolted to the floor of the bridge. I grab the nav console; he hangs on to the captain’s seat, legs spread wide. This was a slightly more violent quake, and the fact that I’m deeply aware of being on a ship hanging halfway over a high rift that ends in lava makes it worse, but thankfully, it ends quickly.

The whole time, Magnusson’s eyes are on the box.

“Still think you can get it?” Magnusson asks. He’s not being snide; he sounds truly curious.

I nod silently.

He moves closer, his voice dropping. “Listen, you don’t have to prove anything. You’re a scavenger, and you’ve got experience, but there’s no point risking your life for something just to prove a point.”

We’re on a public comm channel, and even if Rian’s in the ship and Saraswati’s outside, they can still hear him. Can still hear my reply. Kind of wish he’d signed all that rather than voiced it.

“That’s not what this is,” I say.

“But—”

I turn back to look at the box. This is going to be complicated; no point pretending otherwise. I can’t even lie to myself on this one.

“How?” Magnusson says in a whisper, like he barely dares to ask the question.

“Here’s how,” I say. “One goal. Full speed until you get it. It’s the only way.”
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Before Magnusson and I leave the broken remains of the bridge, Rian’s voice fills the comm unit. “Yadav, Magnusson, carry on with your mission. And if you find the recorder box, grab that, too.”

The recorder box transcribes all the data of a flight mission, a digital record of everything that happens. It could tell them why the ship crashed in the first place. If they find it, and if it’s not too damaged. The box is supposed to be on the bridge, near the captain’s console, but it’s not there now, so it may already be burned up by now. Anything could have happened to it.

“I’m switching Lamarr to a private channel so your chatter doesn’t distract her,” Rian continues.

“Before you go private,” Magnusson starts, but I can’t hear him because Saraswati speaks at the same time, their voices clattering together.

Rian cuts through. “One at a time.”

“Yadav, you go,” Magnusson says. He gestures for me to start climbing down out of the ship. We go slowly around the ragged metal, then reach the twisted steps we took to get up to this level.

“I said before—this job isn’t worth risking your life over,” Saraswati says. I can see her below, on the ground, her helmet tilted up to us. Worry leaks into her voice, crackling through the communication channel.

“Actually, you said the job isn’t worth your life,” I say. “Mine, on the other hand?” I jump down out of the ship, landing on the slick obsidian rocks below, my boots skidding. I manage to remain upright, even as Saraswati rushes over to help me. At least Rian isn’t here to see that less-than-graceful descent. Magnusson takes his time climbing out of the rubble, and even though he doesn’t say anything, I can feel his aggravation at me radiating over comm.

“No one’s going to die,” Rian interrupts. “Switch channels.” There’s a slight hiss in my ear, and then it’s just Rian. “Hey, Ada.”

Oh, it’s Ada now, not Lamarr. And don’t think I missed that “mission” bit from before everyone got all squeamish about death—the other two are now searching for the second “item” they’ve been sent to find. Never waste a moment. Well, I can’t blame them. The nose of this ship is going to fall into the rift any minute—if they think something else they need is hidden in the rubble, best find it before the whole bridge flops into the lava river.

“Yadav is right,” Rian continues, “you don’t have to try for this.”

“So, you don’t think the box is worth it either?” I quip.

Rian’s silent for a beat too long. And in that space, I know: He does think this is life-or-death. “You don’t have to do it,” he says finally, which is not an answer to my question.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” I say. “You guys are all extremely dramatic; has anyone told you that? It’s a box. I can handle a box.” I check my jetpack levels, analyzing how much thrust I’m going to need, inputting the variable heat radiance I’m expecting when I go down. “You don’t want to admit it, but this job is just scavenging. You’ve fancied it up, but it’s still looting.”

“And you’re good at looting.”

“The best,” I say. “When a ship like this crashes, there’s a lot to take. You have to train your eyes. Can’t take everything, not at once.”

“I heard you. One goal.”

“Full speed,” I add.

“That really doesn’t sound like good logic, and—”

I boot my jetpack on and shoot straight up.

“Okay, we’re doing this,” Rian mutters.

I adjust my helmet. Like I said, everything here’s custom-fitted to me and what I need. I may cheap out on some things but never on my suit. Rian has some idea of this. He had to have been the one to scan my suit in the med-bay locker, downloading all the info and specs. But there’s a difference between knowing what an object can do and seeing it.

I swoop over the ridge, analyzing the heat differential. A jetpack that operates on land through hot air propulsion is going to fuck up over a lava river. That’s why jaxon fuel makes a difference here. Thermodynamics still apply, but the cold burn is more stable.

I came prepared.

Full speed, I think, shooting straight down toward the lava. Meters flick by in seconds. Twenty down, forty, sixty.

One goal, I think, veering close to the ridge side.

My targeting array is focused on the box, locked in with a constant stream of data scrolling through the left side of my vision, blocking out much of the lava stream. Thankfully. Don’t really want to be reminded of how if my jets fail, I burn alive. No suit I’ve ever seen can withstand a dip in a river like that.

I flex my fingers. My gloves are thincraft too but not thin enough. Not like real skin. That can’t be helped, though. Not only because there’s no oxygen on this planet, and taking the gloves off means breaching the suit; the thincraft material is doing what it can to protect me from the heat.

My eyes flick to the temperature gauge. The lava itself is more than a thousand degrees centigrade, but the box is more than ten meters above the flow, putting thermal flux still in the danger zone. I have to be quick about this. I’m sweating, and it’s already distracting, not just because salt stings my eyes but because I can feel my whole body slick with it, too much for the inner liner to wick away, which means it’s getting into dangerous levels for both my body and the suit to operate properly.

But it’s so close.

An insulated lockbox, teetering on the edge of a mini-cliff in the rift’s sheer side. I jet closer, closer.

Almost—

“Ada,” Rian starts.

“Shut up,” I grit out. I can’t afford any distraction. I don’t need a pep talk or a warning.

I just need to reach—

Another quake. I don’t feel it, suspended by the jetpack as I am, but I see it. The pillars of stone tremble and slide, a whole chunk of the opposite rock face falling down. I just register it out of the corner of my eye as my fingertips touch the edge of the box. The quake shifts—this time in my favor—the box sliding into my grip. I seize it and curl my arm around it, bringing the box close to my chest. Tilting my head up, I redirect my jets—

The rocks that crashed down hit the lava flow. Molten rock doesn’t splash like water, but the impact roils a heat wave my way. My jets slip—

Worst-case scenario.

Regular jets can’t handle being this close to lava, and while my jets are better, they’re not perfect. Everything fails sometimes. I have the box, but it’ll mean nothing if I can’t get out of this hellish canyon. What should be a simple grab-and-go mission would turn into hours of excruciating climb if my jets fail now . . .

Perfect, I think.

I kick the controls, hard, slamming higher to avoid the lava, my left side bouncing off one part of the still-undulating cliff face. The cry of pain that escapes my lips is real, black smearing my arm even though I don’t break my tense grip. The seismic activity is fading already, but my direction’s off, a blur in my helmet as my jets sputter. Alarms blare—I’m losing altitude, the temp’s rising, the stabilizer’s offline. I keep my left arm curled around the box, the hard edges pressing into my suit, as my right hand flails, my boots skidding off the obsidian rock, black flakes falling down before being swallowed by bloody red.

My left boot hits a sharp angle, and my foot wedges inside a crevice at the same time that my hand grabs a rock that doesn’t crumble in my grip. More alarms flash over my visor; my vital alerts. Elevated heart rate, adrenaline spike, overheating.

“Ada.” I hate how Rian’s voice drifts so softly, a question, full of fear. He’s not sure I’m still alive.

“Here,” I gasp.

“Holy fuck,” he says.

“I know.”

“Can you—”

“I got it,” I say.

“You—I don’t care about the box, Ada, you almost died!”

“But I didn’t,” I say. “And I also got it.”

There’s some cursing. A lot. It’s kind of impressive. He’s been taking lessons from Magnusson.

“Okay, okay,” Rian says, regaining composure. “You have the box. Can you get back up?” Slight emphasis on you, even though I know he means you with the box, no matter what he said before.

I tentatively check my position. I’m stable, about fifteen meters above the lava flow, more than triple that away from the nose of the ship. I shot off at an angle when I ricocheted in panic; I’m farther away from both the Roundabout and the shuttle we took to get here.

“Jetpack’s offline and unstable,” I report. I can hear him take a breath, but I interrupt. “I don’t have time for whatever you’re going to say.”

Exhale. “What can I do?”

I press my body against the rock wall, but then test my right foot against a nearby ledge. It doesn’t give. I let more weight shift, and even if my legs are spread wider than is comfortable, I feel pretty firm.

“I’m going to have to climb up, and I need both my hands.” While I talk, I work on the box. It’s a thermal protection unit, but Rian said the contents were small. I break off the first layer and let it drop below, carefully peeling up the top.

Nestled inside the box, under sheets of thincraft wrap, is a cryptex drive.

“Sure hope whatever’s on this unit is worth all the trouble,” I mutter.

“It is,” Rian says gravely. His voice is tense. I like to think it’s because he’s worried I’m about to die, but maybe it’s because I’ve taken this little drive out of its safe house. “Ada, it . . .” He stops talking, and I stop moving, the weight of what’s unsaid making me freeze. “Ada, that device? It’s going to help billions of people. It’s going to help Earth.”

He hesitated when he said “Earth,” a slight sibilant hiss before he veered away from adding in “Sol” before the word. He’s not from Earth—I swear he’s got a Rigel-Earth smirk behind those lips—but he knows I am. He knows that I know what Earth is like now, how much it needs help. How much the people need help. He knows that I’m a looter, and by now, he’s surely got a strong hypothesis that I’m not the most ethically inclined person, and now he’s hoping that I care enough about my homeworld to focus all my ill-gotten skills on getting myself and the drive out of this canyon.

Some people think we should just let Earth die. It’s run its course, and the damages of pollution, climate change, and corruption cannot be undone; that’s what some people say. They don’t care about how it’s not exactly easy to just relocate billions of people, how the answer isn’t to let an entire world of people die just because others think the place they call home isn’t worth the effort to try to save it.

I guess it’s a good thing for Rian I’m not one of those people.

“Got it,” I say. “Don’t die. Or, if I do, toss the drive up first.”

“No, just don’t die,” Rian says, exasperated. Then: “. . . but yeah, if you’ve got good aim, chuck it up before you flail down.”

“Sarcasm is so sexy.”

“I wasn’t being sarcastic,” he deadpans. “Also, you think I’m sexy?”

“No, I think sarcasm is sexy. You know what else it is?”

“No.”

“Distracting.”

“Oh.” A hiss of static on the comm. “Sorry.”

“Just shut up, Sexy.” I allow myself a brief moment of triumph when I hear the soft intake of his breath catch as he forces himself not to respond and further keep me from the task at hand.

Keeping as much of my body leaned against the rock wall as possible, I unzip my front outer pocket and slide the cryptex drive inside. It takes some wiggling to get the tiny thing gripped in my gloves to go in the way I need it to be, but as soon as it’s secure, I close the zipper and grab the wall with both hands.

Tilting my head back, my helmet lets me know I’ve got about sixty-five meters of vertical climbing to get out of this hellhole.

Which is a lot.

“What are the chances you can toss down a rope?” I ask.

“We have security cable we can send down,” Rian says. “It’s the thermal flux that’s the problem, though.”

The integrity of the line is thrown off by the way the radiant heat from the lava exudes straight up. There’s nowhere else for the heat to go, after all.

“I’m tossing down the security line,” Rian calls. A moment later, I see a long, insulated cable with a claw clip dropped almost within reach. It shifts. I look up—on the ridge, I can see three people looking down at me. This endeavor’s brought Rian out of the ship, at least, and got the others to check out the show.

“But I can’t trust this,” I say grabbing for the claw and securing it at the loop harness built into my suit.

“Maybe?” Rian’s voice cracks. This line is a Hail Mary for if I slip; they can’t risk pulling me up with it.

“Climbing up is going to take a long time,” I mutter, scoping out the slick, ridged striations of the oddly formed black rock face.

“What happened to that one goal, full speed stuff?” Rian says. I can tell he’s trying to add levity to the situation, but it doesn’t help that much. I’ve still got to climb straight up a wall without falling into a river of molten rock, which isn’t exactly something I enjoy doing.

Plus it’s hot as fuck.

My hands slip inside my gloves.

I take a deep breath.

New goal. Survive.

Full speed until I do.

It’s just that “full speed” is a lot slower right now.

I look up, find a handhold, reach. Push with one foot, find a ledge to step with the other. Up. The line makes this a little easier. I know it’s just a single two-centimeter-thick cable between me and plummeting down, but two centimeters are better than nothing.

I check the readouts on my visor. The outer temperature is above what my suit’s sensors can measure, which means I’m deeply at risk for damaging my suit. But everything’s holding . . . for now.

Outer temperature: [WARNING]

Inner temperature: Stable

External download: 2%

Stabilizers: Neutral

Air gauge: 82%

Jetpack: Standby

“Hey, Rian?” I ask, reaching for another hold.

“Yeah?” He responds immediately, as if he’s been biting back everything he wants to say.

“I’ve got a long climb ahead. Talk to me?”
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Are you asking me for a casual conversation as you climb out of a pit of death?” Rian asks.

“A little light banter couldn’t hurt the situation.” I have to scoot to reach another handhold. The security line does make me feel safer, as if I might be able to fall and not die, which is better than a hundred percent certainty the opposite direction.

“How’s the, er, weather down there?”

“Hot.” I swing out, my foot sliding until it catches the ledge I spotted. “Come on; you can do better than that.”

“Is distraction a really good idea right now, Ada?”

Okay, I’ll be honest. The warmth when he says my name? That is what’s actually distracting. Probably because he has no idea.

“Bold of you to assume you have anything witty enough to say to actually distract me,” I mumble, looking for the next handhold.

“If you’re going to insult me, I can just turn off this channel—”

“No!” I say a little too abruptly. I clear my throat. “No. Just . . . I don’t know. Tell me about yourself.”

“I feel like this is all a giant conspiracy to find out my darkest secrets. Did your jetpack really fail?” He’s teasing, but I don’t like the implication.

I have to push off a bit to grapple with my next step. It knocks the wind of out me when I slip, scramble, slip, grab.

“Ada?”

“Everything’s fine,” I say. “So, tell me about your childhood.”

Rian barks in laughter. “I’d rather swap places with you.”

“I can tell you about my childhood,” I offer. “But, you know, it was fairly typical. Boring.”

“Really?”

“You sound surprised.”

I pause, catching my breath. I’m feeling the weight of my jetpack and life-support unit right now. This shit’s heavy when you’re clutching toeholds on a sheer cliff face. And unlike in space, this damn planet has gravity.

At least the temperature lowers the higher I climb. It’s still too hot outside for my suit to register a number, but the warning has reduced from neon orange to neon yellow, so that’s nice.

“What are the others doing?” I ask. “Because this is kind of a shitty job, not going to lie, and it would make me feel better if you told me Magnusson was rooting through cycler worms to try to find the next item you need.”

I scan the other data I’m tracking in my visor screen. Download at thirty-two percent; jetpacks on standby. Looks like I’m going to keep doing this the hard way.

“Yadav is checking seismic activity,” Rian says. “But what makes you think Magnusson is looking for another item?” He’s teasing. He knows I know the real mission he’s on is twofold. He’s been letting things slip intentionally for a while now.

“I’m hanging off the side of a cliff with something so valuable, you crossed the galaxy at top speed to get here for it,” I say. “Don’t play coy. Plus, I opened the box, remember? I know this thing you want is a cryptex drive.”

I get up another little ridge. My shoulders are screaming. I’ve been in space too long for this shit.

“So,” I continue, panting, “you’re going to all this trouble to get a cryptex drive. But thing about those kinds of drives? They require a key. A physical key. And I’m just really hoping that you’re making Magnusson sort through the sewage pit of that ship to see if it’s there.”

I examine my choices. The higher I go, the fewer options I’m seeing to climb out. I test the safety line Rian dropped me; it’s taut, and it seems secure. At least the higher I go, the less chance I have of the external heat making this snap right when I really need it.

Rian chuckles. “What makes you think that we need a key for the cryptex drive?”

“Other than the fact that it’s a cryptex? Come on; I know my tech. That sort of drive is full of encoded data that cannot be translated without a key.” I’ve seen the sort before. They’re pricey, but if you want to secure your information, that’s the best way. A cryptex drive’s contents can still be downloaded anywhere—no data is secure these days, anyway, and if there’s a strong-enough uplink, anyone can get information. A cryptex key, though? That’s offline. Can’t be downloaded. You can only get the encryption code if you have the physical digits in your hand.

The box I’m carrying right now has the information Rian or whatever office he works for wants. But it’s useless and impossible to get any of that information if they cannot locate the key.

“No, you’re right,” Rian says, “of course I need a key for the cryptex drive. I meant, what makes you think we don’t already have it?”

I chuckle. “Because you’ve sent Magnusson searching in the trash compactor for it.”

“No, I haven’t,” Rian says. There’s a long pause, long enough for me to wrench myself up another meter or so. “But yes, he’s looking for the key.”

“You’re having him search the wrong spot,” I say.

“Because you want him to search in the hardest-to-reach areas that also are the dirtiest and most disgusting? I don’t think the crew of the Roundabout chucked the key in the trash, Ada.”

“No, but the cryptex drive was on the bridge, in a secure location, yeah? I saw the bridge—the lockbox broke in the crash, and the fact that this drive is here makes it likely that it was ejected from there.” There’s a particularly wide outcrop of rock above me and to the left, big enough for me to take a breather. I hoist myself up, my leg slipping twice before I can make it. Once I’m on the rock, I crawl on my hands and knees until I’m at the widest area, then carefully twist around so I don’t mess up my jetpack or life-support unit. There’s just enough seat left over for me to dangle my legs over the edge, the lava river glowing beneath me.

“So, if I were the one ensuring super important data was kept safe,” I continue once I catch my breath, “I’d put the drive in one part of the ship and the key in the other.”

“Are you suggesting the key’s in the cargo hold?”

“I’m just saying that’s where I’d put it. Not that they thought their ship was going to crash and break in two. Just—if it’s top-secret information, it makes sense to put the key that can open the lock in the furthest place possible from it. And short of cramming the key up the exhaust, the cargo hold makes sense.”

I can almost hear the gears in Rian’s head churning. The cryptex drive was protected on the bridge, arguably the most secure location on the ship. Despite its size, the Roundabout could be manned by a minimal crew, maybe eight or a dozen members, tops. It wasn’t like it was a cruiser with hundreds of people on board, all of them nosy or bumbling around into areas they shouldn’t go to.

“If you want to protect something,” I say, resting my head back on the cliff face, “there are two ways to do it. First, make it obvious. Put the cryptex drive in a highly secure location and make sure everyone knows it’s off limits and guarded.”

“Second, toss the key in the cargo hold.”

“I saw the remains of that part of the ship. There were nearly a hundred transport crates. A cryptex key is no bigger than my finger, yeah? So, just pack it away in a box. Make it a needle in the haystack. And don’t even tell anyone that’s where you hid it, so they don’t even know to look there.”

I can tell Rian’s with me on this. After a while, he says, “You good, Lamarr?”

“I’ve found a nice spot to sit and contemplate all the bad life choices that brought me to a river of lava I have to climb out of.”

“Okay. Sit tight for a bit; let me send Magnusson over to the aft part of the ship.”

“I’ve got all the time in the world.”

I swing my legs, thinking. I wonder what Magnusson is going to find in the cargo hold. I check my readouts. My suit’s finally not screaming about the external temp—the warning is now green and flashing inadvisable conditions rather than polite tech speech for certain death, so that’s good.

“Lamarr?” Rian’s voice fills my ear again.

“I wish you’d just call me Ada.”

“Ada.”

I can’t explain it, but I swear his voice grows softer when he uses my given name. It’s almost enough to make a girl swoon, if she weren’t sitting on a little ledge on the side of a cliff.

“I suppose I should start climbing again.” My voice is resigned.

“Are your jetpacks still not functioning?” Rian asks.

External download: 78%

Stabilizers: Neutral

Air gauge: 64%

Jetpack: Standby

“Nope, they’re offline,” I say. “I think when I finally get back up, you need to tell Captain Ursula that I deserve quadruple portions of the meal today.”

“You can eat everything in the supplies that you want,” Rian laughs. “Plus, there’s a special meal for tonight.”

“Special? Hell, you should have started with that. Is there going to be cheese? Because I’d scale a cliff for cheese.”

“I’m not sure, actually. I just know we have some celebratory—”

“How can you not be sure about cheese?!”

Rian laughs, as if this were a laughing matter. “I promise it’ll be worth the effort.”

“I’m going to need that in writing.”

“You have my word.”

I sigh. Time to get moving again. Before I can talk my jelly legs into working, I use my sight-line tracker to estimate the distance I have left until I reach the top. At the rate I’m going, another hour or two at least.

I force my body up. “Do you think First will give me a massage when I get back on the Halifax?”

“Maybe. But there’s also a dry-heat pulser, if you want.”

I whistle. Damn, the Halifax is a nice ship. “Remind me to scavenge that when you guys crash.”

Rian laughs. “Crashing’s not in the plans.”

“Okay, but if it does, I’m calling looter’s rights now.”

“Noted.”

There’s some crackly silence as I heft up, starting the climb up the wall again. I’m slower now, the strain of the day wearing on me.

I’m so close, I think. Not much longer . . .

“Tell me about your worst job.” Rian’s voice almost comes as a surprise, and it spurs me on to find another grab, pull my body up a little more, keep going.

“Worst job?” I snort. “You mean other than this?”

“Other than this.” He pauses. “Or something. I just thought it may help take your mind off . . . all of this.”

“Yeah, okay,” I say. “It’s an easy question, anyway.” I don’t answer as I climb a little farther up. I miss my ledge. It wasn’t the comfiest spot I’ve ever sat on, but I liked not moving for a while. Not-moving is a pastime of mine I’m particularly fond of.

“So, this was maybe two years ago,” I say. “Got word of a ghost ship. Easy pickings, out in the middle of nowhere. I think the people on board were trying to relocate or something; I don’t know.”

I said it was an easy question, but the answer isn’t easy. Rian lets silence stretch as I focus on the climb, my mind back on the ghost ship.

I don’t want to think about this. I hate this memory. But recounting it between climbs, filling my long breaks with words . . . it was Rian’s idea, but it’s a good one.

A distraction is exactly what I need right now.

My eyes sting, my vision blurs. Which sucks, because it’s not like I can take my helmet off and wipe my face. I let out a deep breath. I should have lied about the whole damn thing, made up a story, not let myself remember this.

But that’s the thing about tragedy.

It’s hard to lie about.
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Two Years Ago

Most ships don’t crash like the Roundabout did. They don’t hit planets. Most ships that are lost are lost at either takeoff or landing. That’s the dangerous bit. Leaving a world or coming home to one. The stuff in the middle? That’s the easy part. Coasting through the black. Little to hit, few reasons to break out the highly volatile fuel.

But I wouldn’t have a job if things never went wrong.

If a ship malfunctions in flight, typically there’s a warning. Escape pods go out, the crew’s picked up, and if it’s not worth hauling back anywhere, they let the dead ship float, empty. Perfect for looting.

The other kind of ghost ship is the kind where the escape pods don’t go out.

I’ve seen it more than once. Sometimes sabotage, particularly if it’s a competing company. Sometimes attack. There are pirates. Some tiny worlds with cult-like colonies that fiercely protect their sector. No one ever said space was safe, and then humans go in and make it even less so.

I once came across a ghost ship that broadcast a perpetual biohazard warning on loop. I brought Glory close, using the front flood lamp to illuminate the dark windows. There weren’t many portholes that could show me anything, but I’ll never forget the way the bridge looked. A beam of light cutting across the grotesquely twisted faces. Some sort of sickness; I don’t know what. Killed them all. Half a dozen people, at least, all piled up in the nose of the ship, fingers splayed on the carbonglass as if they’d been trying to scratch their way to the void. Glory’s light made their open eyes reflect strangely. It felt like they were watching me. I didn’t board that ship.

The Rose was something else.

I did all the scans. Checked everything. I could tell before I boarded that the ship had had a major malfunction, the escape pods hadn’t been evacuated, and there was no one left alive on board. Floating in space with a full cargo meant it was an easy job. I opened up Glory’s bay door, flew out to the Rose. This was before I had a jaxon jet, just a regular unit.

To get in, I had to activate the emergency latch on the depressurization chamber, but the ship was completely dead—no power at all, let alone gravity generators, oxygen flow, or any other type of life support. There was nothing to stop me from cranking open the door; it was designed to be accessed in case of a breach or failure like this.

I can never explain the full eeriness of a ghost ship. Even the ones where I know what’s happened, boarding a ghost is like a violation. You’re going into someone’s home. You should be stopped.

Because every ship is a home. People like Captain Ursula, who treats the Halifax like a tool, don’t always know that. But I bet Nandina sees the med bay as her home, even if this is a temporary job for her, even if she claims otherwise. Humans do that. They turn the place where they feel safe into a home, and even when they know that home won’t last, they fall in love with it. A little, anyway.

Ghost ships are dark. Fuck, space is dark. People forget that because we use external floodlights and internal electronics, and when a ship is lived in, it’s never fully dark. But ghost ships are.

When I boarded the Rose, I had my helmet’s headlamp on, and I had two handhelds in my belt. I always carry extra lights on ghost-ship salvages; I learned the hard way how difficult it is to get off a ship that’s not yours when your light goes dark.

But the glow from headlamps and handhelds is dim, sporadic. They illuminate a circle at a time, and they cast shadows, long shadows that shouldn’t exist in space.

Not everything wants to be seen.

It wasn’t the bodies that bothered me on the Rose. To be honest, I expected the bodies. No pods evacuated, no shuttle . . . a ship doesn’t fly without a crew. So, a dead ship would have dead humans on board. That was always going to be the case.

What got me was that it had been a family. Eight people total. One elderly man, three middle-aged adults, four children. I found them in various parts of the ship. The older man and one adult were on the bridge. I found another adult in the mess hall. The third adult, a female with long black hair that hid her face, floating around her like a halo, was in a room with all the children. There were little toys—building blocks and a stuffed animal and those posable dolls that can interact with augmented reality games but are still fun on their own.

None of them were strapped down, not even the people on the bridge. They were all floating. Which meant that they didn’t actively crash—they were just living their lives. Until something went wrong. Something sudden. Something catastrophic.

I had to find out. I located the record box in the bridge, the thing every ship is required to have, took it back to Glory, and hooked it up to power. Something evacuated all the oxygen on the ship. There was a record of a slow leak for a long time—at least two cycles—but the life-support unit compensated, so there was no noticeable decrease in available air. Then something broke, and all the O2 was discharged at once.

None of this felt like sabotage, but it also didn’t make sense.

I dug deeper.

Some repairs—to fix the leak, I assume—had been made to the O2 filter. I went back aboard the Rose, careful this time to avoid seeing the bodies. Took the main panel down, removed the unit. I didn’t notice it at first. I had to use my visor’s visual enhancements to see the tiny crack in the O-ring. A little circle used to seal the outtake tube. It was small enough to slide over my gloved finger, although that made the hairline break in the plexi-steel more visible.

I spent hours in the dark, trying to see if there was anything else.

But in the end, it came down to one O-ring. One individual part. Those damn things cost almost nothing on land. You can pick them up at any dock.

They’re so tiny.

But when the seal broke, the tube popped off.

There were supposed to be failsafes; of course there were. Every ship has automatic failsafes.

But this had been quick.

And the failsafes had failed.

And the entire ship had died because one tiny ring cracked.

• • •

I’ve been telling this story to Rian the whole time I’m making my slow way back up the cliff.

But what I don’t tell him is this:

That moment changed me on a core level. I can see that cracked O-ring as clearly as I can see the world in front of me. I wake up every morning, and I remind myself how futile it all is. You can do everything right, try to be good, try to do good, and sometimes it won’t matter. Your O-ring gets a crack in it, and you die before you have time to panic. A nothing part, ignored until it’s broken, and then you’re dead.

You and everyone you love just cease to be.

That’s how close life and death are. Not just here, in space or on a volatile planet. Everywhere. Everywhere in the universe, you’re one cracked O-ring away from total failure. And we all just go through each day, ignoring that.

Pretending like we don’t see the cracks.

Like the cracks aren’t going to break all the way.

Life is a fucking miracle. How did the right atoms collide and the right DNA strands evolve and the right lucky breaks in planetary development build up over trillions of years in the impossible expanse of all of time and space to make you? A series of accidents and luck and planning and fate and maybe God or maybe just the sheer chaos of it all conspired to make the life within you, all eternity stretching to a pinpoint that coincides with your first breath.

And a tiny cracked O-ring can take it all away.

It’s so, so hard to live.

And so, so easy to die.

It’s just that the O-ring is deep inside the life-support unit, buried under outtake valves and wiring harnesses and bypass tubes. You have to look for it.

You have to look for the crack in it.

But you can’t forget it’s there. You can’t ever forget that.

• • •

Telling this has taken more time than I anticipated. But it’s served Rian’s goal well; I forgot about the physical pain of climbing. I was back on the Rose, back in the dark, not here, scaling a cliff.

I can see the top of the ridge now, can see Rian’s helmeted face peering over the edge at me. Almost there.

I track my course—not much farther—but pull in close on a ledge that is big enough for me to stand with both feet planted. I keep my front to the wall.

“What are you doing?” Rian asks.

“Just one quick break before the end,” I say. “I’m not my best right now.” One wrong move, and all this work will be for nothing.

I check my visor’s readouts. Fucking finally, I think fiercely. A few adjustments to my suit, and I’m exactly where I want to be.

“All right, I told you my worst day,” I say, starting to climb again. “Tell me yours.”

“Oh, that’s too long of a story.” Rian sounds happier now. “You’re almost out.”

I heave myself up to another handhold, scrambling my legs until I get traction. At least my boots grip well. I feel the line tighten—Rian’s risking the manual crank to help me, reaching down toward me with one gloved hand.

“Fine, tell me about your best day, then,” I say.

“That’s easy.” He’s close enough now that I can see his grinning face behind his visor. “Today. Today’s the best day.”

My hand reaches his, and he yanks me up the last bit. I fall down on the flat rock at the top of the cliff, panting, staring up at the stars and the void between them.

My hand still in his.
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I unzip my outer pouch and pass over the cryptex drive to Rian. “Comm Magnusson,” I tell him. “First isn’t down here, and I need him.”

“Need him? Why?” Rian asks.

“To carry me.”

“You say that like you don’t scale cliffs in your spare time on a regular basis.” Rian’s joking with me, but I notice that he’s pretty damn careful about storing the cryptex drive in his suit’s pocket. He ignores me as I stare up at the black sky and millions of stars and wonder when my muscles will quit burning.

I’m lying flat on my back, but I hold my arms up. “You’ll do if Magnusson is busy.”

“I’m not carrying you, Ada.”

Oof, I do like the way that man says my name. Leave it to me to develop a crush on the enemy.

Rian bends down when I don’t move even after he summons Saraswati and Magnusson to meet back on the shuttle. Now concern’s written all over his face under his helmet. “Are you okay? That was a big climb, and—”

“Ugh, you ruin it when you treat me like that,” I say, scrambling up. “I’m fine; let’s go back to the ship and get something to eat. And by something, I mean everything.”

I hear a snort of appreciation from him as he sets his pace to match my own slower one.

In the distance, Magnusson approaches the shuttle from one direction—where the aft wreckage is—and Saraswati is several paces ahead of us.

“Switch over to the public comm channel,” Rian tells me. As soon as I do, I hear Magnusson reporting in—he found nothing but debris.

“Incoming,” Saraswati says, interrupting him. Her voice is pitched high. “We’re getting at least two soon. Volcanic eruption four klicks north indicates a plate shift—”

Before she finishes speaking, the earth undulates. Rian grabs my arm, holding me up. “Can you run?” he asks, already half-dragging me into a quicker pace.

I don’t want to, but I also don’t want to let this planet eat me, so I start jogging, my legs burning. In the distance I see a bright spurt of orange-red—the volcano Saraswati was keeping an eye on has erupted. Moments later, the earth rumbles. We’re almost to the ship. Rian’s about to rip my arm off, he’s yanking me so hard, but I don’t mind. The only thing that’s in our favor is that the land here is pretty flat and hard, but the only reason the land here is flat and hard is because it’s dried-up lava, and that sort of indicates we’re right in the middle of where the flow is going to reach.

Magnusson and Saraswati are already inside the shuttle when Rian and I race up the ramp. I stumble the last few steps—Magnusson started raising the ramp before I was completely off it—and Rian catches me. The shuttle lurches as Magnusson takes off, sending both me and Rian crashing onto the floor.

“Not exactly how I pictured you under me,” I mutter.

“What?” Rian asks.

“Nothing.” I push up, staggering as the shuttle shifts again. “We need to get strapped in.”

We make our rocky way up to the command center of the shuttle. Magnusson is focused on the controls, but Saraswati turns as Rian and I grab our seats and hastily harness in.

“All good?” she asks, already turning back to the controls before we answer.

“We’ll live,” Rian says. His brow furrows when he looks at me, though. My suit’s messy, but overall, everything’s working inside and out. I think. I’ll do a recharge and full diagnostic back on the Halifax.

I turn my attention to the main carbonglass window extending over the nose. The flat, black land Rian and I were just running over is starting to crack, snaking lines of bright lava infiltrating the desolate landscape.

“Oh, shit,” Magnusson whispers under his breath as the rift I just climbed out of shivers, the edges rippling. It’s beautiful, but it’s also horrific, witnessing the way a world is born, how easy it all falls apart. It will be formed again and again, the surface of this planet, and one day it will be whole and stable and perhaps even full of life. But it must break first. Again. And again.

On the ground below, the forward section of the Roundabout, including the bridge that held the cryptex drive, jostles free from the tentative position it held, crashing down into the rift. The rift itself grinds like the maw of a hungry monster, shifting and crunching as lava sprays up. It’s enough of a heat blast to blow the shuttle back before Magnusson gets it restabilized.

“That was good timing,” I say. “I mean, if that thing was going to drop into the lava, at least it waited until I had the cryptex drive first. And until I was out of the rift.”

Saraswati twists around in her seat again, straining against the harness just to give me an incredulous look. Sure, if I’d been an hour later in climbing out of the rift, I’d be dead, but that was the point of me saying it was good timing. Any timing that doesn’t end in death by lava is good timing. Obviously.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Rian says. He grips the grab bar by his seat, and even if his hands are gloved, I suspect his knuckles are white.

Magnusson tilts the nose of the shuttle up, the horizon dipping down.

“Are all your missions this exciting?” I ask as the thrusters slam us back into our seats. “I would definitely prefer a little heads-up next time. Also, remind me to negotiate hazard pay with my buddy Ursula.”

One of them snorts, but I can’t tell over the comm who it was.

• • •

Everyone’s there to greet us in the shuttle bay by the time the area’s repressurized. The captain stands in front, but Nandina and First are at attention, tense. I’m the last one off the shuttle, and while Ursula already has Rian distracted and reporting in on the success of retrieving the cryptex drive, Nandina rushes to me.

“Your suit’s not connected to our system, so I couldn’t monitor you, but Rian let us know that you sustained multiple impact injuries in a jetpack malfunction and then rigorous activity when you—”

“I’m fine,” I say, dismissing her.

She does a once-over on my suit, coated in black dust.

“It was interesting down there,” I allow. Then I turn my attention to First. “Would have been easier if you’d been there to carry me. I had to walk back to the shuttle. And then also run.”

“My apologies,” First says with an expressionless face.

My whole body aches, but there’s not that much I can do about it until I can get this suit off and get cleaned up. Magnusson and Saraswati are already heading up to the main part of the ship, so I trudge up after them.

Just before I go through the door, I hear the captain gasp. “Really?” she says in a carrying voice. When I glance over, both she and Rian are watching me.

I know what they’re thinking. I’m not a member of their elite crew, and I got the cryptex drive. And, even more surprisingly, I just handed it over to them. I don’t look back again. I don’t want or need the drive in Rian’s hand. It’s locked, and they can’t access any of the information on it unless they find the cryptex key, and they have no idea where that is. And now that the forward part of the ship fell into a river of lava, there’s only one place left for them to search—through every single cargo crate and piece of debris scattered over the volatile earth from the aft section.

In my bunk, I carefully peel away my suit. The moisture-wicking inner liner smells rank; I’ve pushed that to the limit for sure. Before I do anything else, I hoist my life-support unit and jetpack up to the rechargers, then do a thorough inspection of the suit itself.

My body is sore from the climb, but there’s a different sort of tension winding in my shoulders now.

Everything’s falling into place.

After making sure my suit is exactly the way I need it to be, I slide into the tiny wash unit connected to my room. My body goes through the motions—scrub sponge with antiseptic, vita lotion into my sore muscles, clean comb through my hair.

Elsewhere on the ship, Magnusson and Saraswati are probably doing the same things I am. And Rian would need to get out of his suit too, get cleaned up. I think he’d trust Ursula with the cryptex drive. He must. Yes, he had to have given it to her, and she has some secure location on the ship to store it. The bridge, perhaps, just like the Roundabout had done. That standard lockbox. Ursula and First will take turns guarding that drive. They might not have if I weren’t here, but . . . they might.

I wonder if Saraswati or Magnusson or Nandina know what information is on that drive.

I wonder if the captain or First do.

I know Rian does.

I saw the way he took it from me, the way he looked when he held it.

He knows not only what it is but why it is so important. Beyond what he told me.

He knows.

All I have to do is make him think that I don’t.




14

Sure enough, the captain’s not in the mess hall when it’s time to eat. Guard duty, I guarantee it. I didn’t check, though. Didn’t wander around, look for where a new lock’s been set. I went straight from a fresh set of clothing to food.

All the others, except for Ursula, are there. Magnusson stands by the dispenser with a covered box on his tray.

“Who would have thought you’d be the last one to eat?” Magnusson says, but he’s grinning, even as I take the tray from him and make him get a new one.

My heart’s racing as I sit down. I think Saraswati says something, but I don’t hear it. See, on a deep-space ship, the food’s mostly dried goods that pretend to be edible, and even the good stuff on a ship isn’t the real stuff, you know? But food that comes in a box? Food that comes in a box like this is special. There’s not much room for frozen goods. But frozen food is often . . .

“Ohhh.” A decadent groan escapes my lips, and Rian chuckles.

Beneath the foil-lined top on the box is a real piece of meat. Like, real real. Not a composite. Not replacement protein patties. Real meat.

“Chicken breast, green beans, mashed potatoes,” Nandina says proudly.

Potatoes. I thought the meat was something, but potatoes? I haven’t had actual potatoes since I left Earth.

“Wait for it,” Rian says, reaching over the table to point to the little foil wrapped block on the side.

“No,” I say, my voice rising, sounding almost angry.

“Yes.”

“No.” My hand shakes as I pick up the cube. It’s cold but a little soft. I carefully pull back the foil.

Butter.

There are actual tears in my eyes as I look around the room. Their bemused smiles are proof enough that this is a meal they all knew was coming, a celebration for finding part of what they’d come all this way to find.

“I’m never leaving this crew,” I say. “You don’t even have to pay me. Just feed me.”

Magnusson puts his new tray down beside mine. “Hear, hear.”

I grab a fork and stab the chicken, lifting the whole breast up and cramming as much as I can into my mouth. “You can use a knife,” Rian laughs, but he’s wrong. The thing about real meat that I miss so, so much is the feel of it in my teeth. The way my mouth has to work for the prize. The way it’s not uniform.

This chicken has never been in a tube, and I know that with every sense in my body.

It hurts to swallow; it’s too much, and it’s not liquid; it doesn’t slide. I don’t care. The pain is part of the pleasure.

Across from me, Rian calmly cuts a piece of his chicken with a knife. I’m ripping apart my second bite before he even lifts his fork to his lips. Magnusson is mashing the butter into his potatoes like it’s a sacred rite. I can respect that. On my other side, First is experimenting—dipping the chicken in the mashed potatoes, then stabbing some green beans and stuffing them in their mouth before they swallow. Saraswati’s started with the green beans. Bad choice. They’re the weak link here; a vegetable and too soft and too close to standard fare. Maybe she’s saving the best for last. I don’t understand that mindset. Nandina’s like me, meat first, attacked with the brutality such a rare treat deserves. I knew I liked her the best.

I shear another piece of chicken off with my teeth, and Rian shakes his head. “If you eat too quickly, it’ll just be gone. Savor it.”

“You said I get three servings,” I say around a mouthful.

“Well, there are only five boxes,” Rian says. “So, you can have more food, but it won’t be this.”

I chew slower.

The captain’s not here. Guarding the cryptex drive, surely. But also giving me her celebratory dinner. I guess that makes up for leaving me to die with only one percent air in my tank.

“What’s the meal going to be when we find the key to the drive?” I ask.

“Steak,” Rian says. “And ice cream.”

“Fuck,” I breathe, barely audible.

Nandina puts down her fork. She didn’t know how much I knew about the ship’s mission, only that I already knew that there was a second piece needed to succeed. She knows now. When she starts eating again, I think, That’s all of them. They accept me now. Even the captain—when she found out I was the one who retrieved the drive, I could see a glimmer of respect in her shocked eyes. They’ve seen what I can do, and while I’m still a wild card in this carefully planned salvage mission, they trust me.

They . . . trust me.

They shouldn’t. But they do.

I swallow dryly.

It’s a bittersweet revelation.

I don’t like it.

But I also kind of do.

I’m not used to this, trust. The easiness of sitting at a table and sharing a meal and feeling like there’s nothing to hide. It’s . . . weird.

“You know,” First says, “you could be a part of the regular crew, if you wanted. Captain said so.”

I shoot a glance at Rian. “Told you she loves me.”

He cocks an eyebrow. “Love is a strong word.”

I ignore that and turn back to First. “I suppose climbing up the rift was my interview?”

“At least you didn’t have to supply five different references and a background check,” Saraswati mutters.

Background check. They’ve probably already run one on me. Not something too intense—communication is still slow, but the Halifax might have a data linkup that could ping off the portals for some quick info, the basics. I dip my fork into my mashed potatoes, swirling the melted yellow into the creamy white. When I look up at Rian, he’s watching me intently. Definitely did a background check.

“I can’t join this crew,” I say, eyes sliding from his. “I’d be bored to death. But I’ll hitch a ride to civilization.”

“Well, we have you for a few weeks at least, then, anyway,” Rian says softly.

Something biting and sarcastic is just waiting to fall out of my mouth, but then . . . nothing.

He lifts his water bottle in the air. “To Ada.”

The others pause their meal, also lifting their glass.

Oh, no.

Oh, I hate this.

“The bravest of us all,” Magnusson adds.

“Or the stupidest,” Saraswati says. “There’s no way in hell I’d have gone down there, even with your jetpack, Ada.”

“It’s a good jetpack,” I say.

“Not good enough,” Magnusson says. “It got you down there but not back up.”

I swallow the automatic response rising in my throat. I’m proud of my suit, proud of its mods, most of which I’ve done myself. I force my shoulders down and say, “It all worked out.”

Saraswati nods. “The rest of this is going to be tedious but not nearly as dangerous. Most of the debris field is relatively stable, far enough away from the existing fault line that I don’t think we’re going to have any more dramatic quakes that directly impact our search.”

“That’s too bad.” I fake a groan, and the others all laugh, and the conversation swings around to regular chatter.

After the boxes are empty, I take my tray back to the dispenser and get some of the regular food. Lentils aren’t quite as exciting now that I’ve had meat, but they’re still better than what I’d been living off of. As I slurp it down, I let myself pretend.

Pretend that Saraswati and Nandina can be my friends. That First and the captain like me. That Magnusson sees me as an equal, which is about the highest praise I think the man could give.

That Rian . . .

I can pretend.

For just this night.
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When the meal is done, the others drift off until it’s just me and Rian. All the boxes are empty now.

I meet his eyes, and for once, I don’t think about the tiny gears working behind them. I let myself drown in their clear, bright hazel.

“What are you thinking about?” Rian asks, his brow furrowing, disrupting my view.

“Just wondering how secure the freezer unit is, and if I can break into it with the tools I have, and if—no, when, I do, whether or not Magnusson will evac me through the hatch after I eat all the portions of ice cream.”

“Very secure, probably you can, and absolutely he will,” Rian says smoothly, standing. “Come with me.”

“No.” I settle my butt in the hard seat. “You promised me more food.”

“Come with me,” he repeats, a smile cracking his impatient look. “I have something better than what’s in the dispenser.”

I stand, and Rian leads me toward the corridor with the bunks. “Please don’t take this as an insult,” I say, “but if you intend to show me your bedroom and expect me to want . . .” I gesture at his body. “. . . more than ice cream, you are mistaken.”

“You said I was sexy,” Rian states flatly.

“Ice cream is sexier.”

Rian presses a button, and a door zips open, revealing a standard-issue bunk room similar to the one I was given. Larger, though. Two windows.

I step inside, Rian following. “I don’t have ice cream.”

I turn on my heel, heading out the door. Rian grabs my arm and tugs me back inside, laughing. “But I have something better.”

“Statistically impossible,” I say, pulling my elbow free and crossing my arms over my chest. “But I’m willing to test your theory.”

Rian goes over to a storage drawer. I look around his room. The bed’s unmade. I don’t know why I find that charming, but I do. Rian’s so orderly, every thought lined up inside his head like one of those old-style libraries, neat little categorized volumes of knowledge in a row. But his cover’s tossed to one side, a thin blanket twisted up, his pillow dented from where his head lay.

“Here.” Rian puts something soft and round and fuzzy in my hand.

I can smell it faintly. There’s an earthy scent to it as well as a sweetness. I turn it over in my palm. It’s not uniformly round; there’s a thin line from where a stem had been all the way to the barest hint of a point at the bottom.

“It’s a peach,” he says.

“No, it’s not. Peaches are slick.” I rub my fingers over the light grayish fuzz of this fruit. I think if I pressed hard, I’d break the skin. Part of me wants to.

“And orange in color?” Rian asks.

I nod.

“That’s a canned peach,” he says. “This is a fresh one.”

The tip of my pinky touches the hard spot at the indented top. I’ve seen pictures of fruit growing on trees; I know this is where the stem connected it to the branch, and the branch connected to a tree, and the tree grew roots into the soil. I’ve seen hardwoods and pines and spruces when I lived in America; I’ve seen citrus and olive and cypress in Malta.

I’ve never seen a peach tree. I’ve never seen a peach.

Not like this. Fresh.

Real.

“Do I just . . .” I lift the fruit to my mouth.

“Let me peel it first.” Rian plucks it from my fingers and turns to the little table between his two windows.

I was absolutely going to quip something smartass at him, but then I see the flash of a silver blade in his hand. With skill born from practice, Rian glides the knife between the fuzzy skin and the smooth, pinkish-red flesh of the peach, the bright inside a startling contrast against the dull outer layer.

“Peaches are orange,” I insist despite the evidence to the contrary, but I’m more than half-distracted by the way the fruit juices slick his fingers.

He cuts a slice and passes it to me. The shape is now familiar to me, but there are hard filaments on the inner edge where the stone had been. And the color . . . I twist the slice around, inspecting it.

Rian huffs a little laugh through his nose. “Canned peaches are orange,” he says. “This is a red vineyard peach. Try it.”

I almost don’t want to bite into it; it’s too much of a jewel. But when I do, a burst of flavors explodes on my tongue. While dinner tonight had been decadent and rich, this peach is light. It tastes like sunshine and joy. I close my eyes, mashing the fruit against my tongue, relishing not just the taste but the feel of it.

“I knew I could get you to savor something,” Rian says, his voice deep.

My eyes fly open, and I snatch the rest of the peach out of his hand, eating it so voraciously that juice dribbles down my chin. I suck my sticky fingers clean, and I would have eaten the stone that had been in the center of the peach had Rian not taken it and thrown it into the composter with the peelings. “Trust me,” he says, laughing, “you don’t want to eat that part.”

I hold my hand out. “More.”

“That’s the only one I have.”

I narrow my eyes. I can read him well enough to know he’s telling the truth. But I’m still tempted to tear apart his cabin and make sure. Instead, I sit down on the edge of his bed, deeply aware of the blanket, the way his legs probably tangled in it last night.

“My family are farmers on Rigel-Earth,” he says, and I can’t tell if his tone is rueful or if he’s just lost in memories. “That’s one of our best-selling crops.”

Rigel-Earth, I think. I fucking knew it.

Oh, well. No man’s perfect.

“You were saving that one, weren’t you?” I ask. “The peach. We all get a celebratory dinner, but you were saving that one for yourself.”

“I’m sure the others brought items from home with them. We all have an allocated trunk.”

Standard operation. But a fruit like that is perishable. Easily bruised and destroyed. This took care. I’d bet coin no one else on the Halifax packed something like this.

I should thank him. Instead, I say, “I had no idea Rigel-Earth made peaches like this.”

“Sol-Earth did it first,” Rian says.

My eyes go up in shock.

“It’s from a variety in midwestern Europe,” he continues. I keep my face placid; the man just gave me fresh fruit, I’m not going to mock him for not knowing “midwestern Europe” isn’t really a thing people say. It’s not like Germany is Minnesota. It’s a moot point, anyway. Neither of those exist anymore. Minnesota’s mostly underwater now, and Germany, like all the countries of Western Europe, is a part of the tourism board, no longer independent and individual nations.

“That’s what my family does,” Rian adds. “We’re heirloom farmers.”

See, there’s a difference between someone scratching the earth and hoping to feed their family and an heirloom farmer who spends a lot of money to sell produce at an up-charge based on where the seeds came from.

Only Rigel-Earth would come up with the concept of luxury food.

“You’re a long way from the field,” I say.

“Closer than you think,” he says, and now we’re both thinking of the cryptex drive and what’s on it.

Rian sits down beside me. The mattress dips, gravity pulling us a little closer. He turns to me, searching my eyes. “I didn’t mean for you to risk your life for the cryptex drive,” he says.

I shrug.

Rian shakes his head. “No. Don’t treat it like it was nothing. It wasn’t.”

Way to make things awkward. I look down at my hands in my lap, my jaw clenching.

Rian takes the hint. His gaze goes to the windows. “My sister’s a rover. On Sol-Earth.”

“Please don’t tell me I remind you of your sister, because that’s going to make seducing you later kind of gross,” I say.

Rian snorts. Being a rover is like being a looter. The difference is, a rover is a nomad explorer of the unprotected areas of Earth. This peach came from a variety originally found in Europe? There’s a pretty big landhopper network in Europe—tours that go down the Rhine valley, that meander through Paris, that cruise along the remains of the dikes in the flooded northwest, windmill sails peeking up over the flat water.

A rover wouldn’t see those areas, the ones protected with little pockets of bots and droids to keep the area clean and livable.

A rover goes into the other areas, the places where landhoppers cover their windows with vid screens to block tourists’ views so they don’t witness the way pollution has soiled the homeworld we all share if you go back far enough in all of our ancestry. Rovers risk the radiation sickness and the pollution and the mutated wildlife and everything else to find things to sell.

And nothing sells as well as viable plant life. Gold and diamonds are on every world, and some of the other planets have gemstones even rarer than the ones Earth has. A rock looks like a rock anywhere; some are just shinier than others.

But nothing I’ve ever tasted before tastes like the peach I just had.

Luxury food.

I’ve never been rich enough to consider that a possibility. I can barely wrap my head around it.

“I haven’t seen her in a long time,” Rian says, and it take a moment for my mind to go back to our conversation, to his sister, the rover. From his face, I can guess that maybe she went out on an expedition and didn’t come back. I don’t want to ask, though. It doesn’t feel right to take more than he’s giving right now.

But it’s a story I know well. Everyone on Earth knows someone who wanted something more, something better than the little bubbles of livable but inescapable life. Some of us, like me and Magnusson, go to space. Some, like Saraswati’s parents, emigrate.

But we all know someone who decided to risk it in the unprotected lands. And we all know someone who never came back from that.

“It’s not too late,” Rian tells me. “I . . . I can’t tell you more about what this mission is for, but you deserve to know that what you did today was important.”

He’s dropping clues so heavy, it’s like he’s begging me to guess the top-secret intel. “I know the drive I rescued is full of some sort of important data,” I say, giving him this much. “Now I’m thinking it’s linked to fixing up Earth?” I raise my eyebrows at him. Rian betrays no expression, his face perfectly blank—which is the answer I’m seeking.

“Oh,” I breathe. “Oh. That is clever.”

“What is?” he asks.

“It’s not just the data that’s important. It’s the ship’s path. Roundabout, I mean. It wasn’t just going on an out-of-the-way route—it was going to an out-of-the-way planet. And it’s not just data, is it?” I jump up and start pacing the room. Rian watches me as I take three strides, turn, take three more. I stop abruptly, staring at Rian and tapping my chin, considering.

He keeps the poker face, but his eyes are sparkling in anticipation.

“The Roundabout’s path was going to take it to a world without atmosphere, one of the remote planets,” I continue, watching his face carefully for a flicker of acknowledgment that I’m right. “If this mission is linked to nature . . . you’re testing something that will clean up the pollution or purify the air or something like that for Earth, and you tried to send the drive to a manufacturing world that has no atmo so it could be tested . . .” I muse out loud, taking up the puzzle pieces Rian’s giving me and sifting them into the picture he wants me to see, the one he thinks I didn’t know about already.

“The other thing you’re looking for, the other piece, it’s not just the key to the cryptex drive. It’s . . .” He doesn’t flinch, so I have to pretend to guess. “A climate-cleaner of some sort. A prototype. Maybe a chemical combination or some sort of filtration system. I’ve heard of some companies working on things like that. No, it’d have to be smaller. Perhaps a new type of nanobot? And that data on the drive is needed to program it and test it in some off-world facility without a water cycle and atmosphere before releasing it on Earth . . .”

He’s good. He doesn’t even show an ounce of reaction.

But I know I’m right.

Rian rolls back his shoulders and stands. “Like I said, the work we’re doing here is important. For a lot of people.”

“But you’re not going to tell me what it is.”

Rian smiles; he knows I’ve guessed correctly. “I can’t. It’s a government secret.”

“And that’s why it’s doomed,” I snap back, the edge in my voice so sharp that even I’m surprised by it.

He stops, his expression slipping back into that placid mask. “Doomed?”

“You’re government. The Halifax isn’t, I guess you commandeered it, but you’re in the government. That’s why you’re in charge of the mission, not the captain. And if this whole operation is governmental . . .”

“I didn’t take you for an anarchist,” Rian says dryly.

“I’m not. I mean, the government’s fine, I don’t care, it’s just that . . . if you think the government can handle something as major as finding a solution to the environmental disaster that is Earth, you’re deluded.” I can’t help but laugh, even when his face darkens.	

But surely, he has to acknowledge that the United Galactic System is too big to do anything worthwhile. Small-scale, a society needs rules to function. But the further from the community, the more tangled the lines of authority get. The more chances for corruption or, worse, apathy. It’s how Earth lost control of sovereign nations to global tourism boards. Used to be, laws came from one city that affected a whole country, then laws came from one planet that affected all the countries, and now things are coming from whole different worlds that affect all the rest. And the end result is a fucking mess by the time it trickles down. One government to oversee four worlds, each law passed down to increasingly distant micromanaging levels of rule before it goes into effect? Doesn’t take rocket science to figure that’s a game where only the law-makers get to win.

“It’s an expensive program,” he says. “And there are plenty of commercial outlets who would like to privatize the process and force the inhabitants of Earth to pay for clean air and water, but—”

“But the government is going to graciously step in and altruistically solve all the problems?”

“The system works,” Rian protests. “It can be slow sometimes, unwieldy, but it works.”

“For some people,” I counter. “Eventually.”

I like this, this fight. Because I can tell—he’s a real believer. He’s not so dumb as to think that any government is perfect, but he truly does think that by ticking the right boxes and going through the right protocols, he’s going to make a difference.

He thinks he can play by the rules and still win.

I suppose that’s been true for him all his life. But the rules were made for people like him.

Me? I know better than to believe in anyone else coming down to help, governmental or not. In the end, the only one fighting for your life is yourself, and trusting anyone to help without an angle of their own is what gets you killed. Nothing comes without cost. Every rescue mission comes with a bill.

Even this one.

“I fought to keep this project public,” Rian says, his voice soft. “There were private investors who wanted to bankrupt the people of Earth for a chance at livable climate. You have no idea the work so many people have done to keep this project available to directly benefit the citizens instead of line the pockets of rich businesses. Which is why it is so important to make sure the drive and the cryptex key, when we find it, don’t end up in the hands of the highest bidder.”

And suddenly, I don’t want to fight anymore.

How can he not see that the highest bidder is always the government that bids with power instead of coin?
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The next morning, Rian finds me sitting in front of the airlock I first used to come aboard the Halifax.

“I’m surprised,” he says, looking down at me. “I thought you’d be in the mess hall.”

In answer, I raise the cup of porridge I already finished. The stuff had been thick with protein powder and vitamin supplements. It’s liquid enough to suck up through a straw but chunky enough to need to be chewed, which is, frankly, the worst combination of edible textures that exists.

“Ah,” he says, and then, to my surprise, he sits down beside me. “Shuttle launch in about an hour.”

I nod, still looking up at the porthole window. I’ve got to suit up soon.

From this angle, I can’t really see much of anything through the carbonglass. It’s just a place to point my eyes at that’s not him.

“You don’t have to go,” he says.

I bite the tip of my tongue. Not enough to draw blood. Just enough to focus on the pain instead of the possibility.

“This mission was designed to be run by Saraswati and Magnusson. You’re a refugee; you don’t have to—”

I finally turn to him, my lips curved into a smile. “Yeah, but if I find that key, we get to have steak and ice cream. And I’m much better than either of them, as proven already.”

He grins at me, but his eyes—sharp as razorblades. The smile fades.

“That was brave of you, yesterday,” he says. All sincerity. Like he needs me to believe it as much as he does.

“Saraswati said it was stupid.”

“Saraswati thinks it was brave, too.”

I have to give him a truth. If I don’t, he’ll tell. He thinks the danger’s caught up with me, the fear. The enormity of the mission. That’s not it. But I can’t tell him why I’m in front of the airlock, why I’m not ready to jump onto the shuttle and head back to the planet. So, I have to give him something to hold on to, something that’s as real as biting into a fresh peach.

“There’s no such thing as bravery,” I state clearly, looking right into his eyes.

His brow furrows. “What? No, bravery is real, and what you did, what you’re doing—”

I shake my head. “I mean it. There is no such thing as bravery. Or cowardice, for that matter.”

“Then what—”

“There is only survival.”

He’s waiting now. No more questions, no more back-and-forth. So I continue. “By definition, for an action to be brave, it has to be a choice, right? You have to see two options, at least, and you have to do the difficult one, the one that scares you, the one you know is right but wish wasn’t. That’s what bravery is.”

“That’s what you did,” Rian says gently.

“No, you don’t understand. The choice is fake. It’s not real. Every action we take, every action we take, ultimately, we never choose to be brave or not. We just choose to survive.”

I’ve turned, facing him entirely, and he’s shifted too. This ship is big, but he’s the only thing I see right now.

“It wasn’t brave to climb up that rift yesterday,” I say. “The alternative was . . .” I shrug. “. . . to die. Putting one foot in front of the other, climbing up one handhold at a time . . . that’s just not bravery. It’s survival. And that is true of everything.”

I look down, not because I’m afraid of showing a lie but because it’s harder to look someone in the face when you’re telling the truth.

“Calling survival bravery . . . that fucks a person up. If someone gets sick, real sick? Months in the hospital, surgeries, experimental drugs . . . everyone calls that courage.”

“Is it not?” Rian asks. His voice is all gentle; even his eyes are soft. And that’s when I know that telling him the worst truth inside me worked and kept him from seeing the worst lie. And I feel horrible for that, even in my triumph.

I shake my head. “Bravery’s a choice, right? No one chooses to get sick like that. So, they’re not brave. They’re just surviving.”

Because, I don’t say, you have to look at it the other way. If they’re brave for living, you’re saying they’re a coward for dying.

And that’s not fair. They didn’t choose that, either.

“I read your report,” Rian says.

But that’s not what he’s really saying.

He’s saying he got my background check. Last night, he wanted to celebrate. He didn’t tell me everything he read. But he knows, and he can’t keep it inside.

Pity always finds a way to leak out. It’s like mold, hidden roots spreading rot inside that eventually has to burst out.

He read about what happened. The climate sickness. The way my father died.

And he’s also saying he read about what came after.

Time to change the subject. Shift it to the right, so he doesn’t see what’s left.

I look up, grinning. “Petty theft, a spot of vandalism.”

Rian quirks up an eyebrow. “Is that what you call anarchist messages hacked into the advertising system that went out to the whole European continent on Sol-Earth?” He used that word on purpose, anarchist. I’m not an anarchist. I’m a realist. He just thinks that because last night I didn’t hail him as a hero for working on Earth’s environment, that I think the only other option to his government is no government.

I don’t hate the government. I just don’t think it’s effective. He’s never had a reason to doubt the system.

I’ve never had a reason to trust it.

“I just rearranged a few pixels in the ad sys.” On millions of screens. “No lasting damage.”

Besides, he and I both know I paid for that little crime, a fee that sent me to debt that sent me to space to scavenge ships and pay it off so I could avoid anything harsher.

You pay for everything in time or money. That’s what Papa always said. But sometimes, a person doesn’t have either. And that’s why I learned to steal.

Rian huffs, and I can tell that he’s a little amused by what I’ve said, how I’ve dismissed my crimes. Probably thinks I was just acting out, blowing off steam in my late teens. Now that I’m older, rebellion’s been tempered out of me. Hard work has burned politics out of me, surely, and while I didn’t throw a parade for this mission, I’m still willing to work it with him.

Why does everyone assume everything listed in a report is all there is? It’s easy to get pegged for the little crimes. You only ever get pegged for the big ones once, and by then, the report’s useless.

“So,” I say, clapping my hands on my thighs before I get up. “You know my past. Don’t worry. I’ve learned my lessons, and I’ll get back to a scavenging rig and out of your hair soon enough, give you plenty of room to save the world.”

Rian stands too. It’s almost time to go. We’ve got to suit up, and that’s not a task that can be rushed. But he doesn’t start down the corridor. He’s searching my face, and his eyes are sharp enough to cut my mask right off.

“The offer still stands,” he says softly. “You can stay on the Halifax as long as you want. And eat all the lentils you can stomach.”

I take a step closer to him. Too close. “But you’re not going to be here, are you?” I say, voice as quiet as his. “You’re not a crew member. You’re going to get that key for the cryptex and leave.”

“Maybe I like the idea of knowing where you’ll be.” A wry smile. “Just in case I need someone to dive headfirst toward a river of lava with a jetpack strapped to her back.”

“I do leave a lasting impression, don’t I?”

He opens his mouth to say something, but I never hear what it is, because I cross the last few centimeters between us and press my lips to his. I swallow his little gasp of surprise, but then his arms go around me, one hand on my back, pulling me tighter, one hand in my hair as he returns the kiss I gave him threefold.

I never know what I’m going to do until I do it, and I never know whether it’s right or wrong until it’s done, but this? This is right; this is right in a way my body knows before my mind does. And sure, maybe part of this is me filling up the adrenaline that emptied out yesterday, the hard knock of my heart reminding me that I’m still alive, I’m still in this game.

But there’s something else here. Something I didn’t expect.

Rian’s all urgency, all suddenness, all hard strength that doesn’t let go.

And me? I’m . . . letting him. His arms aren’t just solid and strong and holding me against him. He’s holding me up. My body’s gone slack and willing and boneless.

If he lets me go, I wouldn’t be able to stand on my own.

With one kiss, he’s taken the gravity right out from under me.

But somehow, I’m not falling.
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It’s past time to go.

I’m the last one to the shuttle bay.

My suit’s on and checked and charged. Helmet under my arm. The door opens, and there’s the crew, everyone but First. They’re on guard duty, I assume. I get all the way down to the main floor. Magnusson’s up the ramp into the shuttle, Saraswati a few steps behind him. Rian holds his arm out, offering to let me board first. And his eyes—

Those are going to haunt me.

“Wait,” I say, and my smile’s not easy but I know it looks like it is. “I forgot something.”

Everyone looks at my suit—fully secure, already checked. My grin turns sheepish.

“We’re going to be forever on that planet,” I say. “I wanted . . .” I look from Rian to Nandina. It’s easier to lie to her. “I need to get my data recorder. I was going to . . .”

I let the silence finish the fib. Nandina gets it immediately, I can tell. With a data recorder, I can switch to a private communication channel and record my thoughts. Give myself a little therapy and processing time while I scour the debris field in the wreckage.

“You have a data recorder?” Rian asks. Sharp, sharp.

“Be right back!” I say, spinning around and bounding toward the main corridor.

“You don’t need—” Magnusson starts, but Nandina says to let me go.

There’s a carbonglass window in the door, and I know through it, they can see me turn left in the direction of the bunk rooms. But I double back, bending over so they don’t see me if they happen to still be looking. Once clear of the window, I run—I have to go fast. If they stop me now, it’s all over. Starboard, then forward. Past the storage, round the bend. I’ve practiced this route; I spent the morning chewing on my porridge and counting the doors, the steps.

To the airlock.

As soon as I open the airlock door, an alarm’s going to beep on the bridge. I figure I’ll have maybe ten minutes then. I put my helmet on.

I open the door.

Step inside.

Slam it shut.

Seal the hatch.

There’s a red light blinking over the door. The alarm’s going.

I initiate the escape hatch depressurization. The screen by the door starts counting down. The depressurization starts, and I know.

It’s too late to go back now.

There’s no override for an emergency protocol, especially not on a government-regulated ship. There’s no way to open the inner door and go back inside. There’s no way to stop the outer door from opening into black space. There’s no way to keep me from stepping out into the nothing. One minute and fifty-four seconds, and it’ll all be over.

I’ll be gone.

Outside, through the porthole, Rian’s face appears. Eyes wide, mouth open, shouting, but I can’t hear anything through all the steel and carbonglass between us.

A new light flashes, a green one. The ship’s open communication system. I tune my suit’s comm link to the channel.

“Ada!” Rian roars, clenched fist on the porthole window.

“Sorry,” I say.

“What are you doing?” he says. “Why are you here? Why—”

Then his face goes slack with horror. He turns away from the comm sys in the wall, shouts something.

He thinks I’ve stolen the cryptex drive.

But I haven’t, and whatever response he gets from down the corridor confirms that. He whips back around to the porthole, staring through it like he wishes he could melt the carbonglass, reach through, and pull me back into the ship. Into his arms.

My stomach swoops. The gravity generator is shifting here in the airlock, prepping me for open space. According to the countdown, the depressurization is right on time. Forty-two seconds before the door opens and I step into the black of space.

“Sorry,” I say again. I almost mean it. Just not for the reasons he thinks.

“For what?” Rian’s voice is desperate. No one else is here. The others are probably at the shuttle still. It’s not even been a full ten minutes since I walked away. The captain probably raced to the bridge when Rian realized I had been telling them goodbye with my delaying tactic.

I never had to go to my room to get my data recorder. It has not left my suit’s outer pocket since I put it there just after Nandina gave it to me.

I’ve not answered Rian, but I know he’s ticking through the possibilities. I doubt Nandina told him I got a data recorder, and even if she did, my excuse of wanting to talk through my problems to myself was a decent one. He didn’t know the recorder was in my pocket the whole time yesterday.

The same pocket that held the cryptex drive.

I lean closer to the porthole window, watching his face as the truth settles on him. The gravity’s so low now that I’m floating. The air in this room is already gone; all my oxygen comes from my suit. Twenty-one seconds left. My helmet bumps against the window, and his eyes meet mine.

There’s nothing left to say, no time to say it.

His fist unclenches, the flat of his palm on the glass.

I had the data recorder in my pocket when I put the cryptex drive I rescued inside. My jetpack was never broken. As if something like lava would mess with jaxon jets. I’ve been telling them that my pack is good quality. It’s not my fault no one listened. I put the jetpack on standby and forced myself to do the excruciatingly slow climb up to give the drive time to copy its contents onto the data recorder. Everything I did while climbing up the rift was a delay tactic.

I never had to steal the cryptex drive. I just had to steal the information on it.

“But you don’t have the key,” he says.

The outer door opens. Behind me, there’s the wreckage of my ship, Glory, the hull breached. And there’s all of space and eternity, countless stars surrounded by the killing void.

In front of me is Rian.

“You’re asking the wrong question,” I say.

“Then what should I be asking?” His voice is raw, desperate.

And I think, He’s thinks he’s supposed to ask me to stay.

I sigh. He’s going to be so mad at himself for not figuring this out sooner.

I put my gloved hand over the window, my fingers lining up with his splayed hand on the other side of the glass.

“You need to ask why there were no bodies in the wreck,” I say. “Check with Magnusson. He saw the empty bridge. No harnesses strapped. No bodies. And when you go down and look at the cargo section . . . no bodies. None.”

And then I push away, floating out of the Halifax and into the black.
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I turn my back to the Halifax.

I ignite my jetpack, soaring straight to Glory’s airlock door, still open from when I left my ship, desperate and dying.

That part was real. My air tank was almost empty by the time they bothered to pick me up.

But I could have recharged it if I had to.

What can I say? I love a dramatic entrance.

The breach in my ship is real. But the explosion—the one I set—did not compromise the electricals or the life support. I made sure of that. I couldn’t risk something as nebulous as a random mayday; I needed a real distress call, a real problem. I may have exaggerated it a tiny bit, but I was counting on no one looking too closely. Rian sent out drones to inspect the damage. Had he suited up and looked for himself, he might have seen more than I wanted him to.

As soon as I go through the hole by my own ship’s airlock, I use the grab bars to pull myself into the main body. The power’s offline, which means the gravity generator’s not on. I’m still floating, going from point to point through my ship.

When I get closer to my cockpit, I go through the bulkhead doors, then turn around and seal them.

The back half of my ship is still breached. Can’t properly fix that hole now. But the bulkhead door seals the front half entirely. The massive steel door bisects my ship, and it’s easy enough to just close the door, lock it, and boot up the power and start the process of repressurizing and re-oxygenating this part of the ship. It doesn’t take long. Soon enough, my boots hit the floor. By the time I’m strapped into my pilot seat, Glory’s ready to fly again.

This is the dangerous bit, I think. Leaving.

I pull off my helmet and take a deep breath of the oxygen that had been stored in the tanks, waiting for me to come back home.

There’s a communication signal hailing me. Halifax is reaching out.

Rian wants to talk.

What else is there to say?

He already knows that I stole the data off the cryptex drive. And soon enough, he’s going to figure it out on his own that the reason why I could leave now is because I already have the key.

I check it, just to be sure. And it’s right there, locked in the bridge box. That is a safe place to store something.

I get my engine running. Halifax might try to chase me, sure, but it’s been running cold, letting the shuttle do the work. And my Glory is small and nimble. And I’ve already got an encrypted portal code locked and ready.

I veer out of orbit around the planet, away from the salvage site. I was here before the crash even happened, as arranged. I watched as the crew evacuated on their escape shuttle, made sure they met with their contact and got out of the system after they set the ship to crash-land onto the planet. It hadn’t been a great choice of crash, but it was the most viable planet along the route. Considering most of the universe is black void, having a land-based planet on the route at all was a lucky break.

The cryptex key was always going to be the hard thing to find. It’s tiny, innocuous, and uncrackable. The crew had told me before about where they suspected it was going to be hidden, but they hadn’t been sure. That was the problem with something this high-security. This valuable. The crew hadn’t been consulted on where everything was hidden. They hadn’t even been told of what they were carrying.

But I knew. And when I told them, and when I paid them—using my client’s money, of course—the crew let me convince them to take an alternative route home.

It took me three days to track the key down, longer than I’d anticipated.

Long enough for the Halifax to show up before I’d gotten my hands on the cryptex drive. At least I’d been on the ship when I got the warning that they were in range. It gave me time to breach my own ship’s hull, put on a suit, and wait to be saved.

I glance at the blinking light that signals the Halifax trying to open communication with me.

I turn off the comms.

“One goal,” I whisper, blinking rapidly.

My hands settle over the controls of Glory.

“Full speed.” My voice is stronger this time.

I soar away through the stars.
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CLASSIFIED INFORMATION

Report compiled by: 

Rian C. White, Covert Field Operative

Distress signal from Roundabout was sent out at 13.98.324.

Launch of Halifax by 14.15.641. Commandeered government-funded research vessel for rescue of any surviving crew1 and salvage of the plans and prototype developed by [CENSORED] for the benefit of Sol-Earth’s climate.

Arrived in sector at 18.24.136. Immediately received a distress signal from a D-class salvage rig with local identifier Glory, Sol-Earth registry: #5O213-JLN.

As mission operative, I ordered Captain Ursula Io to delay response to Glory until further information could be determined. Primary upload took a quarter-cycle to receive and revealed the registry owner of Glory was Ada Jane Lamarr of New Valetta, Malta, Sol-Earth. Despite some initial crimes listed in the report,2 I deemed Lamarr to not be a threat. Refuge accepted, Lamarr boarded Halifax and received initial medical treatment from the med officer on duty.

Lamarr reported to have already been on the ground, salvaging scrap metal, confirmed via drone, which revealed a stowage of scraps in her cargo haul. Her reports supported our initial scans of the surface of the planet, namely:

• Roundabout impacted with the planet surface and broke in two main pieces.3

• The forward of the ship was in the more precarious position.

• The aft was at least one klick away from the forward, with an extensive field of debris.

MISSION: Secure encrypted data on drive as well as the accompanying cryptex key and nanobot prototype.4

STATUS: Failure

REPORT: After receiving advice from ground crew Saraswati Yadav and Baldur Magnusson, I determined that the drive had been stored in the bridge box and had been projected through the carbonglass viewport on impact. Magnusson located the safe box it was in, and it looked likely to be unharmed, despite its precarious position on a ridge. Yadav and Magnusson initially attempted to retrieve the safe box via a magna-lock hook, drone crane, and mechanical lift.

Seismic activity on the planet surface impeded progress. The safe box shifted onto a lower ledge. Other attempts to retrieve the drive failed.

Lamarr presented a unique solution. Her LifePack was equipped with a jaxon jet5 that was fully operational, and her thincraft suit6 could withstand the heat of the exposed lava river at the base of the cliff long enough to retrieve the safe box.

The following day, Lamarr retrieved the drive at great personal risk.78

The next morning, however, it was discovered that Lamarr had made an illegal copy of the data on the drive using a personal recording device I had been unaware of. The data recorder had been given to her by a member of crew who did not suspect Lamarr’s intent. Suggest no punishment to the crew member.

Since Lamarr exited Halifax and returned to her personal ship with the data, I have commanded a thorough examination of the remaining debris field. No trace of the cryptex key or the nanobot prototype that was stored with it has been found. I have located the UGS Roundabout’s recorder box; report attached.9

A possible conclusion that must be considered is that Lamarr had previously found the key and prototype prior to making contact with the ship, which would mean the data is compromised.

CONCLUSION: Without the key, the information on the cryptex drive is not accessible. The source may be able to provide a replica at great expense, but the more pressing concern is that Lamarr can sell10 the current data.11121314

ATTACHED: TRANSCRIPT FROM RECORDER BOX ABOARD UGS ROUNDABOUT15

01010100 01101000 01101001 01110011 00100000 01100100 01100001 01110100 01100001 00100000 01101000 01100001 01110011 00100000 01100010 01100101 01100101 01101110 00100000 01100011 01101111 01101101 01110000 01110010 01101111 01101101 01101001 01110011 01100101 01100100 00101110 00100000 01010100 01101000 01101001 01110011 00100000 01100100 01100001 01110100 01100001 00100000 01101000 01100001 01110011 00100000 01100010 01100101 01100101 01101110 00100000 01100011 01101111 01101101 01110000 01110010 01101111 01101101 01101001 01110011 01100101 01100100 00101110 00100000 01010100 01101000 01101001 01110011 00100000 01100100 01100001 01110100 01100001 00100000 01101000 01100001 01110010 01101111 01101101 01101001 01110011 01100101 01100100 00101110 00100000 01010100 01101000 01101001 01110011 00100000 01100100 01100001 01110100 01100001 00100000 01101000 01100001 01110010 01101111 01101101 01101001 01110011 01100101 01100100 00101110 01101001 01110011 01100101 01100100 00101110 01101001 01110011 01100101 01100100 00101110 01101001 01110011 01100101 01100100 00101110 001

 




1 Ada was right. Further inspection of the wreckage revealed no human remains. Escape pods had been deployed, but there is no evidence of them anywhere, and the transponder attached to the escape pods was removed. Sabotage from crew?




2 I’ve gone over the reports a million times. There was zero indication that Ada was working with a larger-scale rebellion, but there’s also no way she could have done this heist by herself. She had outside help. Who? Of note: she didn’t pick up on the identifying code for the most well-known group . . .




3 She told me, didn’t she? The ship didn’t crash right. It was crashed intentionally.




4 That’s the thing I never told her about. But she got it anyway. Without the prototype, the entire mission is in jeopardy. The data can be retrieved via a new upload from the source. But the prototype . . . Perhaps [CENSORED] can remake it?




5 I noted her jetpack early on. A nice unit. Worth more than her scrap pile of a ship. That should have been a clue. Why did I not piece this shit together? She told me everything. I just didn’t listen.




6 Of course I scanned her suit records. She was a scavenger and had logged a few legit jobs. I should have seen the blank spots she erased. I kept the data, obviously, but I can’t seem to find any connection to the locator information and . . . anything. Yet. She was thorough, though. She purposefully created logs of her hauling scrap metal to match the cargo in her hold and her own cover story.




7 Was it, though? I inspected that jaxon jet myself. It made sense at the time the heat would have compromised it . . . but no. No. She put her jetpack on standby, didn’t she? She made herself climb out of that ridge instead of using it so she had time to copy all the data onto the drive . . . Why didn’t I see that before?




8 I know why I didn’t see it before. Because she didn’t want me to. All that talk about . . .




9 It’s been corrupted, though. From the location and state we found it in, I think this wasn’t done by Ada. She had help.




10 What the fuck is she going to do with the drive? Sell it? Does she even know what is on it and how important it is and how many lives are at stake???




11 Does she even care?




12 She does. I know she does. She couldn’t have faked it all. Could she have?




13 WHO IS SHE WORKING WITH? And why?




14 Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. FUCK.




15 Whatever information had been located in the recorder box, which is supposed to be utterly inaccessible to any layperson, has been compromised. Unknown whether Ada Lamarr has accomplices in this or she sabotaged the box herself prior to our arrival.
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CLASSIFIED INFORMATION

Report compiled by: Rian C. White, Covert Field Operative

After extensive analysis of all available data, including field reports, drone footage, and simulations, it is the conclusion of our team, led by Dr. Harold Krumlov,1 that the UGS Roundabout did not crash due to any ship malfunction.2 3

It is impossible to know how much was lost in the crash.4

It is unfortunate the ship crashed on a protoplanet with such a violent and unsteady natural environment.5 6

 




1 Good guy. I trust him.




2 I can’t prove it, but it’s my belief that the crew evacuated the ship and set it on a crash course to the planet. They probably tried to angle it in a way that wouldn’t cause too much destruction, but they couldn’t take into consideration the conditions of the planet. This accounts for (a) the lack of bodies and also (b) the lack of access to the drive and key. The crew, which must be working for Ada and/or whoever she’s working for, enabled the ship to be looted in part because they could not access the drive and the key/prototype.




3 Harry confirmed: the drive had been locked in the bridge box that had a separate alarm system. The crew had no way of knowing whether or not removing the drive from the bridge box would have triggered an automatic erasure. And the key/prototype were hidden within cargo purposefully in an effort to prevent any corruption by the crew.




4 Also impossible to know how long Ada was there. If she orchestrated or at least knew of the crash in advance . . . she said she was on the site for only two days. That now seems very unlikely. She could have been there a week or more, located the key, and then started to figure out how to get the drive . . .




5 I’ve checked the routes. That planet was the only terran-based planet on the path. Short of crashing into a gas giant or a star, the only other option was to ghost the ship, which would have had other ramifications.




6 New theory: The operation that ran this con employed Ada to act as salvage but hoped that she would find the drive and key before Halifax or other backup arrived. When Ada got word of the Halifax being in range, she covered her tracks by sabotaging her own ship and infiltrating herself into my crew.
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MARKED: TOP SECRET

ENCRYPTED CHAT LOG: CONFIRMED SECURE

RIAN WHITE: Hey, quick question.

JAMIE NIX: A quick question, already encrypted in a secure chat? This should be good.

RW: It’s about the Roundabout fiasco.

JN: What a cock-up. Were you reprimanded? Hate to be on the bad side of—

RW: No. I’m clear. But yeah . . . it’s a cock-up.

JN: What’s the Q?

RW: That code phrase the Sol-Earth group uses—asking someone if they know Jane Irwin.

JN: Yeah?

RW: Can you confirm if that code is still used? Not compromised or anything.

JN: That’s one of my top checks. I have active agents who still report it’s good. Why?

RW: I used that code phrase on the saboteur. She showed no recognition.

JN: Maybe she’s not with the Sol-Earth group.

JN: Or maybe she’s got a really good poker face.

RW: . . . yeah.

JN: Have you seen the latest reports on that group? Want me to send them to you?

RW: Yes, please.
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SUBJECT: [BLANK]

MARKED: TOP SECRET

ATTACHMENT: CN GREEN ROGUE REPORT

Highest level of encryption

From: Jamie Nix, DoII

To: Rian C. White, DoIBiTe

Hey Rian,

Here’s the report. After our chat, I triple-checked. “Jane Irwin” is still a commonly used code phrase among the group. Either your mark didn’t react, or she’s not in the group, maybe doesn’t even know about the group.1 It’s used for recruitment and confirmation of contacts. It’s a low-level phrase, in other words, and can be enhanced with specific follow-ups to the phrase for viability.

We have yet to identify the top members of this organization, or even to know what they call themselves. As you know, we use the code name Green Rogue when referring to what we think is their activity. They have marked different methods from other, more extremist groups.2

Anyway, none of this is new information. You can read the full report, but the basics are all the same:

1.	Green Rogue believes the intergalactic government is too large and unlikely to provide any real aid, but they are not willing to lead their members toward secession . . . yet. Agents disagree on whether or not this is the ultimate goal.

  	Members consider themselves in a Robin Hood–like role—steal from the rich, give to the people of Earth. There are separate branches, some focused on acquiring and others focused on redistribution. The network is vast and, because it supports the people, is well-hidden. It’s unlikely that locals will undermine the operations at play here.3

2.	No overarching focus has yet been declared publicly by Green Rogue. This is a group that has motives, but the higher-up members are not transparent.4 (Note: this works toward recruitment. They state goals that benefit Sol-Earth, bring new members into the fold, and then, once people move up the ranks, the motives become more opaque and secretive.)

There have been some legitimately good things the group’s done, if not exactly legal things. All of this leads me to question if this is part of a far larger plan that we’ve previously been unaware of, or if your situation5 isn’t really operating under the cover of Green Rogue. I’ll have select agents put some feelers out for information on the cryptex and nanobot.

POSTSCRIPT: Okay, but here’s the thing, Rian. Can I be honest? On the one hand, Green Rogue has serious issues with [CENSORED], so I could see them undermining your efforts, since it’s linked to him. But they wouldn’t really block such a good development6 for Sol-Earth. That’s not really in their MO. I can see why you’re linking your situation7 to this group, but . . . there’s a missing piece.8

 




1 No, that doesn’t seem likely. Ada would know. She would know. I’m certain of it. She’s just a better liar than I thought before.




2 God, I hope Ada’s working for something like this group rather than the Jarra.




3 Unlikely but not impossible. That about sums up Ada, anyway.




4 “Not transparent” also sums up Ada. Could she be leading this group? She’s young for it, but she could have moved up the ranks . . . Her record stops after that one teenaged prank with the ad system. I’d thought maybe she’d cleaned up her act after that, but what if her records were expunged by this group in order to clear her for new work? (Note to self: Lamarr. Not Ada. Lamarr.)




5 Nice way of saying it. Cock-up was more accurate.




6 That’s the thing. The nanobots really will save billions of people’s lives. They could save all of Sol-Earth. Jamie’s right—I’m missing something. But that is linked to it. At the end of the day, I just don’t think Ada Lamarr Ada would actively do something that would hurt Sol-Earth. Even if there were chicken cutlets and mashed potatoes on the table.




7 Cock-up




8 Understatement of the year.
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SUBJECT: DATA REQUEST, ROSE

From: Sara Graham, Record Locator

To: Rian C. White, DoIBiTe

Dear Mr. White,

As you requested, I have obtained the available information on a lost ship with the local identifier of Rose. I have found a ship matching that description (Registry #6J876-LMX), reported as lost about two and a half years ago.1 I will send the full report through momentarily but wanted to personally confirm the details in question: The crew comprised of eight members of the Shah family, all of whom perished due to an oxygen vent that may have resulted from a minor ship malfunction.

Sincerely,

Sara

 




1 If nothing else, this was true.








[image: image] DEPARTMENT OF INTERGALACTIC TRANSPORT



SUBJECT: CREW LOG, UGS ROUNDABOUT

FROM: MANDARIA ORGU, SCHEDULER

TO: RIAN C. WHITE, DOITE

Mr. White:

After extensive internal investigation, I can confirm that all logs of the crew for the UGS Roundabout’s last mission have been scrubbed.1 Multiple schedule shifts and logs amongst all viable crew members2 have obscured records,3 and we seem to have a data breach.4 My supervisor will be meeting with you soon.5

—MO

 




1 This is the part that shocks me. The crew was in on it. I’ve looked over every single possible manifest. Everyone employed with access to the Roundabout is somehow on other rosters. There’s not only no record of who was on the crew, there are no employees unaccounted for.




2 Of note: Every. Single. Member. Of the potential crew roster is from Sol-Earth. Is that connected? Possible. They’re at minimum all covering for each other, but some of them had to be actively involved.




3 Fuck, this is so much bigger than one woman. This is a wide-scale operation. Who’s behind it? Who’s the mastermind? What is Ada’s role in this? How can we retrieve the tech?




4 She has to be working for someone. Someone rich enough to fund a heist of this magnitude. Private commercial enterprises? Anarchist group? Rebellion?




5 This should be fun. How could a crew just disappear? Someone’s going to lose a job over this. And we have to find a way to update security servers.








 

 

MEMO: Upcoming Charity

Fundraiser Security

All staff, be advised. The upcoming charitable fundraiser will feature multiple high-value assets1 that will require all hands on deck to insure the safety of both the items and the guests, especially host Strom Fetor.2 Additional security training is mandatory for all operatives.3 4

 




1 If she’s willing to sell data like the cryptex drive to the highest bidder, she’ll be willing to steal something here . . .




2 Ada noted that there was Fetor Tech in the cargo hold of the Roundabout. Before, I assumed she didn’t know of the link between Fetor and the nanobots, but now . . .




3 If she targets this event, I need to be ready. I can’t let her escape again.




4 She’s mine.
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HOW TO STEAL A GALAXY




DEDICATION

Dedicated to desperation, a true soul-killer that almost did me in.

Almost. I survived, and now I’m going to make that everyone’s problem.




EPIGRAPH

In lieu of an actual epigraph, go to your local independent bookstore or library, find a copy of Dream Work by Mary Oliver, turn to the poem “Wild Geese,” and read the first line of that poem.




1

I dock Glory in bay ninety-four at the outer Oort station and ping my contact. I know it won’t take him long to get to me, but also I’ve had nothing but recycler worms for the entire journey away from the Roundabout wreckage, so I hop out. Stations always have a variety of food and people selling them, and this one is pretty big, with lots of cruiser transfers. I grab some skewers of something brown and crunchy as an appetizer—surprisingly sweet—and then get closer to the center, where the good stuff is.

My contact finds me bent over a cart, picking a flavor of a protein drink. “There you are,” he says, his voice low and gruff. “Why did you leave the bay?”

“I’ll take a purple one, with some of those cold cubes,” I tell the vendor, pointing. “And he’s paying.”

The vendor bends into her cart, scooping out the squishy cubes into the reusable cup I hand her.

“No, I’m not,” my contact says. I don’t know his name. He told me once before, but eh. I ping him with the code word, and he shows up; that’s all this ever needs to be.

“You are paying,” I say, my voice betraying a bit of an edge. “Because I have your stuff. Want anything?” I grin at the vendor as I take the cup back.

Grudgingly, my contact taps his cuff against the vendor’s scanner. “Come on,” he growls, leading me back to Glory. When we’re far enough away from others, he says in a low voice, “You got all three items we need?”

I slurp the purple drink. “Yup.”

He frowns and looks like he wants to say more, but a group of people walks close by. I motion for him to follow me into the docking bay and on board the ship.

He looks around at my little Glory as if she wasn’t the best ship in the entire galaxy, which says a lot about how bad his taste is. Even with a hole in her side that I have to seal off behind the bulkhead doors, Glory’s lovely.

“You have comms down, right?” he asks.

“Obviously,” I snap. Everyone knows that all communication runs through the portal network, and the portal network is run by the government using the same system base. The law-abiding types tend to point out that comms are on private relays, but it doesn’t take much figuring to guess that “private relays” are only private as long as no one wants to listen.

And there are a lot of people who want to listen to what my contact has to say.

“Speaking of security, you do know that the code word Jane Irwin is, er, how shall I put this? Too well fucking known.” I head toward the bridge, the contact on my heels.

“We know,” he says.

I shoot him an exasperated look over my shoulder as I lean down to the bridge box and get out the data recorder that has all the information from the cryptex drive on it.

“It’s a base code at best, and a way to recognize who may be working undercover. We let the law think they know the right code so they don’t dig deeper, and we weed out some low-levels by using it.” He looks down at the box as I hand it to him. “This is useless without the key and the prototype.”

“Sure is. Just like you’re useless until I see the payment in my account.” I pointedly look at the data band on my wrist, already glowing with my financial info.

The contact heaves a sigh. “Some people would help us because it’s the right thing to do,” he says. “I am not getting paid. Knowing that I could save billions of people is payment enough, and—”

I clear my throat and tap my band.

His jaw works while he pulls out a data pad, punches a code on the screen, waits, taps a few more times. In moments, the sum we agreed upon flashes in my account.

“Wonderful!” I say brightly. I reach into my pocket for the small box that contains the cryptex key and the nanobot prototype and toss it to him.

He fumbles, dropping his data pad to catch the box. “Hey, this is sensitive material!”

“It’s fine,” I say. “If that little nanobot is supposed to figure out a way to clean up the pollution on Earth, then it’s going to have to take a bigger beating than just being tossed a few meters.”

He stares down at the box as if it holds the answers to life, the universe, and everything.

Maybe it does.

No, who am I kidding. It just holds a key and bot.

“Any trouble?” he asks.

“Some,” I say. I was already in place when Roundabout came into view. I watched as the crew inside evacuated and got picked up by another ship in my contact’s network. I suppose there’s some sort of cover for the crew. They were all Earthers; I know that much. Anyway, after the crew left, they set a crash course for Roundabout onto the terran protoplanet.

“You were supposed to crash the ship neater,” I point out. The plan had been to wreck the Roundabout, then let me loot the goods the operation needed and be gone before anyone else showed up. It was the best plan to keep the crew alive and still get the data, and with the crash, there was an excellent chance it would be weeks before the government even knew the material was missing. With a freighter like that, any pause to open up a cofferdam or allow outside boarding would have sent immediate alarms through the system, and probably the United Galactic Systems Navy would show up, guns blazing. But by crashing the ship, communication was just cut off. No one would know about the evac crew until they saw the crash site. And the government agencies monitoring the Roundabout would believe they’d have to gather up a salvage crew, wasting valuable time.

Time that I could have spent getting the goods and getting out.

Had the ship’s crash site not been quite so bad.

“We did what we could,” the contact says. “And it can’t have been too difficult. You got the stuff.”

The crew of the Roundabout knew the drive was in the bridge box, and they suspected the key was in one of the cargo crates—but all the cargo crates had been linked to the security system, so they couldn’t locate it before the wreck.

“It was a hassle, is what it was,” I grumble. “I deserve a bonus. I have to pay for repairs that I incurred running your job. Which was also in the middle of fucking nowhere.”

“You knew that going in.”

I did. The Roundabout’s course was set on an unusual path that was supposed to be off the charts. But it was heading to a nanobot factory on one of the little unnamed worlds with no atmosphere. Safer to produce something directly designed to interfere with water cycles on a world without water. If it malfunctions, you just scrap the design without risking ruining the whole freaking planet.

Bots are wild. I don’t really mess with them, because I don’t like the idea of someone programming something invisible to the naked eye that can mess you up. People used to use them for everything, including biological and medical issues, but some regs came out limiting their use. Thing is, bots work like a virus—they can replicate, and they can infect other bots with bad coding. No one volunteers these days to infect themselves with nanobots that a coder could bust into and hack your own body. But for things like the environment? I guess the government cleared that.

Infect a whole planet, see what happens.

My contact tilts his head back, looking down his nose at me as if he has me all figured out. “You’re not in it just for the money.”

“I am,” I snap back immediately. “Also, did you not notice the hole in my hull? It’s kind of a big deal. And it’s gonna cost a lot.”

He starts shaking his head, this little smirk on his face really tempting me to just punch him. “Nah, you say it’s about cash, but really? You care.”

“Of course I care,” I snarl. It was why I was willing to risk Glory to get the work done. “But if the Halifax had offered me more than you guys did, I would have taken it. Those people weren’t even willing to give me seconds at mealtime.”

“You interacted directly with the government salvage?” My contact is surprised.

“Mm,” I say, looking at my data band to find a repair at the station.

“How much interaction did you—”

“I was on the Halifax for a few nights,” I say. “And I would charge you overtime, but they fed me well. Except for being stingy with the portions.” I take a moment and think about that chicken. That peach. I wonder how much luxury food costs on Rigel-Earth. Probably as much as this repair is going to cost.

“Did you—”

“I didn’t learn anything you don’t already know,” I say, sighing as I look up at him. “Probably only the government operative on board knew the full picture of what they were salvaging.”

“Who—”

“Rian White.”

He leans back. “Oh.”

A tone like that? My body goes still. “What’s that oh mean?”

“We’ve run into White a few times. He’s . . . observant.”

Damn right he is.

“Won’t take a bribe,” he continues.

Not surprising.

My contact weighs the box in his hand. “He’s an operative, not a decision-maker, but he’s someone who influences those who do make the calls. But . . . White doesn’t know coding.”

And there’s the rub. See, Rian wants to help Earth. But he believes there are proper channels for that, official ways to help. That the government arcs slowly but eventually bends toward goodwill. So, he probably headed a commission for solutions, and he probably listened to all sorts of private investors who came up with action plans, and then he probably helped pick the final companies to manufacture these nanobots that are supposed to clean up Earth.

Except he doesn’t know code.

And these guys, my contact and his lot? They do. And they know that the company ultimately hired for the job isn’t like Rian. They don’t care about anything but profits.

Guess we have that in common.

“So, you made contact with White,” my contact muses. “How did that go?”

I shrug. My eyes are on my data band. There’s only one repair shop that can see me without a wait, but they’re pricy as hell.

“Listen, all cards on the table,” he continues, his voice beseeching me to look up. I don’t. “We know that this data can be replicated by the government. At most, we’ve delayed their plans, not stopped them. And maybe we’re wrong! Maybe when our people inspect the coding, we’ll see nothing but what the government has said it’s making—climate cleaners that are going to help fix Earth. Maybe it’s all going to be fine.”

He’s wrong. I’ve already looked at the coding. It’s designed to go bad. But he’ll figure that out on his own, and I don’t want him to know how much I know.

He sighs, making a show of running a hand through his shoulder- length hair. “But,” he continues, somehow even more serious, “maybe when we look at this code, maybe we find that there’s some malware or something on these bots.” Yup. “We’re working on a time limit. Once these nanobots release, if they are designed to spy or hack or exploit the system . . . we’re all fucked. All of Earth. A whole planet fucked. Microscopic bots programmed to alter the environment can’t exactly be put back in the bottle once they’re released, and if they have any type of malicious programming hidden inside their coding—”

I go ahead and book the expensive guy for the repairs. Glory can fly with that hole in her side, but it’d be better to patch her up. “You should be paying for this,” I grumble.

“We will.”

My head whips up.

“If,” he adds, “you join the cause. Use bravado if you need to save face, but we hired you for a reason.”

“Because I get the job done.”

“Because you care.”

By all the fucking stars out in the black, he’s smiling now. My fingers curl into fists.

“You care about Earth; you care about the people of Earth,” he continues as if he’s not spouting bullshit. “And you knew what this mission was for, and that’s why you went as far as you did to get what we needed.”

“Look, I have a competitive streak that is perhaps not healthy, I will give you that,” I say, my voice pitched low enough to make him raise his eyebrows in surprise. “But do not try to entangle me in with your little schemes and subterfuge. I did the job. You paid me for the job. We’re done.”

“But if you have an in with White, and if this coding proves our theory that the bots are corrupt—”

“Then you can maybe hire me for another job,” I say. “But my rates are going up. If I have to listen to you preach at me about causes, then I’m going to charge you an hourly.”

He huffs a little, but I cross my arms and stare him down.

“Fine,” he says finally, and he stomps out.

• • •

One Month Later

I’m wrapping up a different job—no need for details; it involved explosives but ended up quite boring overall—when I get a ping from the contact.

Suspicions confirmed. Code bad. Let’s talk.

They’re limiting what info they send, knowing comms are never truly secure. I send back a number with a lot of zeroes at the end as my price.

They don’t reply.

• • •

One Month After That

I’m kicking my heels up on the Zoozve base when I get another ping.

We need you.

I send back the same number.

We don’t have those kinds of funds.

I send back a number higher than that.

It’s a different mission. Undercover.

I tack on another ten thousand.

They counter with a much, much lower number—although a better one than they started with—and attach it to a message that reads: This is all the funds we have for the job.

I hesitate. I mean, sure, okay, there was a little bravado in how I spoke to the contact. I don’t actually want Earth swarming with malicious nanobots just because the government’s too inept to inspect the coding of the bots they buy. And it’s been made patently obvious that none of the colonized worlds care about the old homestead, not enough to actually do anything.

I get another ping. We need you to talk to Rian White.

I stare at the glowing letters on my dash.

Fuck it.

I’m in.




2

The Museum of Intergalactic History glitters almost as much as I do. The hem of my dress swishes, catching light from the circle luminaries hovering next to the camera drones. I don’t have the face of a celebrity—even though I absolutely grinned at every scanner on the way up the dramatic stairs—so none of the cams turn to capture my visage as I put one elegantly pointed silver shoe on the top step, my leg peeking through the decadent slit up the skirt as ripples of gossamer-like cloth flutter behind me. Not a single drone so much as twitches in my direction.

Which is a damn shame, because I look really hot. Especially in this light.

Rigel is a blue star system, unlike the yellow sun of Earth, and diamond hour is legit. Not only is the afternoon light casting lovely blue shadows over everything, but Rigel-Earth can see more than one star in the sky. The main star is a supergiant, but it’s got a cluster of little sisters—four of them, all blue. This world is far enough away that Rigel doesn’t look that much bigger from the surface of the planet than the Sun looks from Earth, despite being something like twenty times larger, and the sister stars aren’t always visible to the naked eye. But twilight lasts longer, the glow extending for hours, and the sunsrise—if you’re awake for that sort of thing—is almost worth putting up with the people on this planet for.

Almost.

The diamond-hour glow highlights the museum’s portico, the sculpture in the pediment angled to catch the dying light—a giant of a man, kneeling, a sword at his belt hanging down over the entrance, a bow pointed up in a way that, supposedly, lines up with the main star at the equinox. This is a bronzed version of Orion, the constellation Rigel is in, and sure enough, the foot on the right is wearing a shoe enhanced with some glittering blue gem, symbolizing the star.

So fucking pretentious, honestly.

The landing under the portico is marred by a series of scanners, and there’s a little bit of a wait to get inside. Everything here is still pretty mild, but it’s going to get chaotic fast. Part of me wants to revel in the whirlwind I know is coming in the next half hour or so as the celebrities, politicians, and generally famous-for-being-famous people arrive. But the more sensible part of me knows I need to focus. Get inside, start laying the groundwork. And this sort of party always has good food, so that’ll be nice.

I’m arriving unfashionably early. But what was I going to do, sit in Glory and while away the minutes in the docking bay? Not a chance. What I want is inside that building.

One goal. Full speed.

I don’t even bother biting back the grin that curves my perfectly painted red lips.

One of the cam drones notices me. It whirrs closer, the glassy eye in the center of its hovering body flickering as it scans me. There’s some algorithm that’s noting that I’m no one. Literally. No record of this face anywhere except a few innocuous docs in my strategically placed digital paper trail. But when I take a step, and then another, letting the sea-silk slither over my skin, the cam droid follows me. A few more join in.

I don’t mind ending up on these recorders. I know how the drones work; my face is already deleted off its data banks. I’m not naive enough to think a sexy gown and a shiny red smile are enough to splash my image across the tabbies, but it is nice to be appreciated, even if by nothing more than robotic story-chasers.

Ah, well. I turn my back to the drones and head toward the security to get in. A bright digital screen hovers over the scanners, welcoming guests and reminding us of the theme of the event: History as Art, the words written in overlay atop various images of carefully curated feed of Earth—a flowing river, waves crashing on the beach, historical footage of now-extinct glaciers. Every year, the gala picks a charity to benefit. Sol-Earth is the subject of tonight’s fundraiser, and, knowing what I know, it’s no surprise there’s a heavy emphasis on water.

“Just a minute,” one of the guards at the scanners says, pausing the queue as she examines something on her screen. Half a dozen people are ahead of me, none of whom I recognize, but all of whom are used to being important enough to not be delayed. But not important enough for the guest-of-honor entrance happening in an hour.

“There wasn’t this level of security last year,” a man complains.

“You know it’s got to be because of Strom,” his date replies, smirking. Strom Fetor, tech trillionaire, guest of honor at the gala. She’s probably right, but I tell myself that the scanners and the guards are for me. It’s nice to pretend to be important when you get all dressed up.

The Museum of Intergalactic History stands imperiously atop a small hill. Ramps with moving treads curve along both sides of the white stone steps, and most people lining up used them. That wouldn’t have made for quite as dramatic an entrance, though, and I don’t mind waiting now.

I want to relish this moment.

Usually, Rigel-Earth is just a pain in the ass. The paperwork alone to get to this planet makes it absolutely not worth it. It’s rare that I have stacked and coded invites and visas and a waiting docking bay, much less a pretty dress that lets me fit in with the richy-rich locals.

Here’s the thing. We’re all technically from Earth. I mean, real Earth. Sol-Earth. The original. But then we found other planets that could host life, and we named them Earth, too, distinguishing them by which sun they orbited. Centauri-Earth was first, of course. We all know the history.

Anyway, most everyone on Rigel-Earth is a dick. It’s nothing personal, obviously; it’s just statistically true. Rigel-Earth was super easy to set up compared to, say, Gliese-Earth, and it was discovered and ported really quickly thanks to some wealthy jerks who then leveraged their funding to ensure they and their buddies got first dibs on the best spots. They purposefully city-planned for their benefit, creating this hierarchy of towns that price out any of the workers who have to take the (admittedly kind of nice) public transport to work in the cities they’ve inflated to match their egos.

Basically, Rigel-Earth is the homeowners’ association of the universe, and everyone knows it. The difference is, the people of Rigel-Earth think turning a planet into a gated community is swell, and everyone else thinks it’s shitty. Who can be proud of being from a planet known to rig its own taxes and ensure only the elite can claim full citizenship?

Still, I let myself forget all my gripes as I perch atop the landing in front of the Museum of Intergalactic History. And I’ll be damned if I don’t pose a little in my shiny dress.

After all, at least some of these camera drones have to be linked to security feeds. If Rian’s watching, I’m going to use the cool blue light to capture my best features.

I was lucky that I took the deal from my client at a station with a high-end tailor and charged my contact’s accounts for the gown. This dress has crossed worlds to get to me—the raw material came from a seaweed in the oceans of Centauri-Earth. The blue-green base of the dress shifts in the light; the circle lums hovering nearby make the dress shine like a supernova. And tiny chips of glittering gems from Gliese-Earth litter the bottom, making rainbows scatter on the pale stone with every step I take.

There are tricks to clothing. The same effect could have been made with bits of glass sewn into the material or electric strands of illumination beads. But this place, these people? They would know the difference between real sea-silk and gems and knockoffs. Hell, even the cam drones would know the difference.

They’re already buzzing off toward the hover ramps, bored with me. Someone whose face dinged a little check box next to Important must have showed up.

My eyes drift past the flurry of lights and drones and general static of anticipation toward the street below.

The MIH is in the most elite part of the most elite city on Rigel-Earth. Built into a hill, a river wraps around the back end of the enormous building. In front, the street is carefully regulated—only someone with a scan pass can get any vehicle within spitting distance of the museum.

I knew this already. I know every entrance and exit into this building, from the receiving door for deliveries to the employee entrance in the back to emergency exits linked to alarms. As well as other possibilities—the grand corridor that cuts through the center of the building is topped with a glass roof, so if one were to need to get a little creative, well.

Anything can be a door with the right motivation.

It’s not in the plan, but. You know. Just in case. Always nice to have options.

The line to get in still hasn’t moved, and there’s now a handful of people behind me. My eyes skim past the gowns and suits to the uniforms. While the guests are loud, the guards are not. There’s an undercurrent of tension. One looks up and happens to catch my eye. My gaze flitters away, suddenly enraptured by the dangling gem-crusted foot of Orion above me.

Thing is, this is a high-profile event. This is going to attract a lot of attention from a lot of people who like to cause trouble. And I would very much like them to just be chill tonight so that I can be the cause of trouble.

But there’s a small crowd gathering in the park across the street. At least three dozen people, all wearing a white drape with a big red stamp on the shoulder. I squint, watching them, but I can’t read whatever badge they’re all wearing.

Great. A protest.

“Next,” a guard calls, and the line moves forward.

The crowd gathering across the street all stop in a line parallel to it, heads tilted toward the museum. I can almost make out the circular red design on the drapes the people wear, but then they all lift their arms at once, raising their palms toward the sky.

Small glittering orbs rise up, hovering in a line above the crowd before zipping into patterns.

Oh, fuck me, Rigel-Earth even has pretentious protestors.

I wave a couple to go in front of me to the scanners. I don’t have fancy holo specs on my eyes, but I know exactly what this is—a silent protest. About the charitable gala, no doubt. Anyone rich enough for an invite to this function would have specs, but I have to lift my wrist and hold my data band in front of my face in order to peep through it and see what the holo drones spell out in the sky above. My small purse dangles in front of me, attached by a magnetic clip to the band.

Squinting through the thin film on my data band, I see . . . a planet. Earth. My Earth, I mean. Sol-Earth. The holo drones aren’t that great—only two contrasting colors, making it a bit hard to make out the details. But I guess not much detail is needed when the holo projection of my homeworld melts, lava-like slime dripping over the sphere until it’s nothing. The drones swirl around, then spell out the message the protesters want the gala’s attendees to see:

Let Sol-Earth Die.

Cam drones zip across the street, capturing the display for tabbies. Everyone tuning in across the galaxy is getting this message.

“Classy,” I mutter, turning on my silvered heel and walking through the scanners. The guard waves me through. The only things in my wristlet are a small data recorder and lip gloss, nothing unusual.

Before I get through the main doors, I overhear one of the security guards talking into his cuff, confirming that the protestors have a permit and there’s nothing they can do. The red badges. They’re permits, bought and paid for, because nothing says activism like perfectly filed paperwork.

“They’ve only got an hour; just leave it,” the guard says before looking up at me. “It’s not like they’re Jarra.”

Even my blood runs cold at the name of that group. The Jarra are “freedom fighters” who want to rid Sol-Earth of every non-native by any means necessary and consider anyone who immigrated to one of the other planets to be a blood traitor. They want to separate Earth from every other world, cutting my planet away from the rest of the galaxy, and they have no qualms about being extremely liberal with the concept of “cutting.” They’re such a nasty lot, I don’t ever take jobs with them, no matter what they offer.

Every job a Jarra does ends with blood.

I guess permits and holo drones are a little better than that.

The security guard’s attention has shifted from his comms to me. I give him my best smile.

“Scan pass?” he says.

I hold out my data band. A moment later, his handheld reader flashes green. “Welcome to the gala, Ms. Lamarr.” The guard holds his arm out, gesturing to the enormously oversized double doors flung open.

I take a step. Pause.

“What do they want?” I ask, casting a look over my shoulder at the silent protestors. Without looking through the film on my band, I can no longer see what the holo drones are displaying, just the glittering little orbs bouncing around the sky. The protestors below stare straight ahead. It feels like they’re watching me, but there’s a hollowness to their collective gaze that’s deeply creepy.

It’s part of the demonstration, I know that. Protests on Earth are messy, sometimes violent things. But protests on Rigel-Earth are scheduled and performed.

I would mock it, but . . . it is kind of getting to me. Unnerving.

“Oh, it’s the aid tax.” The guard waves his hand at them, as if he could brush the holo drones from the air.

“Of course,” I say, smiling as I step past him and toward the entry.

The aid tax.

The aid for Earth. It makes sense to protest it here, at a charitable gala being held to raise additional funds for Sol-Earth’s conservation.

But damn. That’s gutting. Of all the taxes on this planet, of all the stupid elitist surcharges, the one that made three dozen people file a permit to send enormously expensive holo drones into the sky is the tax providing humanitarian relief to my home.

Fucking Rigel-Earth.




3

I’m three steps into the museum when a firm hand grabs my elbow. I whip around and there he is, eyes and all.

“I knew you’d be here.” He speaks in a low voice, biting off each word. There’s no triumph in his announcement, only grim bitterness.

Well, that just won’t do.

“Hello, Rian, how are you?” I make no move to pull my arm away from his grip; in fact, I spin a little closer to him. Flustered, he drops my elbow. But he doesn’t step back. And neither do I.

I’ve seen him in a spacesuit, but I’ve never seen him dressed to the nines like this, all buttoned up and neat. It suits him. Very well. His white shirt has just two tiny triangles downturned at the collar over a silver ascot tucked into a vest hidden beneath a slick black jacket. A single white rose decorated with a black ring at the base is pinned to his lapel. I wonder if he got it from his family’s luxury farms that sell produce for a premium. Roses are common on Sol-Earth, and it’s hard to import flowers . . .

My mind wandered enough for this to get awkward. Then again, while I was staring at Rian’s flower, he was taking in my gown, and the look on his face makes me glad I insisted the tailor cut slits in the material right at my hips, showing just enough skin to not be indecent while still inspiring indecent thoughts. Inspiring indecency is something of a specialty of mine.

“Isn’t it ridiculous,” I say casually, “how formal wear for men means layers and layers of cloth, but formal wear for women is the exact opposite?” I look down at my own chest, the neckline purposefully draped loosely so that, despite the secure design, it looks as if I’m one good sneeze away from scandal.

“What are you doing here?” Rian demands. Voice low. Warm breath, right on my skin. A laser-focus gaze that refuses to drop below my chin again, despite my best efforts.

“Invited guest.” I flash my data band just to prove the point, my reticule swinging. He grabs my left wrist, inspecting the scan code. I lift my right hand, trailing my fingers along his knuckles until he looks up at me. “If you manhandle me one more time without my consent, I am going to hurt you,” I promise sweetly.

He drops my arm.

But he doesn’t step back.

And neither do I.

“I thought you may come, but . . .” he starts.

I bite my lip, watch as he watches. “You didn’t think I’d come as a guest.”

“Invitations are linked and tracked,” he says, shaking his head. “I saw your name, of course . . .”

“Like my dress?” I do a little spin. “I got sea-silk just for tonight.”

Rian’s eyes crinkle. The clues are subtle but there—water imagery in the entry display, the color blue being used. Tonight’s guest of honor and closing ceremonies being led by Strom Fetor, who owns Fetor Tech. All signs point to a certain announcement about nanobots being released into Sol-Earth’s water cycle happening tonight. But he doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t want to give me a single inch, even if I already stole the mile.

I’m standing right in front of him, but he’s looking for the con, not seeing me. And that just won’t do. His eyes flick to the scanners at the entry.

“If you want to know what’s in my purse, just ask.” I pull on the strings, showing him inside. “What trouble could I get in with nothing more than a data recorder and some lip gloss?”

He flinches, then he glowers at the way I laugh. “You and a data recorder? Dangerous.”

“I don’t need a data recorder to be dangerous.” But a girl does like to be appreciated for her talents.

“Ada.” Rian sighs, his breath of frustration enough to almost move my shellacked hair, coiffed and studded with little glittering gems at each lacquered wave. “What are you doing here? Really?”

I slip a little closer, just a hairsbreadth. Close enough so that my eyes meet his, but everything past them blurs out of focus. “I came to steal something, obviously.”

Blink. He leans back. Not much. “I knew you would come.” He sounds disappointed. Odd.

I snort. “Well, that’s a surprise to me. Because I was offered this gig months ago. I kept declining.”

“Don’t tell me you were considering giving up your life of crime.”

“No, of course not.” I laugh. “They weren’t paying me enough.”

“Who?” Rian latches onto that word. “Who wasn’t paying you enough?”

“My client,” I say, deflecting. “But that’s beside the point. See, I only agreed to this job for one reason.”

I let silence do the heavy lifting.

“And that is?” Rian asks when I don’t elaborate.

I lean in close. Closer. The little hairs he’s tucked behind his left ear sway with my word.

“You.”

I wait just long enough to spot the goosebumps sprouting on his neck before I swirl away from him, the glittering hem of my gown brushing his legs. I tilt toward a group of people who’ve just cleared security and entered the museum. I can feel Rian’s eyes on me, on the dress swishing over my curves, on the sparkle of silver flashing under my hem.

But I don’t look back.

• • •

Rian can’t approach me again without drawing attention. See, the thing is, I do have a legitimate scan-code invitation, linked to my name and identifier and everything. It’s entirely legit. Plus, I’ve done nothing wrong.

Yet.

It’s the same reason he couldn’t arrest me when I stole the nanobot prototype and the coding from the Roundabout. Scavenge rights exist for any shipwreck that’s not declared off-limits by the government, and the government didn’t declare the Roundabout because they didn’t want to draw attention to it, so that meant I could technically loot whatever I wanted. Fortunately for me, technicalities matter to someone who believes in the law.

But Rian still follows me as I drift through the galleries, floating between different groups, never lingering too long over any one display. As I predicted, the joint fills up over the next hour, more and more people cluttering inside. The MIH annual charity gala is strictly limited. Last night, the honored (rich) guests had their own private showing of the charity auction. The only way to get into that showing was to be hand-selected by the notoriously strategic gala director, Jacques Winters.

Today, attendance is still restricted, but the tickets to get inside were bought with cash, not connections. The open gala is still a big-enough deal that the MIH has been accused of influencing politics by granting tickets to one candidate over another. More typically, the only life-or-death situation happening here involves the vitality of a fashion designer’s career, especially because camera drones are allowed inside during the closing ceremony, something not permissible during the prestige night.

The charity gala is a place for the rich to gather in one spot, preen about for each other, end up in all the tabbies, toss some cash around to look like philanthropists, and then trot off to be rich elsewhere.

The exclusivity is what makes this event work. I gaze around the crowded rooms. There are enough big names here to be a little unnerving, even for me. Without cams on the inside, deals get made. Handshakes happen without witnesses; promises are whispered in shadows. It’s not just wealth here; there’s power, too. Deals can happen in a place like this, unspoken agreements with more than one type of auction taking place.

No wonder Rian’s on edge.

I nervously twist my earring, a little silver stud, the only thing I’m wearing right now that’s actually mine. I’ll sell off this gown later, and I have no use for silver shoes. My entire outfit is just a costume, with everyone here seeing only what I want them to see: A rich person blending into a crowd of rich people. Only Rian knows my dress is a disguise, but at least he appreciates how well I wear it.

Tickets to get in the door cost more than my ship, but my client paid for all of that, as well as arranging who among the guest list they could bribe out of a spot. Or, I don’t know, maybe they had some sympathizer who was willing to hand it over for the greater good. All I know is they needed me inside to secure the asset, so they got me inside. They also gave me some pretty good tips on recon that I hope pay off in more ways than one, but as of this moment, I’m on my own. I either get what I came for and then get paid, or I don’t. And if I don’t . . . well, that would be pretty shitty. I wouldn’t get paid.

Plus, I spent every fucking cent of my payment already. On credit. From someone I definitely cannot stiff. So, I better get the loot I’ve come here for. And I sure as fuck hope that what I bought was worth it.

There’s also the minor fact that maybe Earth will die like those protestors outside want, but I’m just not going to think about that. There’s pressure, and then there’s pressure, you know?

Instead of thinking about how my Earth will die, I think about how Rigel-Earth’s main star is going to collapse in on itself and burn up this entire planet. Sure, it’ll take a few million years, but that blue star will eat itself into becoming a black hole long before my sun will. That’ll show ’em, I think, gazing at the crowd that will absolutely not be alive by the time any of that happens.

My eye catches Rian’s. There have to be a hundred people in this one gallery room, clustered around and pretending to appreciate a climate-controlled box displaying a page that was ripped from Abd al-Rahman al-Sufi’s Book of Fixed Stars, but somehow, the only one I see is him.

Which is why I walk straight into a woman, hard enough to make the gold bangles on her wrist clink together. Before I can apologize, she turns a thousand-watt smile on me, and I recognize her as a feed star. If we’d been outside on the street, I bet she’d have a bodyguard who would have made sure I didn’t even share a city block with her, and if I did happen to klutz my way into her personal bubble, I doubt she’d look at me like a friend. That’s what a seven-figure ticket price to get in the door will do for a girl: it makes everyone on the other side of that door think that riff-raff like me are filtered out, and that everyone left on this side is a friend.

Which is going to work great for me.

“Sorry,” I tell the feed star, nodding congenially. She’s really quite short in person; that’s surprising.

“Not a problem, darling,” she says, and I suddenly understand what a “sparkling smile” actually means. I make a note to watch more of her feeds.

“I love your dress,” I say, because it feels like I have to say something. “Eva Charming?”

She laughs. “Who?” She makes a show of looking down at her gown before giving me the name of her designer. I make all the appropriate praises despite having no clue about couture, and the feed star smiles some more before drifting away.

Ostensibly, the gala raises money for Sol-Earth conservation, because of course they have to look like they give a damn about charity, and most people don’t mind “saving the homeworld” to tick that box, even if it’s not really charity. Anything that costs this much is about the show, not the benefit. There’s not just the ticket price; there’s the gems and silks and people paid to do hair and makeup and film it all for the feeds and negotiate contracts with the tabbies and ensure they’re spotted—and recorded—being with the right people before coming inside. And let’s be real—the museum gets its cut, Rigel-Earth takes a piece, the workers have to be paid . . . but the rest. I guess Earth gets that.

Which is something, at least.

Too much for the protestors outside, obviously. But they only minded enough to file a permit for an hour.

They did cause some buzz, though. I overhear more than one of the other attendees talking about it. And most of them agree.

Earth’s not worth saving.

It is, however, worth buying.

All the showrooms on the ground floor of the museum strategically highlight different items for sale. It’s subtle—I suppose others would call it “tasteful.” The big, open rooms have holos, art, and other exhibits, but it all directs people to look at what’s on display in the center. One item per room—a historical artifact, a rare piece of art, a significant archeological find.

Available.

For a price.

This is the cost of charity to help Earth. We have to buy our aid.

By merit of being here, at the gala, each item will likely fetch an ungodly sum of money. That’s the point, after all. But each item is also worth more than any price that could be paid. The last verified brick of the Great Wall of China, most of which was destroyed in the Second Eurasian War. A panel cut from the Bayeux Tapestry, preserved in a climate-controlled case. Feathers from the now-extinct North American bluebird. Each with a digital number beside it.

The current high bid.
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The main gallery hall branches into several smaller rooms, each with a different display and a different item to bid on. I drift around. I know Rian’s watching me; I can feel his eyes tracking my steps, but every time the crowd thins, I move on to another display.

I have been hunted before; it wasn’t like this.

When I was younger, before the volcanic eruption at Yellowstone, my parents and I lived at the park. The park itself—by then privately owned, of course—was enough of a money-maker that some of the best security wrapped around it. I joke about how most civilized areas of Earth are under bubbles, but for the most part, that’s not literal. Obviously, the bigger cities have protection, but there are plenty of smaller areas, mostly manufacturing districts or production zones, that just rely on people using their own gear rather than filtration bubbles. If it’s raining, get an acid-proof umbrella; if it’s sunny, take a radiation supplement.

At Yellowstone, however, the protection zones were very literal. I mean, the area itself was over three thousand square miles, so there wasn’t, like, a huge glass bubble over the entire park. But the tourists who came to Yellowstone were usually of two groups. One type liked the adventure and danger of a wild nature reserve. Extreme sports enthusiasts want a challenge, regardless of the planet, and having to backpack for survival appeals to some weirdos. And Yellowstone remained remote enough—before it exploded in a supervolcano eruption—that it wasn’t as polluted as some other areas. Acid burns were only a danger during particular rainy seasons, and while pollution is slowly killing the planet, it does make for a gorgeous sunset, you have to admit.

So, vast areas of Yellowstone were left open, and the tourists who paid extra for the luxury of danger signed a lot of waivers before they were allowed to start hiking . . . and even then, patrols and carefully hidden fences along the paths helped keep the more dangerous mutations of wildlife at bay.

Literal bubbles were around some of the bigger, more well-known sites, with landhoppers carrying tourists from the plaque where Old Faithful used to be to the different sulfuric pools and hot springs. The waterfalls were still there, and although the water was, by that point, absolutely not safe to drink prior to treatment, the falls were still pretty, even through the clear, round protective zones. The tourism board did a lot to make the bubbles as unobtrusive as possible, and it was only in certain light that you could notice them anyway.

The environmental protection zones we had around the full-time staff living areas weren’t as slick as the public-facing ones, but they were pretty sturdy. Around the housing units, there was the highest security—that’s where the fencing was most obvious. To leave it, you had to physically go through a secure door cut into the composite protection material. But the park liked to pretend to be open, so after that, there was another zone that had no physical walls, just a combination of electrified fields and scented pheromone posts that “encouraged” wildlife—mutated or not—from crossing over. It was generally pretty safe during the daylight.

But obviously, none of us wanted to go out during the daylight.

During a party one night, my friends all started daring each other to cross the zones. This was just before the seismic activity got worse and people started evacuating, so I was young enough to think nothing bad would actually happen but old enough to be the exact right level of stupid to risk it.

Getting through the first layer was hardest—there were guards whose job was to make sure dumb kids didn’t do exactly what my friends were egging me on to do. But I’ve always been good at improvisation. I got through the door, then found the boundaries to the secondary zone, the more open area. I decided a full lap around the housing units would sufficiently prove my badass-ness as a preteen who had stuff to prove and no reason to prove it.

Back then, both my parents were alive, Yellowstone hadn’t exploded, the continental United States were still united both literally and figuratively, and while there were things that weren’t the best . . . that moment, running under the stars, it meant something. I remember pausing, my back to the housing units, just looking up without any barriers and realizing how safe I felt, even if I knew it wasn’t safe, and how big the sky was, how big the Earth was, how small I was. 

I don’t know. I can’t define it.

But it meant something.

Even now, I can close my eyes and feel that night. Anything felt possible. All that mattered was being there, knowing that I had done something none of my friends dared to do, that I was unconquerable.

And then I went back inside the safe bubble of my home, certain of its permanence, its safety.

• • •

“You’re a ghost,” Rian says when I circumvent a crowd gathered around something or other.

His words are enough to make me pause.

“I’ve gone over every report we have on you,” he says, matching my pace. “Aside from that spot of vandalism when you were younger . . .”

“Clean record,” I say.

“Sparkling.” He frowns. Good. That was money well spent. “And you have very good friends.”

“I do,” I chirp, then pause. “What do you mean?”

“You’re an obvious security threat. I tried to have your name removed from the guest list and your ticket revoked.”

“Bought and paid for,” I say.

He lifts a shoulder. It doesn’t matter if I have a ticket. He could have me kicked out of an event like this, what with me being a self-confessed high-security risk.

But apparently, I have friends that kept that from happening. Friends who have, no doubt, also been bought and paid for.

I suppose I should thank my client for that.

Rian’s frown deepens. I slide my finger over the center of his forehead, down between his brows. “You’re going to give yourself a headache,” I say gently.

“You are a headache.”

“You love me.”

“I’m going to arrest you. You’re here to steal something—”

“As I’ve mentioned.”

“—and I will catch you. And your record will no longer be spotless.”

Until I pay to get it blanked out again.

Rian glowers at me as if he can guess my thoughts. He probably can; I don’t mind if he sees this about me. I like to watch him twist. I like to be the one to make him annoyed.

Nothing I did during my time on the Halifax with him was illegal. The Roundabout was a salvage, so taking anything from it wasn’t stealing. Nothing I’ve done here at the MIH, so far, has been, either. And much as he thinks he can pin something on me now, he’s wrong.

Even when I’m standing right in front of him, he still doesn’t see what I’m doing.

• • •

After that night I left the protective enclosures at Yellowstone, for shits and giggles and just because I wanted to, I hacked into the security sys and downloaded the feeds the drones outside recorded.

It’s important to know: To me on that night, there had been nothing but triumph and stars.

But on the feeds?

Another story. A different reality.

The night vision cams used old tech—it was just the staff living area, after all; the park wasn’t spending bucks on our security. So, the image that fed back to me was eerily ghost-like, my body bouncing in happiness, oblivious to the pale shadow padding silently behind me, the green eyes glowing with unwavering focus on my unprotected flesh. Timing was the only thing that saved me. I slipped back into the physical border just as the cougar crouched to leap at me, and even after the door was closed and locked, she prowled, tail lashing side to side, fury at her missed meal evident.

I had paused to gaze at the night sky and then trotted around outside without once even knowing that a beast was trailing me. I had felt so powerful, looking at the stars, but when I saw the cougar on the feed, I tasted ashy mortality on my tongue. My muscles, slim as they were, trembled.

I had not known I was being hunted.

And just because luck had drawn me to safety before the claws eviscerated my flesh made me no less prey.

I had felt victorious—that was the emotion threaded through my panting breaths and bright eyes. Triumphant joy. But it was only ignorance that had given me that false pretense, and every twinkling star in the black void reminds me of that moment, of how my insignificance does not extend to the possibility of my being a meal.

I turn now in the luxuriously appointed, hallowed halls of the Museum of Intergalactic History, my movement languid, sea silk swishing over my hips, glittering in the bright light of a planet lightyears from the shattered remains of the last place I felt safe.

Rian leans against the wall, waiting for me to make a move, watching, watching.

He thinks he’s stalking me as I clack my silver heels from display to display. He thinks his law is as powerful as fangs and claws. He thinks I don’t know an escape route, that I will have nowhere to run when he springs his trap, whatever that may be.

I have been hunted before. The difference is: I never felt the eyes on me, not like I feel Rian’s eyes burning through my silk, searing into my skin. But there’s a beautiful synchronicity to that, no?

His eyes never leave me, but all that does is confirm that even if he thinks he’s hunting me, he’s wrong.

I’m the predator here.

And he has no idea what I see.




5

I linger in the Egyptian antiquities room. The display is structured so that permanent museum items and information about the ancient empire are along the wall, with the auction item in the center—a canopic shrine and chest made for Pharaoh Tutankhamun more than a thousand years before the Common Era.

“I’m not going to steal it,” I tell Rian. He’s a few paces behind me, but when I speak, he gets closer. Good. I like him close to me. I like the way it makes my heart jump.

“I don’t suppose it would fit in your purse.”

I swing my reticule around as I take a step closer to the center display. As I watch, the number beside the canopic chest shoots up. I subtly look around, but it’s impossible to know who’s added to the bid. It might not even be anyone in the room. The people today are here to see and be seen. They may make token bids on some items—a random jewel from a random crown from a country no longer a sovereign nation, perhaps, or a piece of art from someone long dead—but the really valuable items have already been previewed by the really rich people, all of whom had an early showing of the displays away from the commoners who had to pay for the luxury of attending a charitable fundraiser.

Remote bidding.

“You do realize that this is a charity event,” Rian says, but I’m not sure if it’s to make conversation or if my face has betrayed my disgust. “To help your homeworld.” Ah. The face, then.

I glance around the room. A few people I recognize—a Gliese-Earth politician, a singer, another feed star. There are more, some vaguely familiar, but I can’t pin a name to any of them. Still, there’s a chance I’m the only person in this gallery who was born on the same planet as Tutankhamun.

And there’s a chance I’m the last person from Earth who will ever see this shrine.

“Can you imagine?” I ask Rian.

We could be anyone; we’re just two people in a museum.

“Imagine what?”

“This man was born three thousand years before any human ever left Earth’s gravity, and now his organs are on an entirely different planet.”

Rian’s eyes skim over the gilded shrine, the alabaster chest. The chest is carved with four openings at the top, one each for Tutankhamun’s lungs, liver, intestines, and stomach. The number beside the chest blinks out, then goes up as a new high bid is placed. I could sell my own organs and still not be able to afford his.

“Ada, I—” he starts, but when I turn to him, his lips press closed. He watches me a moment, and I want to ask. I want to know. What do you see?

But it’s not fun if he just tells me.

Rian turns back to the canopic shrine.

“No, it wouldn’t fit in my purse,” I say. The gilded wooden box is almost as tall as he is, and combined with the alabaster chest, I doubt I could even pick it up. “If I was going to steal this, it would require some planning.”

I gaze about the room, noting the angles and positioning of the display, the way the cam drones hover nearby, the crowd. I bet the recessed edges at the doorframe hide a lockdown gate triggered if someone does so much as nudge the heavy chest.

I shake my head. “No, I don’t think I could steal this from here.”

Rian’s eyes go wide. “Ada Lamarr, giving up?”

I snort. “No, not at all. If I wanted this? I would take it.”

“But you just said—”

“Not from here. I’d talk you into buying it, and then I’d steal it from you.” It’s the best plan. If you can’t take an object from one location, you just have to get the object moved somewhere else and then take it.

“Maybe I have better security than the museum.”

I laugh. “Is this a theory you want to test?”

Rian moves closer to inspect the current high bid. A weird noise croaks out of his throat. “Well, it’s moot anyway. My blood’s not rich enough for this auction.”

I shrug. “Then I just have to talk someone rich into buying it and then steal it from them.” There are, after all, plenty of people mingling in the crowd who are the exact combination of rich and idiotic for a plan like that to work. Although, to be fair, rich and idiotic is a shockingly common combination in people. Inherited wealth is a hell of a stupefier.

Rian huffs a little laugh. Nearby, two people point out the carvings on the chest, the goddesses etched in stone and gilded wood, arms upraised. I’m reminded of the gala’s motto. 

History as art.

There’s art here, yes. Undeniable.

I swallow hard, my throat dry. Just because art exists, should it be seen? I can almost hear a reply, a voice in my mind with a Rigel-Earth accent: Of course. Art exists to be experienced. And I don’t approve of gatekeeping. For all my goals today, I actually quite like museums.

But not all art is for all people. And this art? It was meant for the dead. I inhale, exhale.

“You’re angry,” Rian says softly, watching me.

My heart leaps in response, further proof that I should not appreciate the art in front of me, the art not made for warm blood, attached organs.

“Furious.” My tone is light, my rage as soft as breath.

He doesn’t ask why, but I know the question sits on his tongue. Rather than give him a direct answer, I go to the wall, away from the canopic shrine and chest. “Did you know,” I say, pointing to the display, “that people in Victorian England had unwrapping parties?”

“Unwrapping?” Rian starts, and then he sees the little informative graphic on the wall, showing an illustration of white men in stiff collars and women in swaths of taffeta standing around a table upon which lies a mummy.

“Some of them would eat pieces of the corpse,” I continue. “They thought it was medicinal.”

Rian’s expression goes slack, but it’s not enough. Because even in the image on display, the people dressed in gowns and tuxedos are portrayed as civilized. After all, the cutlery is placed precisely, napkins arranged just so.

“And then later,” I add, “they ground the bodies up and mixed the powder with oil.” I snort without humor. “Expensive paint, that. Mummy brown.”

A little holo displays those words again—History as Art—overtop a series of paintings that used the pigment. A Delacroix melts into a Burne-Jones. They’re taking that motto quite literally.

“At least—” Rian starts.

“Which is better, do you think? Medicinal cannibalism or corpse paint?”

Across the room, voices murmur in appreciation as the bid for Pharaoh Tutankhamun’s canopic shrine and chest climbs higher.

“Or,” I say softly, like it’s an afterthought, “maybe the better question is, which is worse? The constant display of your sacred tomb in a museum, or a bidding war for your dehydrated organs?” I turn to Rian. “You see how this isn’t better, right?” And for the first time tonight, there’s doubt in my voice. Worry.

Rian shakes his head, and relief floods through me at the disgust evident in his features. “When does a person become an object?” he mutters, meeting my eyes with a clear, steady gaze.

“Historically, when someone else assigns a monetary value to them,” I answer.

He nods, jaw tight, and whatever he sees on my face seems to satisfy him. He starts walking, sticking to the perimeter of the room. He doesn’t feel like he can leave me, but he doesn’t want to stay here.

He may be from Rigel-Earth, and his family may make their wealth through luxury food, but at least he knows enough to peel back the gold veneer of this party and see it for what it is. I wonder if this means he’s crossed off Tutankhamun’s crusty liver as a potential item for me to steal, or if my lingering attention sent the alabaster chest to the top of his list.

I watch him, the only art in the room that’s mine to view.

And that’s when I notice him fidgeting with his corsage. A white rose held down with a circular pin . . .

How did I not see it before?

A rose. A circle.

The Rose. The O-ring.

His pin is the exact same size and type of O-ring that I told him about when I was climbing out of a ravine lined with lava, the exact same O-ring that broke on the Rose, a ghost ship I discovered with a whole family dead inside.

Is this supposed to be some mockery of that moment? No, Rian wouldn’t do that. Fuck, what’s my evidence for that, though? He didn’t like mummy brown, I think desperately, trying to hold on to the threads tying us together. But he’s wearing that for me; he has to be. And the message is clear: he’s going to find the O-ring in my plan, the flaw that will lead to my demise. That’s what it is, I think, almost relieved. This is taunting me, nothing more, but . . .

He wears it as a badge of honor, just like the Victorians laying out a banquet.

I close my eyes and peel away the emotions I don’t want to show, a different sort of unwrapping, a bitterer consumption.

When he finally looks back at me, I’m certain my face shows nothing. But just in case, I pull him closer to the shrine. “See there?” I say, pointing to the stone relief of a woman, her arms outstretched, her body facing the shrine, her back to us. There’s one on each side of the box, each a different goddess.

“People think the Ancient Egyptians were showy, and maybe they were,” I say. “But the goddesses face the box, not us.” They know what they should look at, what they should not.

“It’s for protection,” Rian says. He nods toward the information scrolling above the display. “The four goddesses are both on the shrine and the chest, each providing a different layer of protection.”

Layers of protection, each more elaborate than the next. It reminds me of bubbles at Yellowstone.

It reminds me of the cougar.

Of the volcano.

I glance at the O-ring on Rian’s rose.

It reminds me that nowhere is safe.

Not even when you’re dead.
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Right, time to focus. Enough philosophical bullshit. I have a reason to be here. One goal. Well, maybe more than one. But Rian doesn’t know that. And neither does my client.

I take a deep breath. It’s just two cons, really. Do one job for my client, do one for me. And mine’s a long job. I’m just planting a few seeds I hope to harvest later; that’s all. No pressure.

I don’t want to call too much attention to myself. I wander into the grand corridor, and Rian drops back, resuming his shadow role. Even if I can feel him watching me like a hawk, no one else throws me a second glance. I’m just another pretty dress in a room of silk. And I’d like to keep it that way.

The central hall is the museum’s showstopper. The wide, open space is littered with cushy, backless seats covered in lush black-and-burgundy material that gives the appearance of burnt marshmallows. Above, cut-crystal panes cast prism rainbows over the white stone floor, the rainbows lost amid the elaborate costumes of the mingling guests. Whole feeds are dedicated to the fashion on display now, and I’ve got the insider scoop. There are the classic gowns, like mine, pretty dresses whose only purpose is to sparkle.

I prefer the bolder designs—the man painted in what looks like liquid silver, so shiny his chest could be a mirror, but with matte-black lines cut at odd angles so no one quite knows where to look at him. The woman whose gown is studded with mini holo displays, showing off constantly blooming flowers that open and close their petals with each step. My favorite is the man whose skirt billows when he walks, smoke and glittering sparks faintly visible under the dark material, like a storm cloud barely contained.

All the waitstaff are dressed in matching suits made of blue, watery-like material. I make a beeline to the closest one.

“May I offer you—” the server says, holding out a silver platter with twenty or so small plates of various delicious-looking concoctions.

“Yes, thank you,” I say. I use both hands to take the entire platter, ignoring the rude way the staff member blinks at me, and head to an empty seat. The burnt marshmallows may be ugly, but they’re at least big. I put the large platter down and sit beside it, plucking a plate off as I cross my ankles and gaze about the room.

The Museum of Intergalactic History is really big on appearing authentic, which means it ironically looks like the old classical museums on Earth, emulating Ancient Greek architecture that was first translated through centuries and other countries and has now been strained through millennia and other worlds. But smooth, white stone blocks don’t hide the security scanners perched atop the columns, and the silver-and-gold decorations do little to distract from the drone monitors hovering like bees above the crowd.

“You did a good job,” I say.

Rian steps out from behind the column he was ostensibly leaning against, not quite out of sight but emulating stealth in the same way the museum makes a caricature of Greek academia.

“The security measures,” I offer him graciously. “No one would dare steal anything here.”

Rian doesn’t try to hide his snort of disbelief. “I somehow don’t trust you.”

“No, seriously. I can’t find a single flaw.”

Emotion flickers over his face. He wants to be proud.

But he doubts me.

Cute.

He deflects by reaching for one of the small plates on my platter. I smack his hand away. “Get your own. I’m only here for the food, you know.”

Rian snorts. “No, you’re not.”

My mouth is too full of some sort of delicate pastry for me to quip anything back. I close my eyes, savoring the way the buttery, flaky crust melts on my tongue. I could fail this mission, and it would be worth my time for this moment. Not that I’m going to fail. But still. My contact should have opened with the free hors d’oeuvres; I would have taken this job faster.

I feel the seat cushion dip, and my eyes fly open, my hands moving to the plate on my lap so nothing spills as Rian settles in beside me. He’s trying to be formal; he’s sitting so that his back is to my right side, as if we’re strangers.

Well, that just won’t do. I lean against him, my head dropping on his shoulder.

“What are you here for, Ada?” he asks in a quiet voice meant only for me. “What are you trying to steal or sabotage or terrorize? Other than me.”

“Don’t be boring,” I say gently. He has to know he’s not going to get the drop on me.

He huffs a little laugh, the movement of his body rippling into mine. I let it happen, I let the momentum pass into me, I let the reverberations of his amusement vibrate through my bones. An object in motion stays in motion. That’s what Newton said.

And that makes me think of the Halifax, where I met Rian. And First, Nandina, Saraswati, Magnusson. And Captain Ursula, my best friend, of course. They’re still going. They’ll keep going, too, job after legit job.

Not Rian and me.

Not us.

I use my finger to mash up the remnant crumbs on the plate and bring them to my lips, then swap the empty plate for one with a single jiaozi garnished with pickled ginger. When I bite in to it, the filling is . . . odd. It squeaks against my teeth, and I have to bite down harder than I should for a regular dumpling, even one that’s been fried. My eyes track everything that remains on the platter.

“It’s all supposed to be Earth food,” I grumble. This is a charitable gala to benefit Earth conservation; this is supposed to be authentic. But just like the museum is a replica of a building in a nation that never existed on this planet, the caterers have used Earth recipes with Rigel-Earth ingredients. The jiaozi filling isn’t chicken or pork. It’s probably praxal, a meat far more readily available on this planet. I don’t know if it’s because the museum coordinator didn’t think there was a difference or if they assumed their substitution was better than the original. Probably the latter. Typical.

“You’ve gone into each of the auction rooms,” Rian says, and it almost sounds like he’s reviewing notes with a subordinate.

I pick a cup this time, a little porcelain thing with gray mousse inside, a tiny silver spoon sticking out of the thick, sweet cream on top. Coffee-flavored with something sharper, some type of liquor. I’ve avoided the glasses of sparkling wine some of the servers offer, but this isn’t much. Not enough to impair me.

Rian starts listing out some of the items in the auction, pausing, eyeing me. Waiting for a reaction. I eat through four more small plates. Wish I had more of that gray stuff. Delicious. Or something with peaches. That would have been nice.

Too soon, the food’s gone.

“Have you heard anything I’ve said?” Rian asks.

“No.” I clap my hands on my knees as I stand, making the gems on my hem tinkle like bells. “I told you not to be boring.”

I take one step away, but Rian grabs my wrist, his fingers on the delicate bones under my palm, gently pressing into my pulse. His touch lingers, and my breath catches. I turn slowly, my eyes tracking his hand, up his arm, to his face, his eyes, their razor edge zeroed in on me.

I tug my hand, but rather than let me go, Rian stands, close enough for me to feel the warmth of his body even after he releases my wrist.

“What are you here for?” he asks.

“You,” I breathe, unable to stop myself.

His eyes widen slightly. I’ve said it twice now, and he almost believes me, I can tell.

Almost.

I toss him my best charming smile. “Seriously. Come with me right now. We’ll get on Glory and away from all these pretentious assholes and slip into a portal where no one can reach us.” I lean forward, enough to make the people near us titter, intrigued, watching us through lowered eyelashes.

Rian’s lips twist in disappointment, but his eyes sparkle.

He loves the game as much as I do.

He just doesn’t know he’s the one being played.

I slip my arm through his, tucking his elbow in tightly. “All right, come with me,” I tell him, striding across the hall.

There. The woman in red, the man by the door, the waitstaff member with a tray of empty glasses. They each glance at Rian, at me, away. They’re with him, his organization. My contact’s words clatter through my mind as I toss the woman in red a wink. Rian White is a high-up on intergalactic relations. He’s been tasked with the gala’s security, but he will not be working alone.

I dip past another member of the waitstaff, nabbing an extra dumpling right off the plate and stuffing it into my mouth before he even notices. I knew there would be more people with Rian here. It’s not just because of me—the gala is a huge function full of highly important people including, unfortunately, tonight’s guest of honor who’ll close the ceremonies. The man by the door may be a bodyguard for an attendee, not with Rian at all. I can’t be sure. I don’t know the roster.

But I’d be a fool to ignore the fact that I can trust no one here. Everyone in this entire gala is either a mark or a badge. At least, that’s how I have to treat them.

“What are you doing?” Rian asks as I pull him through the crowd.

“Having mercy on you.”

He chuckles, the sound low and rumbling, and allows me to guide him to the back of the museum.

A big black curtain blocks the huge floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the river. I noticed that earlier, but this area is far enough away from the bidding that it’s clear it’s been earmarked for a different purpose. As we get closer, I feel Rian tense.

“So, where are we going?” he asks, his tone trying just a little too hard to be casual.

This is where the closing ceremonies will be.

The black curtain extends across the breadth of the hall, but through gaps in the material I catch glimpses of flurried activity. As I suspected, the closing ceremony is going to be a bit of a production. I expect nothing less from the host’s reputation.

Rian clearly thinks that’s my target, so I veer abruptly left, toward the stairs. Most people take lifts; while these steps are stone and intended for guests, they rarely see use. They’re out of the way and close to the staff offices, which are somewhere beyond that black curtain.

“You need to ask yourself one thing,” I say, releasing Rian so I can focus on the smooth stone and my absolutely useless, traction-less high heels.

“And that is?”

“Do I know where I’m going because I’m a museum aficionado, or because I’ve studied the floor plans to this museum so much while casing the joint?” I pause and cast him a look. “If it’s the latter, does that make you an accomplice to my crimes?”

“So, you’re going to commit a crime now?”

“Why can’t I just be here for the history?”

“You’re the one who brought up your lurid life of crime.”

“You’re the one who attached the word lurid.” I pause so abruptly that Rian has to catch himself to avoid crashing into me. Nothing about this stairwell makes logical sense. The steps are wide but shallow, forcing a slow, meandering pace. They curve when they don’t need to; I suppose for the drama of it—at this exact spot, I can see neither the floor where we left nor the floor above. Although we can still hear the tinkling of wineglasses and boorish laughter above an undercurrent of polite chatter, we’re basically alone.

I sit down, letting my legs drape over the steps, and motion for Rian to copy me. He takes his seat cautiously, no longer bothering to quiz me.

“Did you know,” I say softly, “this is one of the few spots in the entire museum where there are no visible security cameras?”

From the twist in his lips, I can tell Rian knew. And guessed that I did as well. Of course, drones could buzz up here and interrupt this cozy moment, but they won’t. Not right now.

“Not much to steal in the stairwell,” Rian comments.

“I don’t know about that,” I say, making a point to rake my eyes over his body. He’s right, though—this little hidden alcove in the steps hides us, but nothing else. All the auction items are below, along with most of the guests. And above us are the permanent displays in the museum. Priceless, of course, but also highly secured, even more so than the stuff below. 

Rian opens his mouth—so impatient, this one. I press my finger to his lips, lingering a moment too long on the warmth of him, the feel of his breath. I lean in closer, dropping my hand to the cold stone step. “For just a moment,” I say, my voice low, “let’s pretend that I’m only here for you.”

Emotion flickers over his face, too fast for me to pin down what he’s really thinking. All he says is, “And I’m only here for you?”

“Aren’t you, though?” I don’t hide the wry twist of my lips.

“Maybe.” His eyes remain razor-sharp, but there’s a gruffness to his voice, a raggedy edge I want to further unravel.

I know that he means he’s here for me in order to stop me from stealing whatever he thinks I’m going to steal, but I let myself pretend he’s here because of me for entirely different motives. And in that impossible moment, I close the distance between us, pressing my lips to his. I scoot closer to him, my hands grabbing the back of his head, fingers lacing through his hair. He’s tense, a solid block of shock as stiff as the stone beneath us, but only for a second, only until his arms go around my waist, pulling me practically into his lap, his mouth claiming mine in a kiss that’s not hungry.

It’s starving.
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Oh, excuse me!” The woman in red, right on time, according to the schedule my contact got me alongside the tickets into this shindig. Well, I didn’t know it would be her specifically, but I was betting that it would be someone from Rian’s team. I break away from Rian, whose skin is flushed, eyes glassy.

And then he sees the woman who interrupted us. She has radiant dark skin, the perfect complement to the bright dress, and she wears her hair in braids that have been done up into two big, black buns atop her head, woven through with strands of lights that shift yellow-orange-red, like tiny licks of flame.

She fits in with the elite, but she’s not one of them.

She’s one of his.

They’re so subtle, it’s adorable, but I absolutely notice the way Rian’s shoulders straighten, the way the woman bites the inside of her cheeks. She turns on her heel, heading back downstairs despite the way she had been going up before she caught us.

“What’s her name?” I ask in a low voice. The way the woman’s heels stop clicking for a microsecond on the steps tells me she heard, despite my best efforts.

“Phoebe,” Rian allows, sighing.

Phoebe did not come up these out-of-the-way stairs because she was following Rian—he doesn’t need a tail. And she wasn’t following me, either, because that’s Rian’s job. Rian’s my babysitter; Phoebe is someone else’s.

I suppose technically I could be wrong. It’s a guess that the person Phoebe’s keeping an eye on happens to be my personal target on my little side mission today. But I got Rian on these steps on purpose. Okay, so, testing the no-cams theory was an added perk of that purpose, and I’m almost upset that Phoebe interrupted us, but Rian’s not the only one who checked the guest list. If there’s someone at the gala who needs an assigned person from the intergalactic security team checking up on him, it’ll be the person I’m pretty confident is upstairs right now. Not because he’s a security threat. He’s the opposite.

He’s an ideal target for someone like me.

Rian may think he’s spent the better part of this evening watching me scout locations, but I was just acting on the information I’d gathered weeks ago, the information that told me I had time to kill.

The fact that Phoebe left without going all the way up the steps says that she’s leaving the task of fetching my target to Rian. Not that either of them know my sights are zeroed in on their guest of honor. I’m pretty sure my meandering around the gala has thrown Rian off at least a little.

This is the one part of my plan that relies on chance. No, that’s a lie. A lot of this plan relies on chance, which is why I don’t like it. But this was a big chunk, and Phoebe, bless her, just tipped me off.

There’s a man at the top of the stairs who has no idea I’m going to ruin him.

I glance at Rian, who still looks a little dazed. I’m going to ruin him, too, but in an entirely different way.

“By the way, you’re welcome,” I say, standing up and using the handrail so I don’t slip in these horrifically useless shoes.

“For what?” His face is still flushed. I can practically feel the heat radiating off him as he stands up too.

I tap my lips. “Color-sealed.” None of my bright red is on his lips, despite our impromptu make-out session. A look of horror flashes over Rian’s face as he touches his mouth. His shoulders sink in relief when his fingertips come away without any crimson.

“Well, that was fun,” I say, turning to continue upstairs, “but I’ve got work to do.”

“On the second floor?”

“Mm.” I head up the last remaining steps. “You’ve spent all this time worried about what I came to steal.” At the landing, I turn, pushing a finger against Rian’s chest, stopping him, then I lean in close, right next to his ear. “But I’m not here for something. I’m here for someone.”

I can see the question already forming on his lips, so I move my finger from his lapel—right beside that fucking rose—to his mouth, shushing him as I jerk my head toward the door visible around the corner. A swath of light cuts over the white stone, a triangle of false gold made by electric lights.

“I’ll give you this one for free,” I continue. “I’m going into that room, and I’m going to talk to the man I know is inside. And if you want to listen at the door, by all means.” I sweep my arm graciously toward it.

Rian’s a step behind me as I swish my gemstones around and head inside the gallery room. His footsteps are silent, and they stop altogether as he takes my offer, eavesdropping.

Listening to exactly what I want him to hear and not a single damn thing more.

I knew his curiosity would get the better of him.

Inside, I ignore the man who looks up curiously at me as I inspect the display.

This room is large, with a sloping floor to showcase the metal desks lined up. Archaic black screens with various dials, meters, and buttons are interspersed along the four rows of metal desks, each painted a pale bluish-greenish color a step above pastel. There are no chairs behind the desks, but I spot the black receptors to indicate an interactive display. A thin red line surrounding the display warns people not to get too close to the artifacts. On the far wall, digital displays recreate a map of the land masses on Earth as they were centuries ago, as well as a series of numbers and letters and data that mean nothing to me.

And there, off to one side of the desks, exactly where I expected him, right on time: Strom Fetor.

My dress isn’t exactly whisper-quiet, and the middle-aged white man homes his attention in on me, raking his eyes over my body. He wears the humored smile of someone used to being unthreatened and unbothered.

I hate him so much.

“Hello,” he says. His sight is glued to me; Rian’s stayed out in the corridor, so it looks like I’m alone. I should not like the way Rian follows my orders so precisely, but I certainly do.

“Hello,” I say.

Strom Fetor doesn’t know me from a hole in the ground, but that’s fine. I know him. And he’s exactly who I’ve been hoping to meet today. See, I knew Rian would be here.

Fetor? A bit of a gamble.

Not in terms of the gala, of course. Fetor was announced ages ago as the host, and he’s going to be making the end-of-the-night speech. But I had to do my research to figure out when and where I could corner him alone. Well, I think, considering Rian outside, mostly alone.

My stomach twists, though I don’t let any of that show on my face. See, I really like plans that are simple. Smash-and-grabs, that’s my style. The Roundabout job? I wasn’t even supposed to be seen, much less make my way into the Halifax crew. I work alone, and I prefer to be a shadow on the wall, easily overlooked. That’s the only reason I’m wearing glittering jewels and shiny sea-silk tonight: at this gala, this flashy costume is what I need to blend in.

But I’m my own worst enemy.

My client’s job—yeah, that’s basically smash-and-grab-style, easy-peasy, I’ve already got it in the bag, even if Rian doesn’t realize it yet.

But my job, this little side hustle? It’s a long con. And while finding a way to take down Strom Fetor is a nice little side perk, it’s about more than that.

And it’s not going to be done any time soon.

It relies on multiple moving pieces, some careful manipulation, and a little bit of luck.

And tonight? Tonight, I’m just tipping over the first domino.

“Surprised to see anyone leave the ground floor,” Fetor says.

“That’s me.” I smile, tightlipped. “Surprising.”

“What’s your name?” He doesn’t offer his own name, because he knows I know it. Everyone knows Strom Fetor, whether they want to or not. To some, he’s an innovator. He owns half a dozen companies, at least. Got his start in medicine before going into communication, buying himself the CEO position of the portal-comm tech that every ship in the galaxy uses to ping messages through the black. That set him up for a reputation of being a genius, at least to the people who just see his name plastered on their tech and think that means he’s smart enough to have invented it.

“Ada Lamarr.” I move farther into the room, putting the main display between us, nervously fidgeting with my earring as I studiously ignore Fetor. I read the info hovering above the massive multi-person metal desk while Strom Fetor tries to read me. But while I can tap my cuff band to make the language on the display shift to one I know, I’m indecipherable to him.

Mission Operations Control Room 2: the Flight Control Room for Apollo 11, the first crewed Moon landing in human history.

This room replicates the MOCR 2 used during the Apollo missions performed by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, an independent agency of the United States of America on Sol-Earth. All artifacts on display are restored originals.

“These are the exact same units used in the twentieth century to put a man on the moon,” Fetor says, which is the exact same information I just read. He steps past the tiny line of red light caging the desks.

“Aren’t alarms going to go off?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.

Fetor smiles at me, and I want to puke, because I can tell he wanted me to ask him just that. “They turned off security in this room for me.”

Of course they fucking did. No laser barriers, no security drones, just Phoebe coming to check up on him and remind him of the schedule. Strom Fetor could buy this whole museum. The rules do not apply to him.

Which means they don’t apply to me, either.

Convenient.

I cross the security laser line too. No alarms go off. Handy little trick, that. All you have to do is be rich, and you can take anything.

Then again, I knew that already.

My hand trails the cool metallic surface of the desk. Above us, the display switches from informational text to a holo. Light shoots down from the ceiling, creating the images of chairs filled by people in front of each station of the recreated control room. The people—mostly white men—generally wear button-down shirts with collars that are far too wide and thick glasses. Muted sound pipes into the room, recreating chatter from ancient transcripts.

Fetor steps closer to me, his hand going to a red, boxy item on the table. As soon as my eyes land on it, it triggers a display drone that gives additional information.

Actual telephone that provided a direct line between NASA and the United States of America’s Department of Defense. Read more?

I do a hard blink, sending the data away, although I’m tempted to select the word telephone and double-check the definition. I’ve seen phones before, obviously, but not one like this, so big and wired. Fetor lifts up the receiver with the coiled red plastic-coated wire and holds it so one round part is by his ear, the other by his mouth.

“Houston, we have a problem,” he says, grinning at me.

I step back, putting some distance between us. His grin falters but just a tiny bit. I think about Rian outside. Apparently, I’m enough of a threat to stalk across the whole museum; Strom Fetor, meanwhile, can ignore security and play with centuries-old historical artifacts and that’s just fine.

I lean my head back, letting the holo-projector lights pierce my vision. When I look up, he’s watching me, a gleam in his eye like he has a secret. “Wow,” I say, awe threaded through my voice like a glimmer of lightning in a storm cloud.

“Wow . . . what?” Fetor smiles, clearly thinking he’s in on some joke as he puts the telephone receiver back down in the cradle.

Crooked.

That artifact was used during the original Space Race, a witness to the unbelievably high tension in the room as the entire world waited to find out if men could escape the bonds of Earth or if they would die in the attempt, and this asshat puts the receiver down crooked.

Ugh.

I cut my eyes to him. “Wow, I really, really hate you.” I roll my shoulders back. It helps, actually, to be honest like that, even if I spoke in a friendly voice to counter the harshness of my words.

Fetor’s eyes widen a little. “You hate me? You don’t even know me.”

See, that’s why I fucking hate him. Of course I know him. He has more wealth than my entire homeworld. He’s always on feeds and lives for the tabbies. And that’s just the publicly available data.

What I want to do is shove him against the metal desk and punch his smug face in. But I don’t. I can be civil. Well, mostly. When I’m paid to be.

Fetor decides to ignore what I said. I can almost see him consciously shrug off my very clear and explicit opinion of him. Surely, she doesn’t hate me, I can practically read on his face, like a drone displaying data over his head. Everyone loves me. She must have been joking.

“I think I’m going to buy this,” he says, shooting me a conspiratorial look. “It would be funny.”

We have vastly different interpretations of funny.

“The telephone?” I ask. “For your communications office?”

“Oh, that’s good,” Fetor says, nodding appreciatively. “I was thinking of the desks, but the phone . . . yeah . . . . ” He probably thought it’d be funny to put a mission control center in his house or something, which isn’t funny at all. I, on the other hand, am actually quite hilarious, and I can see the moment he connects the facts and decides my idea was his all along.

“Exactly.” He wags a finger at me. “You get it. The comm office should totally have this.”

“Problem,” I point out. “It’s not in the auction.”

Fetor shrugs. That’s not a problem to him.

“Hello, Mr. Fetor,” Rian says, announcing himself as he steps into the room. I guess he didn’t think he’d hear anything important. That’s what he gets for not paying better attention. If he’d waited just a little longer . . .

Fetor doesn’t look surprised to see him. But his eyes do widen when I stride over and slip my arm through Rian’s, pulling him close.

“You know each other?” Fetor asks.

“Not really,” Rian says at the same time I say, “Absolutely.”

Fetor’s eyes switch to me, a wry look at my conflicting answer. I cup my mouth in a faux stage whisper and say, “Rian’s mine.” My fingers tighten in Rian’s elbow.

“I don’t get a say in that?” Rian asks.

“Nope.” I don’t let him go as I lead him farther into the room. “Fetor here is going to buy this historical exhibit to use in his communications office,” I tell him.

Fetor beams like this is something to be proud of, as if his communication network was worthy of stealing—I mean buying—a display out of a museum.

I fucking hate him. I know I said it before, but it bears repeating. He’s such a sham. Fetor himself did nothing to develop the tech needed to make portal comms work, just like he did nothing with his prior businesses. He just swooped in and bought the company after the tech was already in prototypes. Being the money behind a project is nowhere near the same as being the brains. Anyone can have money. Especially people like Fetor, who was born into it.

I mentally shake myself.

Can’t get distracted now.

I turn to Rian, a much more appealing face to look at. I smile sweetly, full of innocence. “Was it Fetor’s communication office that developed the new nanobots for Sol-Earth?”

The color drains from Rian’s face.

Fetor, meanwhile, barks in delight. “Oh, you told her about that? Well, keep it secret for another hour or so, sweetheart.” Bastard’s already forgotten my name. “The official announcement is tonight, right, Rian?”

“Tonight,” Rian chokes out. “And right now, you’re supposed to go down now for a last tech check, Mr. Fetor.”

That’s what Phoebe was coming up to remind him about. That’s what’s behind the black curtain in the grand corridor—a hover stage and probably a pretty elaborate light show to go with it. That’s Fetor’s style. And while cams aren’t allowed in the charity gala, the closing remarks are recorded live and fed through all the tabbies.

“This is Strom Fetor,” I tell Rian, waving my hand in the man’s direction. “He invented most of the tech being used tonight. I don’t think he needs a rehearsal.”

I’m an amazing liar. Rian glares at me, but Fetor chuckles smugly. “We’ll be fine. I’ve already gone over the specs. Well, my people have. Lighten up, White. It’ll go off without a hitch!”

“Yeah, White, lighten up,” I say, smiling at him. Rian looks like he would very much like to murder me, which makes my grin even bigger. “What a grand finale this is going to be.”

That was a guess, but neither of the men object, so I figure I’m right. Fetor’s speech is the conclusion of the gala. And during that speech, he’s going to announce a plan to “save” Earth with the climate cleaners.

His announcement is at the end of the night so as not to reduce any bids at the charity auction. Get everyone to donate for Earth’s conservation before showcasing a possible solution that’s already in the works.

Clever. I bet it was Rian’s idea.

“Hey, did you see the protestors I hired?” Fetor continues, oblivious. “I tipped off some of the tab reporters to cover it in advance. Should make a nice, contrasting point to the story, no?”

Rian drags his eyes from me to Fetor. “You should have cleared that with security.”

Fetor shrugs. “Think of the headlines. Early feeds are focused on the protests, not whatever designer made Luxa Ng’s gown. Leads right into our announcement tonight.” He spreads his hands out, envisioning the headline: “Strom Fetor Leads Way to Cleaning up Sol-Earth’s Broken Climate. And then we can open with a quote about how generous of a donation I gave.”

There it is. The reason he’s doing this.

The credit.

Earth needs saving. And he’ll do it.

As long as he gets the credit.
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So, about this announcement,” I say.

“Ada—” Rian starts.

“Hush. So, you’re going to let everyone know about the climate cleaners tonight?”

Fetor nods. “We had a bit of a hiccup with them earlier.” He punches Rian in the arm, and while it seemed to be a genial gesture, that punch had weight behind it. Dick. “Which is why the government enlisted the aid of the private sector.”

The nanobot prototype and the coding for the climate cleaners were secured on the Roundabout, and it was absolutely not the government’s fault that the ship crashed into a planet.

It was mine.

(Partially, anyway. Unlike some people in the room, I don’t try to take credit for everything.)

“Did you know,” Fetor continues, “that some anarchist group tried to steal the data? What kind of monsters would steal data that’s meant to aid the billions of people on such a desolate planet?”

“What kind of monsters, indeed,” I say, smiling at Rian innocently. “I bet they would do something horrible, like try to exploit the people of Earth, make them pay for their own survival.”

“Which is why the government is funding the project,” Rian interjects, glaring at me.

“Because you can always trust the government to handle large programs like a climate-cleaner system that will affect an entire world. If there’s one thing we can say about the ol’ UG, it’s that it’s efficient.”

Fetor snorts, his eyes raking over my dress. “Oh, I like you.”

“The feeling is very much not mutual,” I say pleasantly. “So, anyway, you’re going to buy this room?”

Rian’s jaw is tight. He doesn’t like that Fetor can—and will—buy a piece of history. But he can’t protest. Yay, capitalism.

Fetor opens his mouth to speak, but I hold up my finger. My heart’s racing. I love this part of a con. “But I thought,” I say, the boiling anticipation within me making my words bubble out, “you would buy something from the Skye Martin display.”

Rian glares at me. Don’t give the trillionaire ideas, he says with those razor eyes.

I ignore him.

“What makes you think I want something from that room?” Fetor asks.

He doesn’t, and I know he doesn’t. Here it is, though. The tricky play. I don’t need Fetor to go to the Skye Martin display, but I do need him to get out of here. Just long enough for me to make sure that domino falls in the right direction when I flick it.

I’m so excited I almost want to throw up, but I am not going to waste all that good food from earlier.

“I’ll confess,” I say, grinning sheepishly at Fetor, “I did a little reading up on you when I found out I was going to be attending the gala.” It goes without saying that Fetor would be here; he attends every year, even when he’s not the guest of honor, and every year, he makes a splashy show of wealth. Sometimes, he bids on an item in the auction, but only if there’s something for his collection. The man has well-known affinities for certain items. “I scoped out the items downstairs.”

“Nothing of note,” Fetor allows.

Tell that to Tutankhamun.

“So I figured, where would a man like Strom Fetor be? Definitely in the early-space-exploration rooms.”

Fetor does that weird thing with his mouth where he’s trying to pretend he’s not smiling but definitely wants people to see that he’s pretending he’s not smiling because he’s just that damn modest. “My reputation proceeds me.”

“Precedes,” Rian says, barely audible, and now I’m the one biting back a smile.

“The Mission Control Room is pretty . . . classic,” I say, finally settling on a word as if it was disappointing. “But have you seen the Skye Martin portal display?”

“Of course I have,” Fetor says.

I toss him a shy smile, entirely fake. “I’ve never seen it before.” Rian glares at me. I wonder if he scoured the security feeds enough to know I’ve visited it several times.

“You’ve never seen it?” Fetor gapes at me. “You know, you could come to visit my estate as a guest. I actually bought part of the portal a few years ago. It’s in my garden.”

“Or you could look at the display that’s literally down the hall,” Rian growls.

Oh, jealously is hot on him. And also, he doesn’t know about my little scouting missions. Slipping there. Nice. I enjoy being his blind spot.

“I suppose that’s quicker,” Fetor says. “But the offer stands. Here, let me show you the display.”

Fetor strides toward the door, Rian at his heels. It takes them a few moments to see I’ve not followed, but that’s all the time I need.

Rian whips around, his eyes snagging on every detail of me standing by the metal desk, the red telephone receiver in my hand.

“Sorry, the way the receiver was crooked was scratching at my brain. I had to fix it.” I settle the receiver down on the cradle correctly, the coiled red wire coming off it looped in a neat circle.

First domino: down. The rest will take time, but for now? I can let Newton’s law work all by itself.

Fetor waits for me to catch up to him. I pass by Rian, whose narrowed gaze traces a path from the red telephone all the way to me. I loop my hand around Fetor’s arm just to piss Rian off.

“I love the way communication evolves,” I say as we head down the corridor. “That red telephone, it was a direct line to the Department of Defense. I suppose they needed it if the space shuttle blew up or something. And it was secure. One telephone at the NASA Mission Control, one telephone at the Department of Defense. That’s real security. We don’t have that anymore.”

Fetor looks down at me. “We have security.”

I give him a pitying look. “And yet some anarchist group stole your original nanobot prototype.”

That makes him stop. Fetor looks from me to Rian, eyes wide, a pale pink flush on his pasty cheeks. “My company didn’t break security,” he says, a little too loudly. “My company protected the data with a private shipment and multiple stages of unbreakable technology.”

Unbreakable. Okay.

“You really shouldn’t be talking about this,” Rian starts.

Fetor waves aside his concerns. “We’re all friends here.”

“Not me,” I say. “I hate you. Remember?”

Fetor laughs in a tone I’m sure he thinks is charming. “Anyway, that security breach—not my fault. Whenever the government gets involved, you have to expect certain . . . flaws.”

Rian looks like he wants to add something, but I know he’s not going to confess that it was actually me who stole that data.

“Besides, it all worked out in the end,” Fetor continues. He pats my hand, still in the crook of his arm. “And while there was a breach initially, the final nanobots are securely in the Sol-Earth communications tower. And no one can get inside that I don’t personally approve of.”

Which is why my client hired me to do just that. I mean, not technically, but hey. I’ve got agendas of my own.

I fake ignorance a little longer. “I just don’t think anything is really secure in this day and age. Certainly not information.” I cast a sidelong glance at Rian. “Just think: with enough time and a data recorder, any file could be stolen.”

An adorable little muscle tics in Rian’s jaw. I don’t want him to have an aneurysm, but if he does, I do want it to be because of me.

“Not in my offices,” Fetor says firmly.

My whole body melts with happy bliss. I love breaking confident men.

“Let’s change the subject,” Rian say even more firmly.

“To what?” I ask, my tone bright.

“To anything that doesn’t require a high level of security clearance.”

Fetor chuckles.

“So, you’re announcing tonight that the climate cleaners are going to be released soon,” I say. “I assume they’ll be going out of this super secure office of yours?”

“That’s on a need-to-know basis,” Rian says, cutting Fetor off from telling me everything. Fine. I can work for my information. But also, he just confirmed what I asked, so that was nice of him.

“And here we are. The Skye Martin room,” Fetor announces, sweeping his hand toward the gallery display.

The museum has a portion of an actual portal on display. It’s been deactivated, obviously, and the power core’s been taken out. It’s only a fraction of the ring—with one part in Fetor’s backyard, apparently—but even so, it’s massive.

Fetor starts talking like he’s a professor in a lecture hall, but I can easily block his voice from my mind as I move around the display. When will men realize that just because they speak doesn’t mean anyone’s listening?

Unlike the Mission Control Room, this display is designed to be interactive. I’m allowed to go right up to the portal ring and touch it. My hands trail over the metal edge. Here, the wall of the ring is as tall as my chest and wider than two Rians standing on top of each other. The curve goes all the way up to the ceiling, giving it the illusion of continuing through the plaster.

Fetor pauses in the endless drone of misinformation that I’ve long since tuned out, and I use that opportunity to activate the holo for the room. The lights project a woman in a thick space suit floating out of the ceiling like a ghost, her face obscured by a mirrored visor on her helmet. She’s got a heavy, clunky LifePack on, and she doesn’t have jaxon jets, which is a shame, because someone like Skye Martin deserved jaxon jets. She was just born before they were invented.

“There she is. The woman who invented portals,” Fetor says, pointing to the holo projection.

Skye Martin didn’t invent portal travel. She was born on Centauri-Earth, which means she wouldn’t have even been on a planet other than Earth if portal travel hadn’t already been invented. Portals are the only thing that allow faster-than-light travel.

What Skye Martin did was make it even quicker. She combined solar glass—a rare material that’s only ever been found on a handful of worlds inhabited or not—with portal tech to make portals faster and more reliable. Without her, it would take months or years to go between worlds. Now? Weeks. Days for some paths.

When I look over, I see Rian watching me, as if he thinks I could pick up this piece of a portal and hide it under my tight-fitting sea-silk dress.

“Mr. White, Mr. Fetor?” a voice says from the door.

We all look up to see Phoebe, Rian’s associate in the red number, standing tentatively. She looks a little frazzled. Up and down the steps, wrangling wayward men. Not the best job to have.

“Hello, Phoebe,” I say. She nods at me, but her attention is on Rian and Fetor. “Love your dress.”

She glances at me as if she’d forgotten I was here. “Thanks,” she says, her attention already drifting back to Rian. “It’s an Eva Charming. Sir, we really need to complete the tech check with the addition of—”

“It’s fine; it’s just a tech check,” Fetor says waving her off. “I invented the tech.”

“And it’s still in prototype,” Phoebe says coolly. So, picking up on the way she doesn’t let emotion inflect her voice, this fancy-hover stage thing with a fancier nanobot display isn’t exactly ready for showtime.

“Also, the people operating the stage didn’t invent it and have never worked on something like it before.” Rian sighs. “I’ll go with you and make sure it’s quick.”

“Have fun, bossman,” I tell Rian with a mock two-finger salute.

Rian’s eyes narrow. “Phoebe, did you ensure the security was back on in the Mission Control display?”

“Of course,” she says, all efficiency. Rian pauses, saying something low to her, and her eyes zero in on me, narrowed, suspicious.

That’s that, I guess. Rian’s off to do more boring things, and he’s set his watchdog on me instead.

Fetor turns to me as he heads out. “Lovely meeting you.”

He still can’t remember my name. “I regret every second I’ve spent in your presence, and I want to stomp your face in,” I say genially.

“In those shoes?” Fetor makes a point of staring at my silver heels. “Some people would pay good money for that.”

Well, now he has my attention. “Really?”

“No,” Rian says forcefully. He grabs Fetor’s arm, pulling him toward the door.

“Wait, no, let me hear him out. Good money?” I ask.

“Very good.” Fetor’s lecherous grin may be the only real emotion I’ve ever seen his plastic face wear, and it promises a price tag with a lot of zeroes, my favorite kind of number.

“No,” Rian says again, already in the corridor.

“Maybe later,” I call to Fetor as Rian drags him away.
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The woman in red watches Rian and Fetor go as she stands in the doorway. After enough time has passed that they’re definitely down the stairs, she turns to me. Gone are the timidness and polite veneer. “The fuck are you doing?” she asks, stepping farther into the room.

“You’re supposed to ask me the codeword,” I point out.

Phoebe rolls her eyes. Technically, I am the only one who needed the “Eva Charming” link as a codeword so I could identify the contact on the inside if I needed to—apparently, the contact already knew who I was. Which makes sense now that I see my contact works for Rian. Bit unexpected, but I can roll with it.

There’s an irony, too, in the fact that my contact on the inside was also assigned to Strom Fetor—although perhaps Fetor doesn’t have a dedicated security team like I thought, and she was only fetching him for the tech trial. The pieces start organizing themselves into a pattern in my head: Rian was tailing me, Phoebe was watching us both, and she put herself in a position to get to me alone.

“If you’re already in UG security, why does the client need me?” I ask.

“I don’t have high-enough clearance to get in. Rian’s the only one in our department with full access.” Phoebe strolls languidly around the room, eyes tracing the enormous portal built inside.

I feel a little sorry for the portal. This thing is made with minerals mined on multiple worlds and had been filled with fuel generated from the captured sunlight of stars so distant that humans once only theorized they were there. It hung in space, defying the void, allowing intergalactic travel for nearly a century before it was replaced.

And now it’s caged in a windowless room.

I give it a little pat, like it’s a puppy. It deserves better.

I can feel her watching me. Phoebe. She’s not telling me the whole story; that’s for sure. Not that I blame her. I’ve got secrets of my own. But it’s not just about clearance.

I’m betting she tried to be honest first. The good sort usually do, and she seems like Rian, all noble and sincere and hoping to do the right thing. So, I’d wager, when she first realized just how colossally Strom Fetor’s company was going to fuck Earth over, she tried to raise the alarm internally. I’m betting she even approached Rian. But she didn’t have the evidence, I suppose, to make him see how bad this deal was going to go.

I glance at her out of the corner of my eye. She’s not like me; she wouldn’t have tried to turn her knowledge into profit. And I was wrong, I think; she didn’t go to Rian. Because Rian would have listened to her. She went to someone else. Someone who doesn’t care the way he does. Maybe someone higher up the chain? Yes, that’ll be it. She tried to tell someone, and they didn’t believe her.

So, she’s done with words. Actions only. Except now she’s burned some bridges that would have helped her do more from the inside. Lost a promotion, maybe, or an ear. Now she’s stuck as a junior member of security, fetching assholes to do tech checks. She sacrificed something in an attempt to do the right thing, and it didn’t pay off.

It usually doesn’t.

I wonder how different things would have been if she’d been trusted when she spoke up.

But that’s an old story, often repeated throughout history. It’s rare that anyone listens to words they don’t want to hear, rarer still when the speaker’s not the one in power.

“Have you even started on the mission?” Phoebe asks, pulling my attention back to her.

See, well, that’s an interesting question. The mission the client hired me to do? I mean, technically. But I’ll confess, I did sort of get distracted by my secondary goal, knocking over dominoes just to see them fall.

That’s what my contact gets for not paying for the repairs on Glory.

Still, I do have a real job to do. And I’ve done . . . some. I’ve laid some groundwork. That sounds good. “I’ve laid the groundwork,” I tell Phoebe confidently.

She raises her eyebrow, all doubt. Obviously, she’s been working with Rian for too long.

“What’s your connection with Fetor?” she asks.

“None. Why do I have to keep reminding everyone how much I hate him?”

Phoebe frowns at me. “You’re supposed to be here for—”

“I know,” I say, cutting her off. “And the asset is all but secured.”

More eyebrow gymnastics.

“Really,” I say.

She sighs like she’s five decades older than she really is. “Could you just stop with whatever games you’re playing with Fetor?”

“You got it,” I say.

She rolls her eyes, not believing me. “You’ve ‘laid the groundwork,’ eh? I’ll have to hope that’s enough. This entire project has been a mess. The whole thing. Took forever to get the planning in and the prototypes developed, and now that the climate cleaners have been approved, everything’s a rush job.”

Things get sloppy when they’re rushed. Cracks start to show. Things fall apart.

Exactly the kind of chaos I thrive in.

Phoebe cuts me a glance. “And Fetor insisted we announce the nanobot program tonight. I can’t even tell you the number of security breaches we’ve already stopped.”

I knew this event would be a draw. Ugh, competition.

“Fetor likes the spotlight,” I say.

Phoebe snarls in disgust, which makes me like her even more. “It’s all a show to him.” She describes a little of what’s happening later—a hover stage that’s going to soar out over the guests, with holo projectors doing a three-sixty wraparound display as the galaxy is informed of the Fetor Tech-funded climate cleaner innovation.

“Sounds big,” I say. Sounds easy to break, I don’t say.

She shakes her head. “Too big. We finally got the whole stage offline, so it’s not attached to any network, but . . .” She shakes her head harder, braids dancing. “It’s too fucking much.”

So, Phoebe sees the flaws too.

I try to get a bead on the situation, on her. I knew my client had someone on the inside—a volunteer, a believer. Phoebe may have been recruited . . . but she doesn’t have Rian’s security clearance to get the job done. The government is wasting her, using her to put out all these little fires rather than giving her more access.

While I’ve been thinking, Phoebe’s been watching me. “You’re missing an earring,” she says.

I touch my left ear. Observant. I shrug like it doesn’t matter.

I could use a distraction, though. If she’s in it for the charity instead of the money, I’m betting she’s a local girl. Judging from her accent . . .

“American?” I guess.

“Like you.”

I hate that she knows more about me than I know about her. And she’s getting it from two sides—she’s got what little information my client knows about me as well as whatever Rian’s been able to root up. And while I paid quite a coin to make sure records on my background were purged . . . I don’t like the situation. We’ll just leave it at that.

It’s easier to be a ghost. It’s better to be gone before I’m even spotted in the first place.

And here I am, in a glittering gown for every eye to see.

Food’s good, at least. Still, there’s a difference between smiling for camera drones that will delete my unimportant face, and my actual name being read by people who know to link it to me.

“So, what’s your angle?” Phoebe asks.

“Same as yours.”

She snorts, the sound full of contempt and derision.

“We could not be more opposite,” she states. “I’m not paid for helping.”

“You are,” I say. “Just not in cash. So, what part of America were you from?”

She hesitates but ultimately finds nothing too offensive about the question. “Indiana.”

“Oh, not bad.” Indiana was far enough away and east of the supervolcano when it erupted. Close enough to give her a healthy desire to actually give a shit about fixing up Earth’s problems.

“Not great,” she says. She was probably raised in a free colony—an area that didn’t have the intergalactic-tourism draw to be developed, but enough farmland and stable ground to independently subsist as a community.

It’s amazing how people just keep going. Supervolcanoes, climate collapse, global pandemics, dissolution of society . . . and there are still farms in Indiana raising wholesome young women who grow up to work as double agents and look hot in red gowns.

Humanity’s something else.

“The mission is clear,” Phoebe says, her eyes cutting to me. “You obtain the asset. You pass it off to me. And then we take it from there.”

Phoebe is on one side of the portal, glaring at me. I could go around the massive metal ring to get closer to her, but I opt instead to heft myself up the side. There’s a metaphor in there, but I was never one for higher lit.

“What are you doing?” Phoebe demands. My eyes keep drifting to the bright strands of light weaving through her braided buns. I wonder if she wears her hair like that on purpose, to distract people from her eyes, from seeing what she sees. And she sees a lot.

“Relax, it’s an interactive exhibit. I’ve been in here before when entire classrooms of children hung off this thing like it was a playground.” All the rough edges of the portal have either been filed down, removed, or covered in protective foam so said schoolchildren don’t get cut on the museum’s dime. I have to hitch my sea-silk dress up a little, exposing almost my entire left thigh, before I get all the way up and settled onto the ring. With my legs stretched out in front of me, I lean my back against the inner curving metal of the ring, and I think about how a few hundred years ago, there were solar fuel cells built right below me, more energy than a hundred nuclear bombs, just simmering.

It’s hollow and powerless now.

I loll my head toward Phoebe. At least my hair’s so glued down, it’s sturdier than the portal ring. “I know how the operation is supposed to work.”

She narrows her eyes at me. “How it’s supposed to work is exactly how it will work. You were hired for a job.”

“I know,” I say.

“And you’re going to do that job.”

I roll my eyes. Believers. She definitely feels she has a higher purpose, that her nobility counts for something.

“You’re a lot like Fetor,” I mumble. Everyone’s trying to save the planet but only on their own terms.

Phoebe sputters at me, but before her affronted thoughts can gain any traction, I add, “That’s why you can trust me. I don’t care about your little operation. I care about getting paid.”

“And the only way to get paid is to pass the asset off to me.”

Oh, she’s wrong about that. There are lots of ways to make a profit. Believers are never creative enough.

“The pass-off happens at the end of the night,” I say as if that’s a decade from now. As if it’s that straightforward.

“We can’t risk any delays.”

I tap my fingers on the metal. There’s a subtle, almost-indistinct hint of an echo, reminding me of how the portal’s empty metal now. Reminding me that if this thing were in space still, even if it had no fuel cell core, it would make no sound at all.

“You do your job; I’ll do mine,” I say, locking eyes with her again. “I know what the stakes are.”

“Do you?” There’s an edge to her voice now, raw desperation. And I don’t know if it’s the hint of fear that flashes in her eyes or the way she really does look smoking in that dress, but I sit up a little straighter. Something breaks behind her pretty face when she sees that I’m actually paying attention.

“This is it,” she says, her voice low but not because she thinks anyone can hear us. She knows this room is secure. Her voice is soft because she has so much hope pinned to her words that they’re drowning her like pebbles stuffed in the pockets of a tragic Victorian about to walk into the sea. She takes a shaky breath in. “This is everything, everything that we’ve been planning for years. If you—”

“Get the asset,” I fill in for her, “which I will.”

“If you do, if this works . . . we might get Earth again. Real Earth. Not one dependent on tourism and charity. Climate sickness would be a thing of the past. Think of the people dependent on drugs just to keep living on our world.”

Think of all the people not dependent on drugs, because living on our world already killed them. I silently state each word in my mind, and then I swallow them down, pushing the sentence deep into my gut, without letting a single syllable even float across my face.

She laughs, absolutely no amusement in her voice at all. “We might actually get the farm back.”

“So to speak,” I say.

“But if you fail—god, why does the whole thing have to hinge on you?” She waves her hand at me as if I am the most inept person to ever breathe in her presence. Which is supremely fucking unfair, because just ten minutes ago, she saw Strom Fetor, who’s way worse than me. I hope he falls off his hover stage during his big announcement.

“If you fail,” Phoebe continues, utterly ignoring me as her eyes trace up to the part of the ceiling where the portal ring should continue but instead cuts off abruptly, “If you fail . . .”

“If I fail,” I snark back, somewhat impatiently.

“Then the nanobots get released into Earth’s climate, a Pandora’s box that can never be closed. And when that happens, it will turn my world, our world into nothing more than a shell. He’ll own us. All of us.” She shakes her head.

This is exactly the kind of pressure I purposefully did not want to contemplate earlier. Yes, there’s a hell of a lot riding on tonight.

The nanobots that were in the Roundabout were infected with code that will spread like a virus. Nanobots are designed to work that way, to replicate on their own, to infect everything. These nanobots are going into the water cycle, and every scientist in every world will confirm that the one essential thing to human life on a planet is a working water cycle.

Once released, the nanobots will be impossible to recapture.

The virus will spread.

And Earth will pay the price.

Quite literally. The nanobots are designed to cease working, an encrypted code that Fetor purposefully designed to ensure he has to be rehired again and again. Rather than saving Earth, he’s making every citizen sign up for a subscription plan that will bankrupt them, just for the privilege of staying alive.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Phoebe says.

You really, really don’t, I think. But all I do is smile.

“You’re thinking, well, Earth is dying. If this doesn’t work, there’s plenty of room on the other worlds. And it’s true. People can immigrate. I’m sure that’s what Fetor thinks. It’s probably how he sleeps at night, telling himself that if people cannot afford to pay him to live, they can just move elsewhere.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t tell himself a damn thing at night, because if he does happen to have an ounce of empathy lingering like a stain on his conscious, he can just pay someone to have it removed.”

Phoebe gives me a brief snort of appreciation at that, but then her face tilts, her mouth tightening, as if she’s swallowing down acid. “It’s just . . . not everyone can leave. He’s going to own Earth, and he’s going to own the people who can’t afford to leave.”

“I know,” I say. Clear. Loud. Somewhat impatient.

But she’s already drowning in her hope and her desperation. She can’t hear anything I’m saying, not really.

I know what she’s going through right now. This is the first time the universe peeled away its veneer and showed her how cruel it can be, not out of any type of maliciousness but out of pure apathy. She’s from Indiana, for fuck’s sake; she’s been a witness to horror, sure, but it’s never before been hers to own.

And she doesn’t know what to do with it all, except to keep trying to scramble over the waves, even if they slip through her fingers, even if she’s using all her energy just to keep from going under.

She still thinks good can win. And she’s not taken any of the stones out of her pockets yet.

But that crack in her voice, that thrum of anxiety wrapping around her neck, that tightening in her shoulders . . .

I swing my legs over the side of the portal, standing up close to her. I look her right in the eyes. I say: “I won’t fail.”

I see the moment when she chooses to believe in me.

And if there weren’t so much profit on the line, I would pity her for that.
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I head downstairs after that. Phoebe makes sure of it. Technically, guests are allowed to go wherever they want in the museum, but no one cares about the exhibits on regular display other than me. And Strom Fetor, I guess.

Phoebe leaves me when we’re at the ground floor, but that doesn’t mean I’m alone.

Most of the gala is in the auction rooms, but I no longer have a desire to see people bidding on scraps of Earth. This area here, in the back, is more interesting, especially now that I know the grand finale is going to be so elaborate. So ripe for failure.

I lean against the stone wall by the stairs, just watching.

Waiting.

Above, through the glass roof and the huge windows at the end of the corridor, there’s enough lingering sunset through the giant panes of glass curving over the back of the museum to show the outline of the city beyond the carefully manicured lawn, but it’s not yet dark enough for the ambient glow of millions of streetlights coming on to obliterate the pinprick stars peeking through the early night.

I get as close as I can to the black curtain to assess a little of what Phoebe’s dealing with, but not close enough to make any of the waitstaff shoo me away. I get glimpses of the enormous control-panel system with five different people hovering over an array of switches and lit panels. Offline, Phoebe had said. This must control the elaborate hover stage Fetor wanted to use, as well the holographic display that will show people why we should trust a trillionaire to clean up Earth. Now that I know that’s the plan, I can see the break in the black curtains, strategically positioned behind the clear acrylic platform and podium.

This is going to be dramatic. Someone boring will introduce Fetor, and then the curtain will part, and he’ll rise over the crowd like a god, holographic displays illuminating everything.

I should be grateful—that’s what Phoebe would say, and Rian, too. He’s fucking pretentious, but this sort of spectacle will get the public interested. And fucking hell, I have to give Fetor credit, too. He perfectly orchestrated the protestors at the start of the gala to contrast brilliantly with this display—no wonder the holos the protestors used were so weak. This display? Going to blow that one out of the water. All the little technophiles are going to flock to Fetor, as usual, and this time, they’ll support Sol-Earth’s salvation instead of the latest data pad or overlays.

Making Fetor the face of the nanobots is going to sway public opinion for Earth. It’s a good thing if he’s in the spotlight right now, given how popular—for some god-awful reason—he is.

I don’t have to like it, though.

I’ll get my revenge when I replace the nanobot code he wrote, I think. Let him tower above the crowd, the king of rich assholes. He thinks he’s announcing his nanobots, secretly designed to fail, designed to make him even wealthier.

The higher he rises, the more fun it’ll be to watch him fall.

A burst of light draws my eyes to a new holo illumination. The words FETOR TECH in all caps shines over the black curtain.

“Not yet!” a rough voice shouts, loud enough for me to hear all the way from the sidelines, loud enough to make a server nearby jump, plates rattling. The holos cut off, and I blink away the blinding light. One of the techs hit the wrong switch too soon.

This little corner of the museum is backstage enough for me to watch the bland smiles of the servers drip off their faces when they turn away from the crowd. They head toward a door to the left of the colonnades, just past the black curtain and the flurry of activity happening there. I know from studying maps of the museum the door the waitstaff uses leads to an expansive area where all the real work happens—kitchens, conference rooms, offices. As I stand there, more workers emerge, removing the burnt-marshmallow seats and replacing them with rows of clear acrylic chairs.

Soon, everyone in the museum will be summoned here, to the main gallery hall, for the closing ceremony. Auction winners will be heralded. Fetor will announce that he’s invented tech he didn’t invent. Everyone will raise their glasses to him, and he’ll smile and believe their cheers mean he’s brilliant, and then the gala will end and everyone will go off to the real parties afterward, and in the morning, the feeds will be splashed with vids of the best dressed, and maybe there will be a footnote about a planet that some people wish would just die so they didn’t even have to pretend to care.

All I have to do is wait a little longer, and I can get off this world and back into the sky where at least people are honest when they lie.

And hopefully, I’ll have the asset I was paid to acquire with me. Whether I do or not will dictate which direction I fly. But I’ve done all I can to lay the path.

Nothing to do but wait and see.

• • •

I stay in this spot long enough to track the players. The server with dark skin and long, vivid blue braids clocks me every time he walks by with an empty platter—always an empty platter. The security drone is on a scheduled loop, the lens flicking in my direction every fifteen minutes. A woman in a silver gown with a mirror-like finish has passed me three times on the way to the restroom, which is on the other side of the corridor. A flash of red across the hall—Phoebe’s still keeping an eye on me. Rian’s off with Fetor, but that doesn’t mean I’m not watched.

Maybe I wouldn’t have noticed the kid if I wasn’t so busy noticing everyone else.

But I do see him. Young, maybe twenty if I’m generous, probably on the south side of eighteen or so. Golden eyes—fitted with holo specs. Medium-dark skin, silky black hair that brushes his shoulders. The ends are ragged, as if cut with blunt scissors.

He comes out the servers’ door, slipping in between rows of workers pushing hovers loaded with stacks of straight-backed chairs. He’s got a darty look about him, couldn’t be more suspicious if he tried.

He doesn’t notice me as he walks right past, up the stairs toward the second floor.

The server with blue hair dodges the chairs, his gaze flicking to me for a microsecond before pushing into the workers’ door.

Rian’s got everyone on his team watching me so hard, not a single other person has noticed the kid.

I spot the security drone, glimpse the silver dress.

And then turn on my heel and head up the stairs.
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The kid is sitting right on the same step where Rian’s hands gripped my hips so hard it would have hurt if it hadn’t felt so good.

Kid’s jumpy. Spots me a mile away, shoves something in his pocket.

Fucking great.

Sometimes, I hate when I’m right.

I walk up the steps slowly, mindful of my dumb shoes. I stop two steps below the kid, wait for him to look up at me.

Those wide golden eyes flick up to me, the lenses of his specs dilating and narrowing again. Bet he’s got some processor linked in. There’s a tiny bump behind his left ear—a subcutaneous receiver that’s perfectly positioned for bone-conduction audio. His specs have scanned my face, and the receiver is reading him information no one but him can hear.

It’s good tech. Better than what I have, usually.

Good tech isn’t abnormal here. The fucking protestors that were paid by the hour had better stuff than I can afford, and they didn’t even have an invite into this shindig. No, the level of tech’s not off.

It’s his clothes.

You can fake fancy clothes. Happens all the time, especially on a planet that cares more about people’s appearance than their welfare.

When it comes to rich people, you can always tell by the clothes. It’s not a matter of style or flashiness, no. It’s a matter of quality. My dress is simple, but it’s made of sea-silk. Poly fibers could have the exact same coloring, but it wouldn’t have flowed the same way over my skin. While I bought it pre-made, it was altered to my measurements, designed for my body.

This kid’s suit was an afterthought. A disguise.

But not his tech.

That’s the key thing. That’s the thing to notice.

“Hey,” I say.

“Fuck off,” the kid says.

“Nice.”

“The party’s downstairs.”

“Is it?”

That catches him up. I’ve got probably ten minutes before Rian’s people notice I’m not somewhere in the crowd, maybe fifteen before they actively start looking for me. Kid doesn’t know that, though.

“What do you want?” he demands.

I hike my dress up a little so I can sit down on the step beside him, leaning my back against the wall, my head almost brushing the underside of the railing as I face the kid. I take a long breath through my nostrils, let it out through my red-lacquered lips. “Don’t do it,” I say.

His jaw twitches. “I’m just sitting here,” he says. And then, “Mind your business.”

I stretch my legs out on the steps. “No.”

“No?” his voice rises. He’s new to this.

“No,” I repeat. “Because you’re about to fuck everything up, and I’m going to stop you before you do.”

“The fuck do you know, old woman?”

Okay, that was uncalled-for. Rude. I lick my teeth, making a smacking noise.

“Listen here, you little fuck,” I say. “If you think you’re the only one who’s noticed there’s no security drones in this corner of the stairwell, you’re dumber than you look.”

He blanches, his skin going a little splotchy, but his shoulders roll back. This one’s all vinegar and piss, and he just wants a fight, no matter what.

Reminds me of me.

So, I forgive him for being a smartass and turn away so he can save a little face. “Came in through the back door,” I say. “Headed straight here. Better tech than you’re used to.” I give him a sidelong glance, notice the way he twitches again. That box in his pocket’s burning a hole right through him. “Jarra?”

“No,” he snarls immediately.

Yes. He’s working with the Jarra. Those fuckers like to do this sort of thing.

Sending a kid in for sacrifice.

The gala tonight has too good of security for brute force short of open warfare to work. Even the airspace above the building’s regulated. No drone in here that’s not attached directly to security. A good chunk of the guests with private bodyguards, another chunk undercover.

But this is a gala to benefit Earth. A charity fundraiser.

And while the Jarra are also from Earth, they’re not a group that really likes charity or benefits. This is exactly the shit they hate. They don’t want help from other worlds. They want Earth to separate from the United Galactic; they want everyone who’s chosen to leave the homeworld to stay gone.

I’d bet my dress the Jarra know of Fetor’s announcement, of the nanobots that are supposed to come and save everyone. More meddling from off-worlders, tied to the government at that. I know for a fact they hate Fetor on principle for all the shit he pulled with the vaccine rollout for climate sickness a decade ago; they wouldn’t mind taking him out and making a political statement against government intervention at the same time.

I glance at the kid. He’s too jumpy to be an assassin.

But he’s stupid enough to be a bomb.

“Give me your transponder,” I say, holding my hand out without looking directly at him.

“No,” he snaps. Then, “I don’t have a transponder.”

Fucking idiot. “What did they tell you?” I sigh.

He glares at me, lips sealed.

“What’s your exit plan?” I ask softly, turning back to face him.

His expression is all tight jaw and tense neck.

“Just going to do a runner?” I guess.

The barest hint of a shrug, mostly unconscious but a little bit testing the waters.

The Jarra would know that any attack on the gala would be a suicide mission. They never intended for the kid to escape. They never even pretended to give him a way out. But I bet they told him he could make a run for it in the chaos.

See, this is why I will never work for those assholes.

Because they think killing Fetor is worth killing this kid. Make no mistake. This gala is crawling with security, and it’s not all here for me. Whatever stunt this kid pulls, he will get caught.

And they didn’t even tell him that.

I hold my hand out and snap my fingers.

“I don’t have anything,” the kid insists, a hint of whine creeping into his voice.

“Listen, kid, you’re going to fuck up both my and your plans if you don’t just hand it over.”

“Your plans?” he asks, his hand moving unconsciously to his pocket. Finally.

Here’s the thing. Rian has to have files and files and files on the Jarra. And I’m sure, at the top, those files are important. But the people at the top? They don’t get their hands dirty. Or blown off.

That’s what they use kids for.

I wonder how many plans go awry because they let young idiots who think they know what they’re fighting for carry them. An event like this? It’s a shot in hell that it’ll go anywhere. But then again—

Quantity over quality, that’s the Jarra. This isn’t the only shindig in the galaxy. I bet they sent kids out to a dozen different places, scattered over all the colonial worlds. Some of them will get caught by the law. Some of them will get caught in the crossfire.

But all they care about is what gets caught on camera. And something, no doubt, will filter through.

It’s a numbers game.

Gentle chimes echo throughout the museum. Bids are closed. People have fifteen minutes before the final show begins.

On the one hand, that’s a distraction. I can already hear the ambient noise of all the guests trickling from the auction rooms into the main gallery, where the chairs are lined in perfectly spaced rows and a hover stage has been set up, waiting for Fetor.

On the other hand, that’s only fifteen minutes before this kid wants to do an entirely different show.
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His fingers itch to get out the transponder he thinks he’s cleverly hidden in his pocket. He still thinks there’s a chance I’ll just walk away and let him play the big-boy games. 

“Hey, kid, do you know Jane—” I start.

“Don’t fucking try to recruit me to some weak-ass group not willing to do what it really takes to make change,” he snarls.

Okay, touched a sore spot there. I level him with a look. “Nothing I can do to stop you, huh?”

His grin is smug. That’s a no, then.

I tap the stone step with my fingernail, thinking. “Let me tell you how to run a con.”

He stares at me as if I’ve lost my mind, the smirk melting away in his confusion at my non sequitur.

“You want to steal something? You could be a ghost, but that’ll only work for so long. Eventually, you’re going to find someone who sees you.”

Someone with razor eyes.

“And when you’re seen,” I continue, “you have to change tactics. You have to do it all in front of everyone.”

The kid’s smirk twitches up again. I was right. He’s desperate to not be invisible. But he doesn’t get it, not yet.

I lean in closer. “Part one. Distract.” I waggle my fingers in front of his face with my left hand, reach for his pocket with my right.

He grabs my wrist, fingers hard, digging into the soft space over my veins, pressing into the tiny, thin bones. “I’m not that dumb.”

“Doubt that,” I say, yanking my hand free. “Besides, part two. You can steal anything in the galaxy if you make people think it’s their idea to give it to you in the first place.”

He rakes his eyes over me, not trying to hide his disgust. “You don’t talk like one of them.”

One of the elite, he means.

“Because I’m not, moron.” But he’s wrong. I may not be used to wearing silk and gems, but I learned how to steal from people like those in the crowd below. This kid just doesn’t realize that people like Fetor get what they want because they’ve convinced people like him it’s their right. “I’m from Earth,” I say. “Like you.”

“Why do you even care what I’m doing, then?” Sullen and petulant; what a charmer.

I shrug. “Not a big fan of things going boom.” At least, not when I’m not the one holding the detonator.

“I’m not doing anything like that,” he says, shaking his head so much, his hair flops around.

I lift an eyebrow so high, Rian would be proud.

That thought sends a chill down my spine. If Rian strolls up these steps, he’s going to think I’m working with the kid.

“Wait,” I say, shaking my head and refocusing. If the transponder’s not linked to explosives—the usual Jarra MO . . .“What’s the transponder for?”

He finally pulls it out, done pretending. “I’m just messing with the holo display.”

Aw, that’s cute. I got started the same way, hacking digi screens to send a message.

The chimes clang again, a little louder. Time to take your seats, they say. The show is starting soon.

It’s just . . .

The kid’s definitely working with the Jarra. This plan has got their bloody fingerprints all over it. “If you’re just hacking the show, let me see the transponder,” I say.

His holo specs whirr. By now, I bet they’ve pulled up a file on me, and this kid is hearing about my stunt a few years back, the messed-up ad sys.

Who better to appreciate his stunt than someone who knows code?

He shrugs like he doesn’t care about what’s going to happen next. The kid shoves the black box into my waiting hands. There’s a lift to his chin.

He’s proud of this, of himself. That’s how the Jarra get ones like him. Find the kids who are mad, make them feel important. Promise them recognition only when the job is done. This kid’s desperate for someone—anyone—to see him, really see him. He wants to light a spark just so someone will see him in the dark.

But it’s not safe to play with fire, not when you don’t know how deep the burns can go.

“Where you from?” I ask, flipping the box over.

“Austral—Wait, don’t do that!”

I flick open the back with my fingernail and look at the circuitry inside. Kid didn’t make this transponder; it’s too neat. Every part here was bought with purpose, not scrapped together.

I tap my cuff against the receiver, activating the wireless programming I keep ready. This wouldn’t work for anything much more complicated, but scanning code isn’t hard.

“Here, hold this,” I say, tossing the black lid of the transponder to the kid as I reach inside my reticule and pull out my small data pad, linking it through my cuff to the transponder. In moments, info flashes on the screen.

“What are you—” he starts, leaning closer.

It’s just code, and my eyes skim over the illuminated series of commands. For all the advancements in the universe, it’s kind of amazing how simple code can be, how we can cross the galaxy at light speed with binary, using the same string of commands that made that clunky red telephone upstairs.

This is a light show. Linked up to the holos that are going to be on display.

Downstairs, I hear a female voice call for attention over the loudspeakers. She’s thanking the gala attendees and announcing how much has been raised for Sol-Earth. I can almost visualize her on the acrylic stage, gesturing grandly behind the clear podium, the black curtain behind her just waiting to part.

“Give that back,” the kid demands.

“You’re not activating shit until Fetor starts talking,” I say, still reading the code. It’s all linked to the display Fetor’s going to give—holo projections of Earth.

And—

There it is.

Right after the display announces Fetor’s saved Earth with his nanobots, which will be released soon.

“You code this?” I ask the kid.

“Yeah.” He’s all chuffed.

I tilt the screen to him. “You code all this?”

His eyes scan the screen. He pauses. I watch his lenses contract to pinpricks. He points to where the code starts to go awry. “What’s—”

“That’s the part where things go boom.”

He snatches the screen on my data pad, scrolling through it. My grip is tight around the transponder, even though he doesn’t reach for it again.

It’s clever coding, I’ll give them that. It starts off with nothing more than a prank—that’s the kid’s writing; I can see the clunky style of it. The holos were going to showcase the nanobots, and the code is linked to make them display a mockery, swarming the holo representations of the bots into an obscene body part pointed at Fetor’s head. I can honestly appreciate that bit.

Seamlessly wrapped around that code, though, is something more insidious.

Every single element of tonight’s event has had to go past security, through scanners, and beyond the careful eye of Rian and his people. Any physical bomb would have been caught.

With all the live feeds that will surely be pointed at the “glitching” holos, that’s going to be a lot of eyes when the hover stage Strom Fetor is on explodes.

“That was a smart touch,” I say. Credit where it’s due.

“What?” The kid’s voice is all hollow. He’s starting to realize how deep he’s in the shit.

“There’s no bomb, no explosives. You just programmed the hover to overload and ignore the failsafes.” Nothing to smuggle in except a transponder—that’s how they got past all the security. The transponder’s innocuous on its own; if anyone did bother to check the kid’s pockets, it wouldn’t have triggered anything or shown up on any scanner. And there’s nothing to detect on the stage itself. I’m certain Rian had it examined a million times. There was nothing for him to find except some override code in a kid’s pocket.

We had to take Fetor’s tech offline, Phoebe said before. They needed the kid on site to activate with a transponder; the Jarra couldn’t hack into a system not on the network. Slip in the code to make the stage itself fail, and bam. Fireworks. The deaths of Strom Fetor and anyone who happened to be beneath the stage caught on live feed, broadcast to trillions of people across all four worlds.

“I . . .” The kid’s voice trails off.

And I get it. I do. Fetor blowing up on stage in front of a lot of live feeds is . . .

Kind of appealing; not gonna lie.

But it’ll fuck up all my plans.

The kid’s hacking means the whole stage will overheat to catastrophic levels soon after Fetor starts speaking, and the stage will literally crash and burn—which, again, is a chef’s-kiss level of awesome if only it didn’t mean that (a) some innocents below would get hurt too, and (b) I have bigger metaphorical fish to metaphorically fry than literally frying Strom Fetor.

I sigh. I’m going to have to stop this from happening. “Murdering the richest man in the galaxy on live feeds? You’ll never escape.”

His eyes go wide. “I’ve gotta get out of here now,” he says. “I have a family—my mom . . .” His voice cracks, and that cracks at my own little shriveled heart. Boys always want their mommas when they realize they fucked up.

I grab the back of the transponder and put it back on the box, careful not to push the big red button that will emit the transmission that will overwrite the failsafes of the hover stage. I keep a tight grip on the box, though; no way am I letting the kid have it back. “It’s fine,” I say, placating him. “Just don’t start the sequence. Go down, steal some good food, go home, and quit working for assholes who think you’re disposable.”

He shakes his head, hair whipping around his face. “You don’t understand,” he says all in a rush, eyes wide. “I already pushed the button. The sequence is already timed and programmed. I heard your shoes on the steps—I pushed the button then, before you got up to me. It’s already overwritten the code in the stage. As soon as Fetor starts speaking, the holos are going to change, and then . . .”

And then boom.




13

Well, fuck.

The kid’s eyes are wild. He signed up for a prank, not murder.

Gentle waves of clapping from downstairs. Auction winners lauded for spending money. Almost time for the finale.

“I’ve gotta get out of here,” the kid says. All that false bravado has turned into panic. His only chance now is distance. Before I can wrap my head around just how bad this is, he’s bounding down the steps. I could chase him down, or I can figure this out.

Don’t get me wrong; Strom Fetor exploding on stage is absolutely appealing, and I would normally pay cash money for a front-row seat to that. Well, considering how the stage is now programmed to crash directly into the audience, maybe not front-row.

But I need my dominoes to fall just right.

Fuck. Dropping the evidence in my bag, the silk purse now showing sharp corners, I head downstairs in time to see the staff door swinging from where the kid made his escape. My eyes dart across the room. If I can flag down one of the people who was supposed to be watching me, let them know the stage is going to explode before the show’s over . . .

Where the fuck is everyone?

I stick close to the wall, creeping behind the black curtain. The command center for the stage and holo displays and live feeds is along the far wall. There are more workers here, bustling prep for the finale, but there’s no red dress or blue hair to spot me. There’s no Rian.

Only Strom Fetor.

He catches my eye and grins. He’s already on the stage, a narrow platform with a little lip in front.

If I had half an hour and a code splicer, I could work around the kid’s hack.

But I don’t.

If I go over to the impromptu command center they’ve set up and tell them the problem, would they believe me?

Maybe.

“Let’s hear it for the auction winners!” the female voice of the presenter calls from her position on the acrylic stage on the other side of the curtain. Fetor steps forward, depressing a button hidden under the front lip of the hover stage. It slowly rises in the air, about thirty or forty centimeters, not too high. Lights spark under the hover stage, the holos already warming up. I remember then what Phoebe said earlier, about how this tech stage is a new prototype. I wonder if Fetor would get the blame if I let those holos overheat and he smashes into the crowd below. Actually, a pretty smart hack—but also another reason why people would then call into question whether or not the nanobots to clean Earth should be used.

The presenter on the other side of the curtain says, “And now, let me introduce the man of the hour!”

So much for the easy way out.

I start running. The grand corridor is wide, but even with my shit shoes, it takes me only a few minutes to reach Fetor. I can feel people backstage watching me, curious about the woman darting across the hall, but they probably think I’m on some errand or something. No one stops me when I reach the stage, and no one, especially not Fetor, expected me to dive at it. I feel the slit in my dress rip as I scramble up.

“What are you doing?” Fetor whisper-shouts at me.

“Houston, we have a problem,” I mutter.

The presenter is still droning on about how awesome Fetor is, and fuck, do I hope, for once, that she’ll keep at it. I see guards now, uniformed security heading straight toward us, but at least I can get a sense of the controls from here. The stage is designed to be remotely operated—that’s what the command center is for—but some simple directional buttons are built into the base. I stomp on the big red arrow labeled up, and Fetor and I lift from the ground, almost to the top of the black curtain, well beyond the jumping grasps of the security guards below.

The stage judders, dropping a dozen centimeters in a stomach-whooshing movement that makes Fetor curse and stumble. The command center. They operate the stage remotely. I step on the Lock button, the abrupt stop putting us still well beyond the security guards’ reach.

Outside, the crowd titters in polite laughter at something the presenter said. Her intro has to be winding down now. And no one of the other side of the curtain knows that I’ve hijacked Fetor’s stage.

“The show is starting; get off!” Fetor says, reaching for me. The platform’s not that big, only wide enough for five or so people to stand if they don’t mind not having much elbow room. He grabs for my arm, but as soon as he touches me, I yank away. What’s he going to do, shove me off stage? At this height, I could break a leg.

I skim the faces at the command center, settling on one man glaring at me, the only person not moving among a flurry of frantic workers.

Rian. His eyes slice right to me.

“Get off!” Fetor says, louder. Loud enough that maybe the people in the audience can hear.

I stomp his foot with my stiletto heel, and Fetor yelps in pain. Finally, those stupid shoes prove worthwhile. I ignore Fetor entirely, my focus on Rian, as I lift my hands, my reticule swinging, bulky with the kid’s transponder inside. Rian’s had space training. I have to hope . . .

Do you trust me? I sign, beseeching him with my eyes to understand the stakes have changed, the game’s different now.

He shakes his head frantically, and then, just in case I didn’t get the picture, signs, Absolutely not, whatever you’re planning, absolutely NOT. His hands are in such a flurry, I can barely comprehend them, but the gist is clear.

I shrug. Well, I tried.

With a wink at Rian, I kneel on the platform. On the other side of the curtain, the audience’s clapping grows louder. Seconds now. I scan the wiring, sending a prayer of thanks up that this stage is a prototype. Behind the lip at the front, the wiring is still exposed. Hell, maybe the kid didn’t need to hack the stage; this thing really is not well designed. There’s a distinct smell of burning ozone. The kid said the hack wouldn’t overheat the holos until later in the speech, but I don’t trust that to hold true.

“And now!” the presenter calls over the claps of the audience. “Our guest of honor, Strom Fetor!”

Here goes nothing.

I tangle my fingers in the wires and yank a handful of blue and red and purple and white, ripping them out.

“What the—” Fetor starts.

And the stage smashes down.

Fetor and I both go sprawling, the wind knocked out of us, but I’m sensible enough to appreciate that the guards who’d been trying to grab for us are unharmed, if dazed and shocked.

For one split second, the entire museum is silent, the reverberations of the crash behind stage fading. This was loud. The audience didn’t know Strom was going to fly out from behind the curtain like a god, but that cacophony didn’t sound planned.

Then the noise picks up. The guards rush the cracked remains of the stage, grabbing and pulling me bodily away. Someone’s shouting. I see more people run to Fetor, who’s already standing up and brushing off his jacket, his face purple with rage. Some people dressed to the nines talk frantically to him, and there’s a grim set to his jaw. The presenter is trying to calm the concerned audience, and some people—likely with the museum—rush from that side to this side of the curtain.

And then the guards slam me through the employee entrance. Waitstaff go scattering.

“In here,” one of them says, and I’m shoved into a conference room.

I get just one line from Fetor, his voice amplified over the noise and chaos. “Folks, sorry about that loud crash,” he says. He must have walked through the curtain and taken the clear stage after I broke his toy. I get part of his next sentence: “Tonight’s all about history, so I shouldn’t be surprised the museum couldn’t handle some of my newer technology!”

There’s a wave of relieved laughter. They’re all going to pretend nothing happened.

The conference room door slams, sealing me inside. I kick off my shoes—hateful things—and sling myself into one of the leather swivel chairs at the table, releasing all the pent-up adrenaline as my body melts into the seat.

Well, that could have gone better.
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The conference room door bangs open so abruptly that I jump. Rian storms inside.

“Hello,” I say cheerily.

Another man follows him in, then slams the door shut again. He has tightly coiled white hair over an ashen face and a grim expression. The infamous Jacques Winters, gala director.

Outside, Fetor’s got to be at least ten minutes into his little speech. Had I not done what I did, there would have been a lot more screaming and a lot fewer inane jokes played for polite laughter.

“Ada, what the fuck,” Rian snarls.

“Okay, you’re mad,” I say.

Rian glowers at me, jaw tight, but the white-haired man whirls on him. “You know her?”

Rian doesn’t even look at him. His eyes burn into me. “Why?” he chokes out.

In answer, I reach for my purse. The white-haired man jumps, but Rian holds out a hand, ready to take what I’m offering.

My data pad.

I flip it on, unlock the screen, and bring up the kid’s hack. “By the time I caught him, he’d already set the command into motion,” I say, also handing over the transponder.

“What is it?” Winters asks, looking at the screen.

Shit. Rian doesn’t know code. Winters doesn’t seem to, either, but another man enters the conference room—the blue-haired server. He takes the data pad from Rian, and the two of them quickly confer. I let them talk. I shoot Winters a charming smile, but it doesn’t make his scowl lessen. Tough crowd.

Rian turns to me, looking across the room from his position by the door. “Who—”

I cut him off. “The Jarra.”

The gala director whips around to me. Finally an expression from him other than rage. “You intercepted something from the Jarra?”

“Hi.” I beam at him. “My name’s Ada Lamarr, and tonight I saved your ass. In front of all the live feeds, too. You are welcome.”

“You intercepted a terrorist?” Rian said, ignoring my polite introductions. The blue-haired man leaves.

I stopped a kid from fucking up his own life, I think. I could care less what happened to Fetor. But that kid was never going to get away with what he’d done.

“Where is—” Winters looks around as if the entirety of the underground movement were standing in the conference room, weapons drawn.

“He’s gone,” I say casually.

“Gone?” Rian narrows his eyes.

“I took care of it.”

His brows wrinkle; his jaw tightens.

“Speaking of.” I turn to the coordinator, shooting him a smile. “I did promise Fetor that red telephone from the Mission Control display as an apology for messing up his fancy speech.” A lie, but a believable one.

His eyes widen. “That was not yours to—”

“Yeah, obviously. But consider how stopping your own guest of honor’s hover stage from turning into a raging inferno of death and destruction may have saved you a little face.”

“Why didn’t you alert the authorities?” the coordinator shouts.

“I tried.” I look at Rian, raising my hands and making the signs for Do you trust me? A little muscle near his left eye tics. I turn my full attention to the coordinator. “But time was of the essence, and the show must go on, no?”

Winters looks at his cuff band, eyes bouncing off glowing letters as ping after ping swamps the receiver. “I need to—”

Rian waves him off without taking his eyes off me. He pulls out a chair, sitting down as the coordinator leaves us alone, the door clicking shut behind us.

I lean forward before Rian can speak. “I didn’t do this,” I say, jerking my head toward the data pad without breaking eye contact. “I came across a kid who got conned into delivering a hack.” Outside, we can hear Fetor’s speech echoing throughout the museum. He’s not physically lifted above the crowd; there are no glittering displays. But I catch the word nanobots, and the resulting cheers from the audience make me reasonably sure things are going well.

A soft knock on the door. Rian stands to open it. The woman in the silver dress. I hear them muttering for a moment, catching things like “drone footage confirms” and “there did seem to be a breach through the staff hall.” She hands Rian a huge, padded bag. Rian shuts the door again when she leaves.

Inside the black bag is a plethora of devices. Rian sets them up on the conference table, ignoring me when I lean forward to look. He’s checking up on my story, checking all the security drones, linking in to the transponder to see what else it has. I let him work for a while.

I let him prove my story correct.

“Look,” I say once I’m certain he knows I wasn’t lying, at least not about this, “cards on the table. I did not wake up this morning intending to bump into some kid recruited for the Jarra and have to fuck up all his plans to make way for my own.”

“A kid?” Rian’s face softens, then goes tense again. “But what were your plans?”

I shrug. “You won’t believe me. But . . . I’ve got a little bit of a track record going for me,” I say, quieter. “No one dies. Even if that messes up my own agenda.”

Oh, that’s eating him up inside. Because it’s true. Last time we crossed paths, the last words I said to him were claiming that no one died in the crash of the UGS Roundabout, and I have no doubt that he followed up on that, proving me right. And the evidence of the kid’s hack is right there in front of him.

“You could be working with—”

“No.” My harsh word cuts him off. “No,” I repeat, just as strongly. I let out a breath through my nose. “We all have our lines we don’t cross.”

Rian puts the data pad on the table, scooting his chair close to mine. Our knees bump. It reminds me of being in the shuttle with him, exploring the protoplanet where the Roundabout crashed, telling him truths and lies and waiting to see which ones he believed.

“What other lines do you have, Ada?” he asks. His voice is low, rough.

I shrug, and while my face is casual, my tone matches his. “Very few. Limits aren’t really my thing.”

Eyebrow arch. “I can see that.”

My hands move from my lap to his knees, my fingers pressing against his firm thighs. I stand, the chair scooting behind me, but I keep my face even with his, my hands on him, my body angled so that I fill his vision. “As far as dates go, this one has been pretty terrible, but there’s still time for you salvage it.”

It takes a few minutes for my words to process in his head. He snorts. “This isn’t a date, Ada.” He’s working so hard to keep his eyes on mine, not drifting south. What a gentleman.

“It could be,” I whisper. “And what an exciting story it would become.”

He scoots back in his chair, pushing my hands away. I straighten up, using this opportunity to look down at him. He picks up my data pad.

“I’m keeping this,” he says.

“Then you’re going to reimburse me,” I snap back.

“Consider the data recorder you stole from Halifax to be payment.”

“That was a gift,” I say.

“The information on it wasn’t.”

Fine. He’s not bending on that.

I slip my shoes back on—they’re painful, but the tile floor is cold. “The gala’s almost over,” I say. “Show a girl a good time.”

He’s going to let me off the hook for the stage shenanigans. I know it; he knows it. Everything he’s checked has proven my story. Rian knew that part of the stairs was the only blind spot, but he’s retroactively tracked the kid’s entry and exit, and he sees the evidence I’ve gathered. When some expert analyzes the code, maybe they’ll even be able to trace it back to some member of the Jarra who set the kid up, I don’t know. But it’s pretty obvious now that I stopped a much bigger crisis from happening, and whether he likes it or not, Rian’s going to forgive me for the little stunt I pulled.

And it’s been enough to distract him from what I actually came here to steal.
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Rian’s not letting me out of his sight again; that’s for damn sure. He escorts me to the now-dark windows at the back of the main gallery, and we watch on screens as Fetor finishes up his speech on the other side of the black curtain.

“Backstage at the biggest event of the year,” I say. “I feel like a VIP.”

“I feel like I can’t let you out of my sight.”

“You’re such a flirt.”

“Trust me, folks,” Fetor says on stage, the voice amp picking up his resonant chuckle. “We had a great display set up for you to explain it all, but—”

Rian notices the way my lips snarl. “Why do you hate Strom Fetor so much?” His voice is low, and we’re far enough away from others that our conversation is, essentially, private.

“Do I need a reason?” I ask. “He’s so hateable, on so many levels.”

“Is Fetor the reason why you’re here?” Rian tries to keep this all business. He’s so focused on me, he doesn’t even notice the way Phoebe is on the other side of the hallway, whispering to a tall man with reddish-brown skin and crinkly eyes, both of whom keep looking at us conspiratorially. I wish there was a way I could eavesdrop on the office gossip that I am absolutely thrilled to be in the center of with Rian. From their point of view, I was caught making out with Rian and then escaped certain punishment after that stunt on the hover stage, and now I’m hanging off his arm. I slither a little closer to him, and it takes him a full five seconds for him to move his hand when it brushes against my hip.

“I didn’t come here for Fetor,” I say. Lie. The job I was hired to do had nothing to do with Fetor, but part of the reason I accepted it had everything to do with it. Dominoes. Still, to Rian’s face, I say, “I consider personally informing Fetor that I despise every molecule in his body as a bonus of the job. Almost better than the food. It would also have been a bonus if he’d caught on fire in front of a live audience, but I had to improvise on that one. You’re welcome.”

“Thank you,” Rian mutters, but he doesn’t sound grateful at all. “So, Strom wasn’t your job?”

“Of course he’s not,” I say. Someone closer to the stage glances back at us, glowering, as if she’s far more concerned about what Fetor has to say than anything else, which is just ridiculous.

“But then why do you hate him?” Rian asks, softer.

“Do I need a reason?”

“Just curious.”

“I don’t think anyone should have enough personal wealth to decimate a large country’s income just because he’s going through a midlife crisis.”

Rian frowns, considering. There are at least three things I could be referring to with that statement. The bureaucratic coup that shifted control of the communications network from Fetor’s mother to Fetor himself also saw a shift of the main office from Centauri-Earth to Rigel-Earth, creating an economic crisis on the former. Fetor’s brief, passing interest in ship development saw him purchase and then bankrupt the largest engine manufacturing chain, which resulted in alternative fuel systems all but disappearing from sale.

And that’s not even mentioning . . .

“Your father,” Rian says softly, razor-blade gaze on me, cutting off every mask I usually wear.

I nod tightly, not trusting myself to talk.

See, Fetor’s family wealth did start on Earth, and while his family’s compound in the heart of the United Russo-Asian Republic may have been vastly different from my own upbringing in rural America, that little bit of shared homeworld would normally garner my sympathy.

Not for Fetor.

“I thought you’d appreciate the climate-sickness vaccine,” Rian says.

“I do.” I wrap my arms around my shoulders, unconsciously touching the rough patch of skin near my left underarm. The med patch vaccine left a scar, one anyone who was in the first few years of vaccines has. They have a milder version now, one that doesn’t leave a mark.

Climate sickness only affects people on Earth. Radiation and pollution combined into a lethal outcome for hundreds of thousands of people before anyone even started to try to find a cure, and it was only in factories like Fetor’s, ones that were literally on the planet, that there was any sort of concentrated effort to discover a cure, even if other planets claimed to offer help.

Fetor’s medical research facilities discovered the vaccine and treatments to help those already sick first. I’ll give him that. The researchers saved billions of lives.

But not at first.

At first, after the trials and experiments, the only people who got the vaccine or treatment were those who could afford it.

“Eight years,” I say, my eyes blurring as the audience starts to clap for Fetor. The show’s about to end.

Rian touches my shoulder. When I release my hold on myself, I see the lingering traces of my handprints on my arms.

“Eight years of profit before he sold the patent to the government. Three more years before the government was able to manufacture enough vaccines and distribute them widely. Eleven years, total, before anyone who wanted the meds got them.” I don’t look at him. “A lot can happen in eleven years.”

“Thank you, thank you!” Fetor shouts into the amp as gold and silver confetti falls from the ceiling over the crowd. The audience roars in approval.

While the kid hacked into the holo display of the hover stage, there are permanent display holos built into the museum’s network. The holo projection of Sol-Earth that illuminates and reflects through the metallic confetti is safe, although I expect Winters to have triple-checked to ensure it wasn’t sabotaged as well. Music swells as the projection of the planet slowly twirls midair.

Not Earth as it is now, no, but as it was centuries ago. White at the caps. Blue in the oceans, green in the land. No bubbles of protection over specific landmarks. No America broken by plates shifting after the supervolcano erupted. No garbage island in the Pacific, so dense that it’s now inhabited by bands of independent rovers.

Earth as it was.

As it will never be again, even with all the money of all the people in this room.

I glance at the O-ring pinned to Rian’s rose corsage. Sometimes, when something breaks, it stays broken.

Rian’s not watching the people. He’s watching me.

“It takes time to distribute medical care to every inhabitant of a planet,” he says. “In the history books, it’s considered a miracle that in just a little more than a decade, everyone had access to a life-saving treatment.”

I nod silently. Then I say, “How much of that time was wasted on haggling over the sale price of the patent on the vaccine?”

He doesn’t answer.

One thing both Fetor and Rian have in common is this deep desire to save the world. Fetor wants the credit. Rian just wants to do good.

But . . . I don’t need to save the whole world.

I just needed to save my father.

And he didn’t have eleven years to wait.

The museum coordinator strides past us, and I startle. I was so lost in my own thoughts, I almost forgot about the purpose of the chaos around us. Winters mounts the acrylic stage in front of the black curtain, waving his hand for attention from both Fetor and the audience. “It has been our joy to host you tonight, and I must extend my deepest gratitude for our guest of honor, Strom Fetor!” The cheering from the audience gets even louder, and servers pop up, glasses of fizzy wine on silver platters.

“You know, the climate-cleaner nanobots that we’re rolling out . . . they’re nothing like the vaccine distribution.” Rian tugs on my arm, pulling my attention to him. I blink rapidly, refocusing. “Maybe the climate-sickness vaccine could have been distributed more efficiently. But this is different.”

“Because you’re in charge?”

He flinches at the bitter bite of my words. “Because it’s already in motion.” He turns me away from the stage, enclosing me in our private conversation. “I don’t know what the people you’re working for told you, but what you stole from the Roundabout crash? It delayed us, but it didn’t stop us. You took a prototype on its way to the final stage of testing and development, and while we had to recreate the data and send an entirely new one to the facility, you did nothing more than hold up production.”

There’s an accusation in his voice, an undercurrent of blame that makes bile rise in my throat. If Fetor’s family made Earth wait more than a decade for climate sickness treatment, Rian’s saying in his tone, how are you any better for delaying climate cleaners from spreading all across the planet?

I want to tell him everything.

Not yet, though. Not here.

Instead, I say, “I know.”

I pull a tube out of my reticule and slick shiny gloss over my red-stained lips.

The museum coordinator makes a motion, and a woman crosses to the stage, a black box in her arms. When Fetor lifts the lid, he grins in delight, showing the red telephone from Mission Control to the audience, who—somehow—cheers even louder.

Rian’s voice is so soft that I almost miss his words in the cacophony around us. “What do you know, Ada Lamarr?”

I lean close to him, tugging on his shoulder so I can whisper in his ear. “More than you,” I say, and then, before he can pull away, I let the tip of my tongue dart out and lick the shell of his ear, just so I can watch him try not to unravel at the galaxy’s biggest event of the year.
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The fizzy wine is flowing, and while some groups are starting to break up, the party is still going strong.

Which only makes Rian jumpier.

He keeps waiting for me to make a break for it. It’s like he still thinks I might try to cram Pharaoh Tutankhamun’s liver into my purse, but he must have realized by now there’s more at play here than that.

“Dessert?” a server says, pausing in front of us with a tray full of delights.

“No, thank you,” I say.

Rian’s eyes grow wide. “Are you okay?” he gasps, incredulous as I watch the tiny plates of chocolate-covered berries walk away. He frowns in concern.

Part of me wants to shove him aside, race to the server, and shovel the chocolate into my mouth by the fistful.

But the part of me that wants to get paid wins out. So, rather than follow the absolutely logical course of action, I turn my back on the food.

He’s watching me even closer now. Maybe he can sense the anticipation coiling in my gut like a snake. He’s always so observant, my Rian.

So, I pick a fight.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t notice?” I ask, eyes flicking down to his jacket.

“Notice?” Rian’s brow creases.

I jab the O-ring he’s used to affix the rose to his lapel. “I told you something real and true, and this is what you choose to make a mockery of?”

It takes him a moment to follow—good; I hope that means he forgot about the dessert thing. But once he finally pieces together my accusation, he blanches.

“You think I’m making fun of an entire family that died due to a ship malfunction?” he asks, reaching for the corsage. He shakes his head, and some of his carefully slicked-back hair breaks free. “No, no, that’s not what this is.”

“Oh, yeah?” I cross my arms, glaring at him, but inside, my heart leaps. I hadn’t actually thought he was making light of such a horrific event, but I had thought he was mocking me. From his tone, though, I can tell I missed whatever point he was truly trying to make.

“It’s to remind me that something small makes all the difference in the world,” he says softly. He’s looking at me, right into my eyes, all earnest and soulful, and it’s making my knees melt like the chocolate I wish was on my tongue.

“Oh?” I say, trying to yank myself back into the here and now.

He nods. “I made a mistake once.”

“Just the once?”

That gets me a smirk. “I saw someone who I knew was trouble.”

“Can’t be me, then.”

“And rather than believe she was as capable as she said, I overlooked just how much damage she could do.”

“She sounds like my type.”

“Ada.”

I mocked him once for the way he said my name, voice deep and serious. And I want to mock him again, now, except—

Except now it’s not just my knees that are melting, it’s all of me going liquid, all of me burning, all of me longing. Wanting.

My name forms on his lips, and it throws me right back into the past, to that moment where I let myself pretend, for one night, that I could have a life like the one he thinks he wants. He told me he liked the idea of knowing where I was in the universe, but he’s a goddamn liar, because I can see the truth painted all over his flushed skin. He says he wants a life that’s stationary? No.

No.

He wants to chase me. He’s practically begging me to run right now. He’s dying for some action.

Problem is, right now? I can’t move, much less run. I put my hand on his chest, not intentionally. Because gravity is melting alongside me, my heart floating miles above my head, and if I don’t touch him, I’ll fall. Except that’s not true, either, because touching him?

Makes me fall even more.

He opens his mouth to speak. “Ada—”

“Oh my god, shut up,” I say, each word soft, each syllable pulling me closer to him, to his lips, until I crush my mouth against his, until I taste the way he says my name.

“Ahem.”

I contemplate murdering stupid fucking Strom Fetor. Instead, I pull back at his stupid fucking voice and only visualize punching his stupid fucking face rather that actually following through on my heart’s desire. Because of course it would be Strom Fucking Fetor that would interrupt me kissing Rian.

I glance at Rian, whose entire expression clearly says: Okay, yes, you were right, I hate him too; we should have let him die in a fiery inferno of death. I might be paraphrasing that look.

When Rian turns to the man, though, he’s plastered on his professional mask.

“You’ve got a little something,” Fetor says before Rian can speak. He touches his own lips, a mirror to where a smear of red stains Rian’s.

So, I’m getting a little sloppy. Who can blame me? Lip gloss looks good on Rian, anyway.

Rian licks the corner of his mouth, his tongue still tasting my kiss. “Can I help you?”

I open my reticule and retouch my lip gloss, using the tiny mirror on the cap to check my face. The stain and protective layer I put on before keeps the red where it’s supposed to be; the gloss smeared on Rian’s skin but stayed in the lines on mine.

Fetor smirks at Rian. “I was going to invite you to the afterparty at my estate, but I can see you have plans.”

“No, I—” Rian starts, but Fetor cuts him off.

“I get it.” Fetor holds his hands up, palms out, as if placating Rian. “I’d make the same call.” He winks at me. “Thanks for the phone.”

“Consider it payment to never have to see you again,” I say brightly as I loop my arm through Rian’s. “He’s just walking me out now. If I can’t seduce him, I’ll send him to your little party.”

“You can come, too,” Fetor offers, speaking about five inches below my chin.

“I would rather evacuate myself from an airlock without a suit, giving myself over to the cold embrace of death,” I say cheerily, smiling brilliantly.

Fetor laughs as if I’d told him a joke, but I’m already pulling Rian toward the exit, my heels clacking on the stone floor. 

“So, I do actually trust you enough to believe that you’re not working with the Jarra,” Rian says as we maneuver around drunk rich people. “But I have to admit I’m a little surprised you didn’t let Fetor’s hover stage crash down in a blaze of glory.”

I swallow down the distaste on my tongue. “Please, let us never speak of that again. I am mortally embarrassed to have missed that opportunity.”

I feel Rian’s pace slowing as we get closer to the big doors. The security has removed the scanners; they don’t care what we leave with. Rian knew this would happen; he helped set up security. And even as we get closer to the exit, I can see the gears turning in his mind, wondering what I’ve been able to steal right out from under his nose.

Sure enough, he pulls me to a stop in the little alcove where the guards had watched the prepaid pretense of a protest play out. “I’ve trailed you all day,” he says.

Except when you left me in Phoebe’s hands or had your goons watch me, I think.

“And you’ve not even attempted to steal anything,” Rian says. “At first, I thought it was that red Mission Control phone, but you just rejected going to Fetor’s afterparty, and if you were going to steal the phone . . .” His brow creases as he tries to wrangle his mind around logical thought. “You said before the trick was to move something you couldn’t steal. And you got Fetor to move the phone, but then you didn’t care about going to his party . . .”

“I don’t want to steal the phone,” I say. Truth.

He looks like he wants to argue, but he’s not sure which pieces to fit together to form the image in a jigsaw puzzle.

“Red phone, red herring.” I giggle, then I lean over and touch the smear of my gloss still on Rian’s lips. “Red stain.”

His head bends close to mine conspiratorially as his shoulders shake with almost-silent laughter. “Fetor’s face when he caught us,” Rian gasps out, and I almost feel bad for him, because when the drunken levity of this night leaves him, I’m pretty sure he’s going to be embarrassed about this. So, I kiss him again, an apology, and when I pull away, his eyes are dazed.

I tuck a lock of his disheveled hair behind his ear.

“You’ve not even attempted to steal anything,” Rian says slowly, as if he has to pull every word through fog before he can focus on them. “You’ve not only committed no violence—”

“A record for me.”

“—but you also prevented violence.”

“I asked you not to remind me of that.”

“I knew—I knew—you’d come tonight, though.” Rian shakes his head again, not even aware that he is doing it, I think. Trying to clear his mind. His gaze focuses on my left ear. “You’re missing an earring.” He giggles, like there’s been nothing funnier than my lost earring, then he sobers, a little frown line between his two usually sharp eyes, and I can almost see him questioning why he would find a missing earring funny.

We start walking through the big front doors out toward the steps. I veer Rian to the tread ramps to the sides. My feet are killing me in these heels, and he’s already stumbling.

“I knew you were going to come tonight,” Rian mutters, his voice wobbly when the ramp grips his feet and the rubber tread below starts moving him toward the street.

“And I did,” I say. Despite the city lights, I can still spot some stars peeking through the night sky, silver clouds hiding the big moon, and the little one a sliver of a crescent, a sharp-edged bowl about to tip the stars out, letting them sprinkle down on us.

“But you didn’t steal anything,” Rian says, a hint of a whine in his voice.

I was right. This one lives for the chase.

Good thing I like running.

I pull him against me as the tread under our feet smoothly glides us around the curve of the ramp. “I told you,” I whisper in his ear, reveling in the way my breath makes him unravel. “I only came here for you.”

Okay, that’s not entirely true, but he deserves my full attention right now. Besides? My other gamble? I’ll have to wait a little while longer to see if that pays off.

But tonight? Tonight belongs to Rian. Me.

Us.

He pulls back, suspicion giving him a searing beam of light through the fogginess clouding his mind. “Why? To gain my trust? To deliver a message? From who?”

We step off the treads of the ramp, and I stumble a little on the hard concrete sidewalk. Dumb shoes.

“Can’t a girl just want a romantic date?” I ask.

Above, at the top of the imposing white steps, a flash of red. Phoebe scans the departing crowd, her gown a fiery streak, the electric lights in her braided buns a demonic halo. I tip my face toward her, and when she notices Rian, me, us, she just nods and steps back into the museum.

“A date?” Rian laughs. “Maybe it’s just the relief of all this being over . . .”

Or maybe it’s the psychotropic drug in my lip gloss that I’ve been purposefully planting all over him, so strong that only the color seal on my lips keeps it from bleeding into my bloodstream, so powerful that I resisted chocolate-covered strawberries just to make sure I didn’t risk coming under its intoxicating effects.

I steer him toward the corner and the ride I’ve already arranged. A good hunter, after all, knows not only how to secure her prey but how to transport it.

“Oh, Rian,” I say gently, pouring him into the backseat of the rental self-drive. “This night is far from over.”
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Rian wakes up slowly, groggy. His gaze focuses on me, and a little smile carves into his lips. Oh, that does something to my heart. Oh, shit. This is going to be trouble.

His eyes widen, and he sits up in the bed, head whipping around.

“Where the fuck am I?” he asks. Realization zips through him like an electric shock. “Am I on your ship?” He’s confused but not panicked, not yet. He knows—he must know—that my ship was docked not more than an hour away from the Museum of Intergalactic History. Whatever scheduled agenda he’s got running through his head, he’s probably figuring out how many bullet points he can still cross off, depending on how long he was passed out.

“Welcome to the illustrious Glory,” I start, but he cuts me off.

“Am I in your bed?”

“You don’t have to sound so ungrateful about it,” I grumble. “There is only one bed on this ship.”

“Did we—What did we do?” There’s a manic edge to his voice now. He’s taking it all in—the narrow bed, his jacket crumpled on the floor, my change in clothes from an expensive gown to a serviceable (and comfortable) shirt and trousers.

“Don’t worry,” I say. “You snored through everything exciting, and I don’t take advantage of drunk people. We got back to the docking bay, and you pretty much immediately just fell asleep. You’re welcome, by the way. I slept in the cockpit.”

Disorientation wars with panic inside him, that much is clear, but he also seems pretty relieved that he’s safe and didn’t do anything he’d regret. Which, fair. I’m going to make him work a little harder than this before I let him regret anything he’d do with me. Regrets are more fun when the choices they derive from are made intentionally.

“Wait, drunk?” Rian asks. Those razor eyes are wide awake now. “I wasn’t drunk.”

“Drunk on love?” I suggest.

“What did you do?” Accusation weighs his words down.

“Me?” If I had pearls, I’d clutch them.

“Ada,” he says as he swings his legs over the side of the bed. Feet on the cold metal floor, grounding him, forcing him to focus, to wake up, to realize.

I roll my eyes and tap my lips with my finger. I watch as he looks at my lips, his gaze softening for just a moment. He remembers our kisses.

The first one, when Phoebe noted that no color came off on his skin.

His face pales.

The second one, with red so vivid that even Strom Fetor commented on it.

I reach in my pocket and grab the lip gloss. “Color seal to protect me from the effects,” I say, tossing the tube to him.

He pulls out the wand, looking at the goopy contents. There’s nothing in them to indicate that they’re laced with a Gliese-Earth native plant commonly called “drunk sticks.” The plant looks like a cross between aloe vera and snake plants: thick green stalks that point straight up. Squish the innards and rub them on your skin, and you become highly suggestible. Ingest even a little and you’re walking loopy, cross-eyed and totally blackout drunk for several hours.

Rian’s brow creases as he pulls the applicator out and sniffs the lip gloss. “Drunk sticks?” he guesses. 

“Drunk sticks,” I confirm.

“Ada, this shit’s illegal,” Rian says, firmly screwing the tube shut and tossing it back to me.

“Oh dear,” I say flatly. “Illegal. Oh no.”

Rian stands up, shaking his head. “What’s even your end game with this? Fuck me, I thought you were coming to the gala to steal something and—”

“I did,” I say. “I came to steal you.”

He shoots me an exasperated look. You know, it’s nice to see the façade breaking. I didn’t like the way Rian acted at the party, all formal, corsage pinned down with an allegory and jacket buttoned up tight. But now he’s letting his emotions show, even if his emotions are one hundred percent pissed off at me.

“You didn’t have to stage such an elaborate . . . fiasco just to talk to me in private.”

“Fiasco, nice.”

“As you have pointed out many times,” he adds through clenched teeth, “what you did at Roundabout wasn’t technically illegal.”

The best kind of legal: technical.

“You could have literally walked into my office and told me anything. Hell, you could have—”

He stops there, but I can see what he almost said. I could have approached him outside the office. I could be someone who has something more with him than business.

“Yes, but . . .” I say, trailing off, still half-thinking about what a talk with Rian White outside the office might be, wondering if he envisions a classy bar with expensive wine or an evening walk with twinkling city lights, or maybe his home. His home, like I’ve shown him mine. I would have been more polite about it, though. But I was raised better than he was; I try not to hold that against him.

“Anyway,” I say, standing up. “Would you like a snack?”

“No!” Rian bellows. “I want to know what the fuck is going on!”

“Okay, fine.” I roll my eyes again. “But I’m going to explain with a snack.”

I head to the door, and Rian trudges behind me. I can hear him muttering under his breath, “The damn strawberries.” I couldn’t risk eating anything when I had the gloss on my lips. Our kiss was sloppy enough to make me reckless, but I was able to avoid ingesting any or getting much direct-skin contact from the sticky stuff.

Glory doesn’t have a huge mess hall; it’s mostly just a room with a reheater, a tank of recycler worms, and crates of ready-eats. And, of course, hot sauce on the table. “Yellow or red?” I ask, grabbing two of the boxes of ready-eats.

Rian makes a face that is, frankly, rude, because at least I’ve offered him some variety. I peel back the foil top of a red box and slurp some down. It’s not exactly charity-gala fare, but it’s better than the product of recycler worms, and the hot sauce perks me up a little.

“All right, what was so important that you had to kidnap me?” he asks.

“You’re not a child.”

“What?”

“Kidnapping. Napping kids. You’re not a kid,” I point out. Rian heaves a sigh from the very depths of his soul, so I figure I should let this one go. “Okay, fine. This all circles back to the Roundabout, which is ironic if you consider the name of that ship—”

“Ada.”

“So, you mentioned before that while I stole the plans and the nanobot prototype from the salvage, I only delayed the government’s process of creating them.”

Rian nods.

I gulp down a little more of the red stuff. It has a label identifying it as beef replacement, and the picture on the crumpled-up foil shows a steak dinner, but this is nothing like that. I would have stocked up on better food, but even with the advance in funds on this job, I’m skint. “Did it not occur to you that I wasn’t trying to stop the nanobot production?”

Rian’s face crinkles as he processes that.

“Well, I mean, I wasn’t trying to do anything but the job I was paid for,” I continue. “But they knew better than to assume one theft would stop the whole machine of the government. The bill, as you pointed out, was passed. The Goliath was lumbering into motion.”

“Then why—”

“For fuck’s sake, Rian, just because you’re good doesn’t mean the government is. The government is a for-profit business that has to make the ledgers go from red to black. The more altruistic you think this nanobot production is, the more I question your intelligence.”

That was a low blow, and I regret it the minute I say it. I could call Rian almost anything and he wouldn’t care, but stupid crosses a line that actually insults him.

Still, though.

I wad up the empty ready-eat package. “Look, while you intended for the nanobots you’re releasing on Earth to be beneficial to the climate, you had to hire out Fetor Tech to make them. And Strom Fetor’s not exactly known for his giving nature.”

“I know, but—”

“But you wrapped up this project in lots of legalese, I know; I read the bill.”

“You read—”

“Yeah. The whole thing. I can read,” I say, mildly insulted.

“I know you can. I would never call you dumb.” He pauses, weighing his words. “In either sense of the word.”

Fair. Also, a pointed blow against my insult. “Anyway, I know you think you safeguarded the whole thing. But you may know how to write a proposal or, I don’t know, a memo, whatever you do all day, but you know jack shit about code.”

He opens his mouth to protest, but he remembers the one bad mark on my public profile—I got pinned for hacking the European ad system to deliver anti-government messaging. And, more recently, I read the code from the Jarra hacking in to the hover stage they’d set for a crash landing.

“Strom Fetor isn’t a trillionaire because he gives things away, even for the government label.”

“Of course not,” Rian says, exasperated. “He was paid.”

I snort. “Anyway, I looked at the code. I mean, my client did, too, but I wasn’t going to just hand it over without looking at it myself. Planned obsolescence.”

Rian’s brow wrinkles in confusion, and even though I know he knows what those words mean, they’re so far removed from the context of the illusion he’s created around this program he can’t figure it out.

“Planned obsolescence,” I say again. “The nanobots are coded to malfunction after a certain threshold.”

“Well, obviously, they can’t work forever but—”

“Planned,” I repeat more emphatically. “Planned. They will, without a doubt, stop working the way you want them to, and they’ll start working the way Strom Fetor wants them to. See, it’s like this.” I don’t have fancy holographics to illustrate my point, so I use my hands. “The nanobots are designed to go into Earth’s water system, strip out the pollutants. It’s actually a really clever design.”

Rian nods; he knows all this. The microscopic bots are developed like a virus, attaching themselves to H2O and attacking microplastics, carbon, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, and anything else that’s negatively impacting the water cycle. It compartmentalizes the microscopic pollutant agents and eventually coalesces them into a slime-like matter that can easily be picked up by cleaner drones and then separated in recycling units. Like a virus, the nanobots will continue with a single-minded goal. And like a virus, it replicates itself.

Once released, it will never be able to be contained again. 

Except, within a few years, they’ll start hurting the environment rather than helping. It took some digging, but I found the code systemically embedded into the program, designed to be countered by more nanobots. Code that would require physical updates, a second program, just like this one.

The fact that this program happened in the first place is a marvel. A testament to people like Rian, people dedicated to fighting the good fight, getting bills passed, and scrounging up the funding needed for them to happen.

It’s rare that sort of thing happens.

“Did you see the protest?” I ask him. Rian’s still processing the information I gave him, the code I showed him on my data pad.

It takes him a moment to connect the thought. “The protestors outside the gala? They were paid by Strom, for the story.”

“But the sentiment is real,” I say. “Didn’t you hear all the people who agreed with it? You’re from Rigel-Earth; what do your parents think of the aid tax?”

His lips go hard, a thin white line around the pink.

“Everyone’s fine with saving Earth as a concept, but when it comes to taxes, to action, to money?” I shake my head.

“We can reprogram the bots,” Rian says darkly. “We can hire new outside sources to analyze the code and ensure they’re not designed to fail.”

“In a week?” Because that was the point of Strom Fetor’s speech tonight, the grand closing ceremony of the gala. To announce to the galaxy that this was in motion, that it would not be stopped.

Pausing now would show the entire galaxy that Earth can’t be saved. It jeopardizes the whole program; it gives protestors the footing they need to challenge it. It’s not out of the question that they simply shut it down, but it’s also not guaranteed that climate cleaners will recover if there’s a public mark of shame on them.

Rian looks up at me, and I see panic in his eyes for a second time. First, it was because he thought he’d slept with me while blackout drunk. He thought he’d made a mistake. Now?

Now he knows he made a mistake with the nanobots, and he knows there’s no time to fix it.

“Fortunately,” I say, beaming at him, “I have a plan.”
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You?” Rian asks, incredulous. “Or the people you work for?”

I shrug. Same difference. “The people who hired me suspected Fetor wasn’t exactly an angel benefactor. So, they wrote some code that can correct the mistakes he purposefully made. Crypto-locked, of course, so it can’t be overwritten.”

Rian doesn’t like this plan, I can tell. It’s butting up against his own ignorances, his own blind spots.

I talk fast. “All it requires is an upload; think of it like a technical patch. It doesn’t alter the nanobots in any way, but it does force them to continue the good programming without reverting to the bad. I could get technical, but—”

“But I wouldn’t understand it.”

I nod slowly, watching Rian’s face. He can’t know everything, and that grieves him.

He meets my eyes. “But you’ve looked at the code?”

I nod again.

“And you know it’s good?” he asks.

“Yes.” Quiet. Certain.

He’s nodding now, mostly to himself, and I can see that he’s willing to believe me.

Oh, that’s going to make betraying him later hurt.

But for now? “I read every line of both codes,” I say. “Fetor’s version and my client’s. And theirs is good. It’s true. It does what you want, what we want. It will save Earth.”

He looks me right in the eye, and he believes every single word I’ve said.

He believes.

In me.

Fuck.

“So, what do we do?” he asks.

We.

Oof.

“The plan from your side is too far in motion to stop now,” I say. “And believe me, my side’s been trying.”

Rian frowns at that.

I count the list down with my fingers. “Allies have tried to hack in to the system and rewrite the code; they’ve contacted various people higher up than you to convince them to delay or at least more closely examine the program, and—”

“Wait,” Rian interrupts. “You’ve contacted my superiors?”

“Not me personally,” I say. “They brought me in when they figured that you were the highest person in a position of power who might be willing to listen to reason.”

Rian’s emphatically shaking his head now. “No, no, see, who did you—I mean your people—I mean, whoever. Who was contacted? Snyder? Turner? They would have done something, I know—”

“Look, all I know is that of the half dozen or so people who were contacted, at least half of them knew the code was corrupted and didn’t care. And the other half either didn’t believe the evidence or suspected something worse.”

“Knew and didn’t . . .”

“Shocking, but some politicians don’t actually give a fuck about the people they’re supposed to serve.”

“But—”

“But Fetor has friends. And I’d bet Glory that at least some of them are on his payroll.”

“That’s corruption! I need names; I need to root this out—”

“You need to focus,” I say gently. “And recognize that this is all coming down to you and what you can do to actually help others in this precise moment. Because even if you had the names of the people who stand to make a profit from this little scheme, there are others. Corrupt politicians in a government are like cockroaches in a kitchen. You can never get them all. And the ones you see are just the dumb ones that don’t know where to run when the lights cut on.” I stare at him, marveling. “You really have no idea how rare you are.”

“Me?”

“Someone who both gives a damn and is willing to put forth effort for said damn.” I shake myself back into the moment. “Bad analogy. Anyway, I can see why this is all coming down to you; that’s all. That’s a compliment, by the way.”

He doesn’t seem to care.

But really, it is kind of miraculous. The group I’m working for successfully spotted a problem, but they could never get it changed in a meaningful way without aid from someone on the inside. Someone like Rian.

“Why you?” Rian asks. “Why did they pick you to deliver this message to me?”

I shrug. “They figured I could get the job done.”

He’s quiet for a long moment, long enough to make me consider getting a yellow ready-eat, even if I need to ration them out a bit. I’ll have no chance any time soon to restock.

Finally, Rian says, “I have to get back to my office.”

“Your office on Rigel-Earth?” I ask.

He nods. “I can call the committee together, and we can come up with a reason to delay the launch—”

“That’s not going to work,” I say.

“Why not? I know it’s not ideal, and any delay will cast everything in a negative light, and—”

“And Strom Fetor may be the galaxy’s biggest, richest asshole, but he’s not entirely stupid,” I say. “You delay for any reason, and it’s not just optics. If Fetor knows that his code is going to be overwritten, he’ll just release his bots early.”

“No, he can’t . . .” Rian’s voice trails off as his mind plays a picture of what I’ve suggested. Everything else aside, Fetor knows that nanobots are highly regulated for a reason, and that reason is that once microscopic robots are released, they’re hard to contain. Scratch that; not hard, impossible. And these motherfuckers are designed to be even more so.

“The bots are already locked and loaded at Fetor’s office on Sol-Earth, right?” I say, knowing the answer.

If Fetor gets word of delay, all he has to do is push the button. Oops, nanobots released. He can chalk it up to an accident or whatever; it doesn’t matter.

He has the contract, the government approval, the bills to back him up.

Even if he did release the bots a little early, they’ve already been approved. And—technically—releasing them early wouldn’t be illegal.

“Fuck,” Rian mutters.

“See?” I say. “That is why I kidnapped you.”

Rian frowns.

“We are going to have to break in to Fetor’s offices,” I say. “I’ve got the coding to update the nanobots. All we have to do is get in before they’re released; I’ll overwrite the code, and then—”

“We,” Rian says.

I nod. “We. I’m coming with you.”

“You are not. I’m going to my office and will assemble a team of people I can trust, and—Why are you laughing?”

“You’re not going to your office,” I say, still chuckling.

“There are procedures to this sort of thing,” Rian shoots back. “Yes, it will be . . . complicated. But I know I can—Stop laughing at me!”

I can’t contain myself; I’m doubled over, howling as I stand up and head to the corridor. Rian follows. “Do you really think I would kidnap you for a conference meeting?” I say, heading toward the bridge. “Do you think I’d go to this much effort just to talk?”

I swing open the bulkhead door. The carbonglass windows of my ship’s bridge show the cloudy interior of a portal passage. Rian’s mouth drops open.

“We’ve been in a portal for three hours,” I say. “We’ll reach Sol-Earth with enough time to beat Fetor to the office, I hope. I need your clearance, of course, to get in the door, but once we’re in, we’re in. I’ll replace the code, Fetor will never know the difference until it’s too late, and crisis averted. Also, once that happens, I get paid.”

Rian silently crosses the bridge. He puts his hand up to the carbonglass.

He thought we were still on Rigel-Earth.

We’re already lightyears away.

Heading full speed on the path I set.




 

COMM LOG: #5O213-JLN

SENT: 4 STANDARD HOURS AGO, LOGGED IN SHIP SYSTEM

LOCAL SHIP IDENTIFIER: GLORY

INCOMING COMM IDENTIFIER: UNKNOWN

HIGHEST ENCRYPTION

TRANSLATED: CONFIRMED SECURE

UNKNOWN: What the FUCK.

GLORY: Who is this?

UNKNOWN: You know goddamn well who this is.

GLORY: . . .

UNKNOWN: What the actual fuck were you thinking???

UNKNOWN: It may shock you to know that, actually, a lot of people are really mad at me at any given time, so your rage doesn’t really clear things up.

UNKNOWN: YOU KIDNAPPED HIM?!

GLORY: Oh, hi, Phoebe.

UNKNOWN: GIVE HIM BACK. WE NEED HIM.

GLORY: I didn’t kidnap him so much as suggest he hitch a ride with me. 

GLORY: He’s fine, by the way.

UNKNOWN: Put him online.

GLORY: I can’t. He’s still sleeping.

UNKNOWN: You are WAY out of line, Lamarr.

GLORY: Let’s keep this professional. You know comm lines are not secure.

GLORY: Asset acquired, en route to target location.

UNKNOWN: You were supposed to deliver a MESSAGE, not a person!

GLORY: So . . . I should charge extra for this service? I’ll add it to the bill.

UNKNOWN: YOU SHOULD NOT HAVE LEFT RIGEL-EARTH AT ALL.

GLORY: Look, calm down. I’m delivering him to the location.

UNKNOWN: You were supposed to present him with information, convince him of the truth, and deliver him to ME.

UNKNOWN: That was the mission. You went rogue.

GLORY: Oh, that sounds really awesome. “Went rogue.” But also . . . I feel like this is on you guys. You should have seen this coming.

UNKNOWN: Your absolute treachery? YEAH, WE SHOULD HAVE.

GLORY: Good, we agree!

GLORY: And hey, I’m not a traitor! I’m delivering the goods personally. Some people would pay extra for that service.

UNKNOWN: How dare you jeopardize the entire mission like this.

GLORY: Hey, I’m about to go into a portal, so I’ll lose comms.

UNKNOWN: DO NOT LEAVE THIS SYSTEM.

GLORY: See you on Earth! :D

<<End Communication Sequence>>

Glory is now offline.
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SUBJECT: [BLANK]

MARKED: TOP SECRET

Highest level of encryption

From: Rian C. White, DoIBiTe

To: Phoebe Brücke, DoIBiTe

Phoebe,

The Person of Interest we had previously marked as a target has

I am currently being detained and need you to

After discovering the full extent of the prior mission, I have decided to

ADA FREAKING KIDNAPPED ME AND NOW WE ARE ALL IN THE SHIT

I am taking private transport to the location and would like to request2 3 4 5

TRANSCRIPT ON RIAN WHITE’S PERSONAL DATA RECORDER

STATUS: Offline

NOTE 1: If all goes according to Ada’s plan, we will have about three days before the planned nanobot release from Fetor Tech Industry’s main building. It’s tight—there will be no room for error.

The irony that I’m using a damned data recorder right now is not lost on me.

But it’s talk to this little recorder or talk to her . . .

NOTE 2: I keep circling back to the red telephone.

After everything, she seemed so fucking interested in that red fucking telephone.

But she didn’t make a move to steal it.

In fact, she made sure it ended up in Fetor’s hands.

NOTE 3: She said she could steal something she couldn’t otherwise get by getting it to change location. Did she kidnap me just to use me to get into Fetor’s offices so she could then steal the damn phone?

NOTE 4: This can’t possibly be about just a telephone.

But it is worth a lot of money to the right collectors . . .

No.

Maybe?

No.

. . . maybe.

NOTE 5: Fucking hell, there really is only one bed on this ship.

NOTE 6: It won’t be long now before we reach Sol-Earth.

She’s right. We have to reprogram the bots. I trust her enough to believe that much is true.

But whatever other play she’s got going on? The real reason she needs to be personally inside the Fetor Tech building?

That is what I’m going to have to figure out and stop her from completing.

Somehow.

 




1 Fuck, I forgot no comms in portals.




2  I can’t get a message out anyway. And anything I send after the comms are back online will be too late.




3  Oh my fuck, I have to trust Ada.




4  There’s no other option.




5  Earth is doomed.
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Externally Sourced Communication Network

EMERGENCY CLEARANCE: OR-3243

ENCRYPTION CODE: X3GQW4PBEFIJK

SUBJECT: URGENT—CLIMATE-CLEANER PROGRAM

MARKED: TOP SECRET

I’m sure you all noticed that I left the gala somewhat abruptly1 and not according to the planned agenda. I will not be going into the details of my departure,2 but please know that I have since come into some information, which I believe to be true, about the upcoming release of the climate changers.

Due to the sensitive nature of the situation, I will not be disclosing more3 at this time.

I will be in attendance of the launch of the nanobots in Sol-Earth’s atmosphere.

I will be accompanied by a civilian, Ada Jane Lamarr.

I know all of you are aware of Lamarr’s past and my interactions with her in regards to the mission at the UGS Roundabout. You were all briefed about the possibility of her interference prior to the gala, when the guest list was released and security teams were developed.

You know that Ada Lamarr is a security risk.4

However, she has access to information that is imperative to the successful launch of the nanobot climate-cleaner program. Therefore, please disregard all directives previously stated in regards to Lamarr.

Prior to the release of the nanobots, you are not to interfere with myself or Lamarr. Do not approach, do not engage in conversation.5

Unfortunately, despite the fact that Lamarr has provided valuable information to me in regards to a secure situation, it is clear that she knows more than she has told me, and it is patently evident that her plans are not altruistic.

I have collected enough evidence to bring her into custody.

REPEAT: Prior to the release of the nanobots, you are not to interfere.6

However, once the nanobots are released into the environment, apprehending Lamarr will be our top target.7

I am aware of the sensitive nature of the plans involved in the climate-cleaner launch.8 Lamarr and I will be in Fetor Towers during the launch, and apprehension at that location is not preferred.9

I will ensure Lamarr and I are both in Triumph Square for the celebrations following the nanobot release.10 At that time, move in. Lamarr is to be arrested on charges of kidnapping.11 I will lead the investigation and interrogation of the criminal.12

I should not need to reiterate13 that Lamarr is highly skilled in escape.

Every available agent needs to move in with utmost discretion to ensure the target is apprehended. Do not let her see you in advance; we cannot risk her running.

I am unsure of whether or not I’ll be able to make contact after this message. The strategy and timeline must be strictly adhered to:

1.	No contact until after the release of the nanobots in the system. I have no continued access to any communication unit currently, and in-person communication should not be attempted.

2.	Inform no one else of these plans. Consider these commands under N2K-42.14

3.	Be in position around Triumph Square.15 Plainclothes. If Ada Lamarr has ever seen your face, do not get into position until after the scheduled launch to minimize her chance of recognizing you.

4.	Move in immediately after. Lamarr will likely be close to me, but she will run.16

5.	After arrest, take her immediately to the secure interrogation room.

The target is unlikely to cause physical harm,17 but18 she will not want to be apprehended.19

 




1  I really hope that drug Ada gave me didn’t make me say or do anything too stupid on the way out.




2  Although apparently at least one member of my team already knew, based on what Ada’s let slip. I’m not sure who, though.




3  At least not until I’m certain this message gets through to the right people.




4  To put it nicely.




5  Much as I hate to admit it, I do trust Ada here. I believe her. The nanobots need to be reprogrammed before release, and it’s going to be tricky doing it without being caught. I need her help. I need my team to not interfere before then.




6  If she runs . . . I know she’s skilled enough to disappear. And take the proper coding for the climate-cleaner nanobots with her.




7  She knows so much—contacts in the underworld, higher levels of knowledge than some people on my team.




8  I should be. I wrote most of them.




9  Not only will this event be recorded for the entire galaxy to stream, live, this is also a historic event. The more we can keep this situation contained, the better.




10  Which I also helped organize. I know every agent assigned to security on the square, and I personally checked the grid layout of all the surveillance drones.




11  I’m never going to live down the fact that she kidnapped me.




12  At least I have some negotiation room. I can arrest her and offer to drop charges if she’ll tell me more. She won’t cooperate unless I have a sword over her head; I know that much for certain.




13  And yet, I do.




14  Top security, no acknowledgment. Ada won’t tell me who the leak is, so I cannot afford to trust anyone but my closest agents.




15  We have to get through with the reprogramming before we arrest her. If my people are ready to arrest in Fetor Tech, there’s too great a chance of either tipping Ada off or my team moving in too early. Fixing the malicious code in the bots is more important than arresting Ada and gaining whatever information we can from her.




16  Or have some other plan. I don’t think she knows that I have a communication access point here on the station, but she might. She’s always been one step ahead of me. My only hope is that she trusts me enough to believe I wouldn’t turn her in.




17  Except to me. She’s going to fucking murder me when she realizes I betrayed her.




18 . . . and maybe I would deserve it.




19  This is going to get messy.
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I watch as Rian strides across the docking bay platform, straight to the onboard ramp at the back of Glory. He walks as if he has never once doubted gravity, as if the surety of landing on solid ground is a guarantee so irrevocable, it never even occurs to him to question it.

This little layover on the Moon—capital M because it’s the original, the one circling Earth, the other original—was expected, but the delays are absolutely not helping my stress levels. I’ve spent most of the last three hours wrangling with the port authority to get the landing sequence I want. Letting Rian out of my sight was a risk but one I had to take.

Rian draws up short when he sees me opposite the ramp, leaning against the wall of the cargo bay.

“I just went for . . .” he says weakly, holding up a bag of snacks he must have purchased in the common area.

My eyes rake over him. After the initial shock of being kidnapped followed by the secondary shock of me explaining why the kidnapping was genius on my part, actually, Rian’s been pretty compliant. Sure, he wasn’t thrilled I turned our first date into a felony, but he definitely agrees with me that the nanobots Fetor Tech is going to be releasing on the intergalactic government’s dime and approval need to be reprogrammed first, and this is the most expedient way to do it.

He knows how important this mission is. He knows that what I’m doing is designed to help all the billions of people on my ravaged planet.

Still.

That man is a rule-follower, through and through. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you can never trust people who trust the law.

I blow a breath of air out through my lips, shaking my head softly at him. “I wish you would have just slept with me when you had the chance,” I say.

The bag of blue puff cubes drops to the floor with a soft thwump. “Ada—” he starts, and then seems incapable of saying anything past my name.

I bite the corner of my lip. His eyes fall south, his gaze a knife-point at the place where my teeth press into the sensitive skin.

I cross the cargo bay toward him, slamming my hand on the ramp riser button before I do. Rian doesn’t even look as Glory’s onboard ramp lifts and seals shut into the wall.

I stalk closer to him, and he fumbles backward, eyes wide, like a prey caught in a predator’s path. I don’t stop until his lean shoulders hit the solid metal wall paneling of my ship. When my toes are centimeters from his, I shift my body forward, my hands flat against the wall on either side of his face.

I’m so close to him that I can only take in a piece of him at a time. His warm hazel eyes, open wide and practically vibrating with anticipation. His tongue flicking out, licking his bottom lip. The faint flush creeping up his cheeks. His Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows.

I tip forward. An unsteady position, but he’s seen me in worse. He’s put me in worse.

I can feel his breath, sweet from blue puff cubes.

“Close your eyes,” I say.

He does. Instantly. His breath catches.

I dip my lips to his ear, licking the delicate shell of it before nibbling on the lobe. He groans, the sound guttural, and I wonder if—finally—I’ve taken the gravity out from under him.

“Don’t you realize?” I whisper, watching as the little hairs on the back of his neck prickle. “We had a whole week in the portal pathway to get to Earth. Don’t you know how much we could have done with a whole week?”

“Ada,” he says, more moan than word.

Then his eyes clear.

“Ada,” he says again, sharper now. “I’m not going to sleep with someone who kidnaps me.”

“Oh my god, are you still on that? It was one time.”

“It was literally this week! I am currently still in the process of being kidnapped!”

I roll my eyes. “You take the fun out of everything.”

I head toward the bridge. I know he’ll follow. “There’s one bed on this spaceship, Rian, one bed. Plus, I can turn gravity off whenever I want. Have you ever had sex without gravity, because let me tell you, fucking amazing.”

“I—er—” His words trip more than his feet as he tries to keep up with the quick pace I set. “I didn’t know that was an option!”

I roll my eyes. “I thought you were smart.”

“Ada, we’re trying to save the world; we don’t have time to—”

“Well, not now,” I snap back, spinning on my heel to glare at him. “You have had every chance to sleep with me, and you didn’t, and now you don’t get to.”

He looks aghast, and that does wonders for my confidence. “You mean . . .” I can see the chaos in his eyes, the confusion that I had just been all sexy-ear-nibbling and now am telling him he lost his chance for some very exciting times. I can almost see the words he doesn’t say: Because you don’t want me anymore?

I let him linger with that for a second. He deserves to have a little angst.

“Because,” I finally say, “we’ve got our landing sequence, dumbass. I like sex to be adventurous, but not burning-through-the-atmosphere-of-Earth-during-reentry adventurous.”

I pause. “Huh. I guess I do have some limits.”

I pause again. “Or . . .” My eyes trail over Rian’s body.

“No,” he says emphatically.

“Oh, come on. Aren’t you curious? It could be fun.”

“It could be deadly. I am absolutely not going to have sex while Glory is rocketing toward a planet.”

I jut my bottom lip out, mostly to watch the way Rian tries not to look at it. “I keep telling you not to be boring, and you never listen.”

Turning back around, I step into the bridge and head straight to my pilot seat. “We had literally nothing else to do the entire time in the portal,” I grumble.

“You mean aside from plotting to break into the most secure building on the planet and fuck some shit up?” Rian asks.

“Aside from that.”

We’ve developed a good plan. It’s the whole reason why I had to kidnap Rian in the first place. Over the past week, while the man’s been oblivious to any physical activities we could have been doing, we’ve gone over every schematic of Fetor Towers, mapped out the exact paths needed to get to the nanobot programming unit, and I’ve been perfecting the code I’m replacing within the bots.

It’s painfully simple. Rian’s the only government employee sympathetic to the cause and who also has high-enough clearance to be right beside Fetor during the launch. I’m going to be his guest. Not technically on the list, but we’ll push through. Rian will be expected to leave me behind, with the less-important people and media, while he ascends to the penthouse of Fetor Towers.

I will, of course, not be doing that.

It’s a fucking tight timeline, made more complicated by the fact that I’ve been held up longer on the Moon station than I anticipated. And getting the landing sequence I need was a pain in the ass.

But we’re moving now.

I can hear Rian settling into the jump seat behind me; the metal clicks as he adjusts the harness. “I didn’t even know you were trying to seduce me!”

Heh. He’s still on that.

I toss him my flattest look. “I could not have been more obvious.”

“You absolutely could have been more obvious,” Rian says, fumbling for the harness. “As evidenced by—”

“Your obliviousness?” I offer.

Rian sputters as he straps in.

“Anyway, step one: complete,” I say.

“Step one in . . . seduction?”

“No. You missed that chance. First step to saving the world,” I remind him.

Our timeline starts tomorrow. Rian and I both agreed that we would need to get into the building only hours before the nanobots designed to clean up Earth’s climate are released. If we try to do it any sooner, it would mean that both (a) it would look suspicious that Rian came so far ahead of schedule and (b) someone could spot the changes we made and revert back to Fetor’s programming—the programming that would mean the bots would critically fail and leave the entirety of the planet at the mercy of one asshole trillionaire.

So, we go in tomorrow.

But before that, I had to get permission to dock my ship in the most secure landing strip on Earth.

And, because I’m fucking amazing, I did just that. Despite the fact that we had to wait for-fucking-ever to get it. I expected some delays, but this has been ridiculous.

“I got the clearance codes to land near Malta,” I tell Rian with exactly the right amount of smugness that little feat deserves.

Malta: the small island nation in the Mediterranean that was once home to the first global government. Revolutions shook some of that up, and so did the shift from true governing influence to the unholy alliance between taxes and tourism boards, but Malta’s still culturally important. And, more to the point, the home of Fetor Tech, where the nanobots are going to be launched.

Although the launch of the climate-cleaner program and all the high-security red tape around it did mean we’ve spent longer on the Moon than I intended.

“Do all these delays mess with the timeline? It’s really cutting things close,” Rian says. I’m pretty sure all the officials invited to the launch of the nanobots are already in the city. They didn’t have to arrange for clearance codes or anything like that.

I don’t like the timing either, but there’s not much I can do about it. “We’ll still have plenty of time,” I think, calculating that for myself as much as for him.

But that’s not true, is it? A running list flashes through my mind—get inside the building, get past security into the room where the bots are, get the code uploaded, get to the other office, do the thing Rian doesn’t know about, and get out without getting caught . . . by Fetor’s people or Rian’s.

I press a few buttons on my ship’s console, and Glory starts battening down the hatches. I assume. Where did that term come from? Anyway, my ship’s priming for launch.

“I could have pulled some strings,” Rian reminds me. “Gotten us a private relay or something.”

This is dangerous. This plan. And Rian’s connections would have made it easier, obviously.

“I don’t like strings,” I say, perhaps a little too sharply.

Good thing he doesn’t know I have some connections of my own.
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This is never going to work,” Rian mutters.

“Not with that attitude,” I say cheerily.

It doesn’t take long for us to clear the Moon’s station and head toward that blue marble. From here, the planet still looks healthy and glowing. Clouds swirl over vast oceans. I know from research that the beauty of Earth has dimmed over time. Even those grainy original photos from the first few flights into space promised more life than now. From here, I can see dark spots in the ocean where islands of trash float, large enough to support colonies of rovers. More brown swaths across the continents than a millennium ago, and far, far less white.

But at least from this distance, it’s possible to pretend the world doesn’t need saving, that the fate of an entire planet doesn’t rest on the bits of code I’ve been writing and rewriting and tinkering with for the past week. Well, actually—it’s not the fate of the planet. It’s the fate of humanity living on the planet. Because I have no doubt Earth will continue on after the last human. And maybe would be better without the parasites.

As we get closer to Earth, I twist around in the pilot seat to see Rian. Glory is not made for mild conversation while burning through the atmosphere of a nearly dead planet, but I’ve had worse landing situations. Besides, I’m comfortable in my nest, every control perfectly fitted to my body.

I know how this bird flies.

“Eyes up front!” Rian shouts. From this angle, I can’t see if his knuckles are white, but there’s no mistaking how tense he is.

“You are absolutely adorable when you’re terrified for your life,” I say, unable to keep the infatuation from my voice.

“Could you please, for the love of all things holy, stay focused?”

Rian is definitely not comfortable flying. I noticed it before, when we first met, but it’s very obvious in this moment. Which, now that I think of it is, isn’t really very polite, is it? When the crew of the Halifax was shuttling him to the protoplanet’s surface, he kept his mouth shut and his nerves tamped down.

Maybe it’s because he feels safe enough with me to show his true feelings, I think.

Behind me, I hear a suspicious gagging sound. I lean back, eyeballing him again. “You had better not vomit in my ship. You’re cute but not cute enough for that.”

Rian’s jaw works as he frantically points to the front of the ship. Sighing, I turn back around. He’s acting as if I need to keep my eyes on the road, but there is no road when you’re reentering a planet’s atmosphere, and besides, there’s no point looking out the window right now. If anything, I suppose I should look at the controls in front of me, and . . .

Oh, shit.

That switch shouldn’t be flipped that way. Shit. I flick it with my forefinger and then pull up on the throttle. Glory judders, an alarm sounds three times before I silence it, and Rian makes another funny sound followed by a lot of cursing.

Glory’s gravity generator is working overtime to counter some of the g-forces in landing, but it’s still a strain to hold my body so I can turn and see Rian. “It’s fine,” I tell him.

“The ship is on fire,” he says. No need for the yelling, damn.

“That’s normal.”

It is. It is. Reentry requires burn-off. Yes, there’s fire, but it’s all outside. Which is, by far, the preferable place for a fire to be when you’re inside.

“Have you never seen a ship burn through atmo?” I ask.

Problem is, going at regular speed from the Moon to Earth takes days. We don’t have days, so I’m having to use a temporary portal well and make up for it with the ship’s grav gens.

It’s a bit rocky, sure, but quick.

“Every time I’ve ever been on a ship landing on a planet with atmosphere, I’ve been strapped in a passenger seat.” One with vid screens instead of windows, I presume. Even at a leisurely cruise pace, there’s still burn-off.

“Sitting neat and proper like a good little boy,” I say. Shit, I really should have flipped that one switch sooner. Silencing the alarm did make the noise go away, but that wasn’t a fantastic time to lapse in judgment.

“I’m not a good little—”

“I know. You could stand to be a little naughtier. We discussed that already.”

“You kidnapped me!” Rian bellows. “And now we’re heading to fucking Sol-Earth in a ship that is on fire!”

Fine. He’s not in the mood to talk. You’d think he would settle down after a while, but no. He’s still pissed I happened to take him somewhat against his will.

Even if it’s for a good cause.

“You’re going to have to get over the kidnapping thing eventually,” I grouse.

Glory lurches, and my stomach does a little swoop as the grav generators catch up to reentry and the ship evens out.

“See? Nothing to worry about.” I shoot Rian my best winning smile, which does absolutely nothing to him. His mouth is a tight line as I toss aside my harness and turn to look at him. Autopilot is on now, and I can’t really do anything until I get the landing coordinates.

I lean forward, no mean feat, given our relative positions in the cramped bridge. “So,” I say, “let’s talk plans.”

Rian sucks in air and lets it out so forcefully that his nostrils flare.

“Okay, fine, we can have the argument again,” I say somewhat impatiently, “but we both know that in the end, you’re going to agree with me. Because I’m right. And you know it.”

“I know,” Rian says, and when I shoot him a look, he says it with more conviction. “I know. You’re right.”

God, he’s hot when he says that. Music to my ears.

A red light starts blinking on my console.

Rian frowns at it. “Do you need to—”

“No, it’s fine. Let’s talk more about how I’m right.”

Rian gives me a glare. “I see the point you made. I can even concede that . . .” He looks around at Glory’s bridge. “That extreme measures are needed.”

“See? Even kidnapping has a place.”

Rian pinches his nose. “It’s just . . .”

“No.” I shake my head forcefully. “What we’re not going to do right now is second-guess the plan. The plan is good.”

“Fine,” he snaps. Grumpy. Ugh. He would be so much more relaxed if he had bothered being seduced. Rian looks around. “What are we doing right now?”

I also look around, confused. “Waiting to land.”

We broke orbit, burned through atmo, but the landing sequence that will take us directly to the port will have to be linked to us from the ground. So what’s his issue?

Oh—I get it. Rian’s not used to waiting. Passenger ships, especially cruisers, and government business get priority.

Glory is not priority.

“Could be five minutes, could be an hour or two,” I say. “Depends on the Maltese port boss and their order of ops.”

“How did you even get landing codes close to Malta? I helped write the port orders for that sector. No ship can land anywhere near the island without prior authorization for this entire month.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I have that.”

“You have . . .”

“That. Prior authorization. I have that.”

Rian shakes his head. “I inspected the docking manifest myself. Your ship wasn’t on it.”

“I don’t know why you’re questioning my methods now,” I say. I turn back to the console, flicking a button to turn off the red flashing light. Very distracting. “I clearly have the means to do what I want.”

“Yes, but—”

The red blinking light is replaced with a beeping.

“Well, that was quicker than expected,” I mutter.

“What was?” Rian’s all tense again as he sees me strap back into the seat, the foot pedals rising at my touch as I lean in to the controls. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” I say. “But look, I’m going to need you to shut up and be cool for like ten minutes.”

“What does that—”

“Shut up,” I say, command now in my voice. “And be cool.”

I throw a glance over my shoulder. Apparently, be cool means sit ramrod straight with every muscle taut, but at least the shut up directive is easier for him to handle.

I flick the comm control on my ship’s dash and speak into the mic. “5O213-LN, request to land at Gozo residency strip. Callsign Glory.”

Over my comm unit’s speakers, a crackling voice says, “Glory, confirm code.”

I hear a tiny intake of breath from Rian, but he doesn’t break my order.

I rattle off the numbers.

Several minutes pass.

“This isn’t going to work,” Rian mutters.

A few more minutes.

And then the operator links me to a landing sequence. I set Glory’s course, then turn back around to Rian.

“See?” I say. “It worked. I had a plan.”

His lips twist in a wry smirk. “You always do, huh?”

“Would you believe me if I told you that I’m mostly just winging it?”

Rian’s left eye twitches. “Yes,” he says. “I would. And considering what we’re doing is going to impact the entire fate of this planet—and I’m risking my job and prison to do it? That’s not a comforting thought.”

I shoot him a winning smile and then have to turn my attention to landing Glory. But really, he’s exaggerating. Prison? Unlikely. I mean, technically he shouldn’t sneak me into Fetor Tech, but we’re not stealing anything. Well, he isn’t. We’re not even fucking anything up. We’re just making sure the code on the nanobots is the right code. And the only one who could theoretically press charges would be Strom Fetor himself, and if he did so, (a) he’d have to confess to altering the original code into malware that harmed the world, and (b) he’d also have to be less of a dumbass. Neither of which is likely.

Rian’s still muttering about how the landing strips aren’t supposed to take new ships now. It’s distracting, but at least he’s not making noises that make me worried he’s going to throw up all over my bridge, so I don’t comment.

He’s right. It’s not entirely uncommon for Malta’s landing strips to be restricted. There are enough important governmental things happening in the capital still for there to be a lot of regulations, and regulations are generally a pain in the ass.

Glory’s speakers flash—incoming transmission. “Glory, you’re required to check in with the residency strip port boss upon arrival.”

“Got it,” I say, then close the comm.

I adjust the controls. There’s more work to do in the last minutes of flying a ship before landing than in the week it took to get us here.

“Residency?” Rian asks.

Fuck it all, of course he would notice that. One word. If the port authority hadn’t said that one word, he might not have picked up on it.

“I looked into all your records,” he presses. “You don’t own land anywhere, and there’s no rental record for you.”

“I’m a lady of mystery,” I say, half-distracted by my tight grip on the joysticks, both of which are doing their best to rip my arms off.

He makes a harrumphing noise in the back of his throat.

“Oh, ye of little faith,” I say, laughing in a tone that’s only a little forced. “You didn’t think we’d even get this far, did you?”

I can see the white caps of the waves as Glory soars over the Mediterranean before I hear his less-than-comforting response:

“You’re not the only one with backup plans.”
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The landing strips are roughly fifty kilometers from the island. There are two—a large one for cruisers carrying tourists and rich people, and a much smaller one for locals with residency or transports carrying cargo for delivery. The large strip has passenger boarding bridges that go up to the cruisers, letting guests get off in an enclosed, air-conditioned tube that deposits them in a luxurious building at the end of the dock that connects directly to the ferry that transports people from the strips to Malta. Not a single drop of sunlight gets through either the bridge or the building, although they’re lined with vid screens displaying immaculate blue waves and clear skies at all times.

The residency strip doesn’t bother lying. When Rian and I step out onto the main dock, the sun beats down on us, and the stench of the gray water fills our nostrils.

“Ada Lamarr!” a voice calls down the strip. I whirl around.

“Bruna?”

A large woman strides toward me, wrapping me up in an enormous hug. “Where you been?” she says, the words so deep I can feel them vibrating from her chest to mine.

I push her back, laughing. “It’s been forever!” And then I glance at her uniform. “You’re the port boss?”

She beams at me, then notices Rian hanging back awkwardly. “And who is this?”

Before I can say anything, Rian steps forward, hand out, and introduces himself. Bruna shakes it earnestly, then looks at me, eyebrows raised. “Lover?”

Rian gapes at her.

“No, but only because he’s an idiot,” I say.

“I am not!”

I give him a look that clearly says, We had a week, and you didn’t make a single move.

“Okay, maybe I’m an idiot,” Rian grumbles.

Bruna laughs.

“We were in university together,” I tell Rian.

“But you didn’t graduate.” The words slip past his lips before he thinks to stop them, and I can tell that he didn’t mean to say it like that, like an insult.

It would sting, but that’s an old wound. The nerves are long dead.

Bruna slings an arm around my shoulders. “Not because she wasn’t smart enough! They should have given her the diploma.”

I shrug, and Bruna takes the hint, dropping her hold on me. Bruna knows why I gave up on higher education, because she was right there beside me until the end. And Rian knows because he snooped in my history. A bit of a criminal record following a spot of hacking and vandalism after her father’s untimely death due to climate sickness can throw a girl off track in her education and make the university withhold credits due to “unbefitting behavior for a student.” Turns out admin frowns on using the skills they teach you for anything fun.

“Anyway,” I say, desperate to change the subject. Maybe there is still a little pain left in that scar.

“Your mother pinged before you landed,” Bruna says.

Fuck.

Rian’s head snaps up at that. I know he knew about my father, but he definitely didn’t note much about my mother. And that was by extremely careful design.

Shut your gob, Bruna, I think.

Bruna does not, in fact, shut her gob. Instead, she says, “She told me to tell you to come straight by for a visit.”

Shit.

Shit, shit, triple shit.

“Don’t glare at me,” Bruna protests, throwing up her hands. “I’m only delivering the message.”

“Well, deliver another message for me, will ya? Tell Mom I don’t have time for a visit this round.”

“Tell her yourself. I’m not getting in the middle of it. Besides, you have to go.”

I blink. “Have to?”

“All residents have to ping their geolocation at their place of residence within three hours of landing at the Maltese strip,” Rian says, likes he’s reading the words out of a codex.

Fucking hell, this rule reeks of the kind of shit someone from Rigel-Earth would force into regulation. Someone like Rian Fucking White.

“Why?” I grind out.

Bruna shrugs. “Something, something security and ensuring people are actually residents if they come through on that code. Big thing happening in New Venice tomorrow.”

“Oh, really?” I ask innocently, knowing full well that the “big thing” is what I’m aiming to fuck up.

Bruna shrugs. “Apparently.” She nods toward the other nearby dock, the one for people with money. “They’re not even allowing most cruisers. That’s the last for the next three days.”

“Fine,” I say. “I’ll go to the place listed as Glory’s residency, ping the geo-tracker, and then come back. Rian, you stay here—”

I stop because both Rian and Bruna look as if I’ve suggested the impossible.

“Everyone on board a ship claiming residency has to ping the tracker,” Bruna says.

“Come on,” I object. “I can hide him in the ship.”

“I’m not hiding in the ship,” Rian offers.

“It’s not up to me!” Bruna protests. “You know I’d turn a blind eye, Ada, but this shit is tracked.”

She holds up a data pad that displays a small chart, pointing to Glory’s registry number, already filled in on one side. Two codes are listed beside it—one is my ident sequence, and the other must be Rian’s. Beside each of our numbers is a little timer, currently flashing yellow.

Our identities are already being tracked by the government, just for using a government-controlled landing strip.

“This is absolutely the kind of shit that belongs on Rigel-Earth, not here,” I say, glaring at Rian, who at least has the sense to look a little guilty.

I force myself to take regular breaths. I should have factored all this in, but I’m so used to operating on outposts and stations that aren’t as strict. I haven’t been back here in years, and it shows.

It’s fine. This is fine. I can make it work.

I have to.

“Are you going to the square after?” Bruna’s tone is light, casual, and so opposite of the panic screaming in my head that it shakes me out of my spiral.

“They planning a party?” I ask. She’s talking about Triumph Square, the large courtyard just outside of Central Gardens. Rallies, markets, and celebrations are all held there.

I’ve been so focused on the mission—changing the code inside the nanobots being released tomorrow—that I forgot the way it’s an interplanetary event. A cause for celebration.

“Gonna be huge,” she says.

I eye Rian. “Yeah, maybe we’ll go.” If we succeed.

“Well, I better let you get on,” Bruna says, flashing the screen at us again. My eyes linger on the timer ticking away the seconds before we need to ping our location to the government.

“Oh, one more thing,” Bruna says, snapping her fingers at the memory. “Jane told me to tell you specifically—”

“Jane?” Rian’s voice cracks like a whip, so sharp that Bruna’s eyes widen. I know exactly what he’s thinking: the code word Jane Irwin. Let me nip that in the bud.

“Jane Lamarr, the woman who birthed me and gave me my middle name,” I remind him in a deadpan voice. “It’s only one of the most common names on the planet.”

He has the grace to look a little embarrassed by that.

Bruna cocks an eyebrow at me, gaze flicking between us. Rian doesn’t know it, but Bruna is definitely aware of “Jane Irwin,” and I’m realizing now that it was no accident she came to me personally to deliver this message.

“Jane told me to tell you she fully expects you to spend the night.”

I groan.

I don’t like this; I hate this. I can feel Rian getting more interested in this conversation by the minute.

Why—why—would my mother interfere right now?

Bruna snorts. “When was the last time you brought a lover home to your mother?”

“Not since you, in the before times,” I say, sticking my tongue out at her.

“Hey, we’re not lovers!” Rian protests.

“Not yet,” I say, and Bruna gives me an obnoxiously loud high five.

Despite my smile, I’m fuming inside. I didn’t even want Rian to know that I can land on a residency strip at Malta. I don’t like him knowing I have a place with permanence.

I don’t like the way this narrows the world around me, the way he can cage me here, pin me down.

But what I don’t like even more?

Him meeting my mother.

Bruna waves farewell as we return to Glory to gather supplies. Since I know that message means we’re not going back to the ship any time soon, I grab a bag and start packing.

Rian doesn’t have much in the way of luggage, a side effect of being kidnapped. But because I’m so considerate, he does have a spare set of nondescript standard-issue that’s mostly in his size. I had to eyeball it when I was preparing. For the kidnapping. As one does. He stuffs everything into a spare rucksack I graciously donated to the cause while I prep a few of my own essentials.

“You travel light,” he comments as I drop my bag on the floor.

The one thing I didn’t get right was his shoes. Rian’s still wearing his fancy kicks.

“You good to walk in those?” I ask.

“Mostly.”

Lucky he didn’t have useless silver heels at the gala I kidnapped him from.

I grab two sun shields from inside a storage locker and toss one to him. “You’re gonna want that.”

He starts to put it in his rucksack, but I shake my head. “You’re going to want it now.”

Rian looks about to protest, but then I take my shirt off. His mouth shuts as his eyes drop.

Sun shields come in a variety of styles—some are more like robes, some are body suits. The ones I’ve got are gossamer-thin, long-sleeved, and hooded. They work best when next to the skin, so I pull the shield over my bra and then replace my shirt over that.

Rian copies me. Once he’s fully dressed again, I cross the short space between us and reach behind him, lifting up the thinner-than-paper hood and covering his head. After I adjust it, I realize that his gaze is zeroed in on me.

For the first time since I met him, Rian’s eyes are soft, not razor-sharp.

Soft.

Because he’s looking at me.

Somehow, this action—pulling his hood up—feels more intimate than when we were both half-naked a moment before. Alarm bells ring in my head.

I step back.

And I note the disappointed look on Rian’s face.

As much as I wished we’d spent our days and nights in the portal with more enjoyable activities, it’s game time now. I might have gotten a good romp out of him if we’d been able to stay on Glory, but now?

Now it’s time to visit my mother.

Fuck this timing.

I take another step back and reach into my bag. “Also these,” I say, plucking two pills from a bottle in the side pocket.

“Radiation preventative?” Rian asks, swallowing the tablet when I nod. A few minutes on the dock with Bruna isn’t much, but if we’re traipsing around the island, we’ll need more.

Rian smacks his mouth against the metallic taste of the pills. I know he’s not used to this. Cruisers and tours minimize the effects of radiation and other by-products of a polluted world.

I think it makes it easier for the other worlds to pretend that Earth’s not as bad off as it is, when only the locals have to take pills and precautions just to live.

We head out, straight to the end of the dock. A few people are already on the transfer ferry—a heavy-duty boat with a trash-breaker spike up front to slice through the murky water.

I catch Rian scowling at the sea.

“We’re going to fix it,” I tell him gently. It won’t be immediately, but once we have the nanobots out in the world’s water cycle—with the right code—Earth is going to get better.

I hope.

Rian nods, his mouth a grim line as he finds a place to sit on the benches under the protection shields. The local ferry isn’t like the cruiser transport; it doesn’t try to hide reality. I scoot closer to him as the ferry waits for more people, resting my head on his shoulder as if we were lovers, my mouth close enough to his ear that no one can eavesdrop.

“What are the chances of you being spotted and stopped?” I ask. “Your friends gonna arrest me on sight?”

“You? The paragon of innocence?” Rian chuckles.

“Well, you know I’m harmless,” I say, “but what about your team?”

“Relax.” Rian nudges me, which does not at all make me relax. “They all saw us together at the gala. They probably assume . . . well . . .”

Phoebe does not assume that. She’s on Rian’s team, but she’s on my side. Or, at least, my client’s side. She knows the nanobots aren’t coded well, and she won’t stand in my way. But any of Rian’s people who even suspect he didn’t come on my ship willingly will cause some trouble.

And I desperately don’t want any eyes on me.

My only saving grace is that no one from Rian’s team will actually be in Fetor’s offices for the launch of the nanobots. That’s the whole reason why my client needed me to acquire Rian; he has the clearance. But they could cause trouble on the outside.

“We’ll get in,” Rian says.

“Why are you so confident about that?” I ask.

“Because that’s the part of the plan I came up with.”

And that’s the very reason I’m concerned.
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Both my cuff and Rian’s have a little clock flashing in the corner of the display. As soon as we’re in the region of my mother’s home—which is linked to Glory’s residency code—our cuffs will ping the geo-tracker that we satisfied the rules for landing, and we’re good.

The timer still displays a solid hour and a half by the time the ferry reaches the northern dock in Xlendi Bay. Technically, Malta used to have two main islands—Malta itself, as well as the northern provincial Gozo. The development of the bridge city, New Venice, connected the two islands and covered up the smaller ones between them. Most tourist stops and wealthy residences are on the larger island. Most of the workers and poorer residents live on Gozo.

As Rian and I get off the ferry, we step into a crowd of locals, some of whom may recognize me or at least link me to my mother. I set a fast pace, keeping my head down and my sun shield hood up as I steer Rian away from the people offering ride services. “We can walk,” I tell him. Getting a transport will be more time and hassle than it’s worth; plus, it’ll draw attention.

He glances at his cuff. “Are you in a hurry?”

“We don’t need additional eyes from the government on us right now.” I tap the timer.

“We have plenty of time.” Rian follows behind me. “This is . . . inconvenient, but in my defense, it’s a fairly standard practice for a global event that’s high-security, and I had no idea when the regulations were approved that we’d be doing . . .” He waves his hands in my general direction. “All of this.”

“It’s a dumbass rule that only someone who’s never had to rely on public transportation and walking would think is just ‘inconvenient,’” I snap. The time limits are ridiculous—if we’d missed the ferry and needed to take the next, we’d be sprinting to make it in time. But that’s not why I’m mad.

Bruna’s message had a veiled meaning, and the fact that my mother is expecting me is going to complicate everything. It’s a sign things already are complicated. More so than usual.

The sidewalks are crowded, and we dodge around people as auto-taxis roll through the streets. Half the buildings here are boarded up; the other half are so dusty that the windows are basically useless. The glass is laced with metal to prevent theft, and most of them display brightly lit signs with promises of deals and bargains, neon flashing in a desperate attempt to distract from decay.

I glance back at Rian after we get separated by a man pushing a cart full of yellow-green cabbages that are going to need to be scrubbed with a wire brush to remove the grime building up on them. Rian has a contemplative scowl all over his face, and he almost walks right past me.

I grab his hand and pull him into an alley that opens up to a path toward the cliffs.

Malta’s a Mediterranean island, but it’s not a beach resort, especially not here. The gray waves crash into cliffs, not beaches, and the trail I’m taking Rian on is a bit of a hike up. Once we’re away from the noise of the crowded streets, Rian says, “Well, after this, let’s hire transport into New Venice.”

I walk backward so I can look at him as I cross the small footbridge extending over an inlet. “You heard Bruna. My mother expects me to spend the night.”

Rian laughs. “You’re not twelve. You don’t have to stay there.”

“Okay, I confess,” I say. “Going to my mother’s house was not a part of Plan A, B, or C. But I can work with it. Plus, it’s free.”

“I can pay for a hotel.” His voice is low, and I can tell he’s reconsidering my countless and very obvious propositions.

“You may be able to afford a penthouse suite in New Venice, but can you afford a distraction the night before we do crime?”

His mouth opens, but nothing comes out. He follows me up the footpath and eventually says, “So, we’re already on Plan D? How many plans do you have?”

His tone is light. Good. Let him think this is easy.

“Forty-two, minimum,” I quip.

I may need Plan F before this is done. Plan F stands for “Fuck as much stuff up as possible and escape in the chaos.” It also means dropping at least half of my goals, which will put me in debt I can’t pay off and in . . . let’s just say bad standing with my client.

“It’s only . . .” Rian starts.

“What?” My voice is a little too snappy right now. Mask, mask. I can’t let him see the truth, not so close to home. But my stomach hurts, and so do my back and my head, and I simply cannot seem to make myself able to concentrate where I need to concentrate.

“I looked, Ada,” Rian says. “I looked at all the records.”

Of course he did. “And?”

“And there was almost nothing on your mother.”

The climb is getting a little steeper now. “Not everything is a conspiracy theory. You know my parents both worked in conservation. After Yellowstone exploded, Mom moved into government work before she retired. It’s why she lives here.”

And, as Rian knows, government workers are not as easy to access. He could have snooped, of course—he certainly has the clearance to check on almost anyone’s records. But he was so focused on researching my sordid yet delightful past that he didn’t veer down the paths that would have told him more about my mother’s records. I hope.

We stick close to the coast, despite the stench of pollution. Once, the most expensive houses were along the shore. It was a luxury to be able to look at the ocean from your bedroom window. But that was when the water was clean and beautiful. Now the most valuable land is in the center of the island, as far away from the stink as possible.

“What’s that?” Rian asks, pointing to a short, square tower right on the edge of the cliff overlooking the water.

“That’s where we’re going.” I lead the way, taking a path that’s older than anyone can remember, the stone steps up the cliff worn away in the center.

“There?”

No need to sound so incredulous.

Then again, that tower is ancient. “So, in the middle of the twentieth century—I can’t remember when . . . The sixteen hundreds? Eighteen? Something like that. Anyway, there were pirates—”

“Pirates?” Rian says. “Like you?”

“I’m not a pirate; I have an ethical code.”

“A looter’s code. And looting is basically pirating.”

“You have no sense of nuance. Anyway, they—”

“Who?” Rian asks.

“I don’t know,” I say, exasperated. “I know coding, not history. Anyway, they built a series of towers along the coast. Watchtowers. And if someone saw a pirate ship approaching, they lit a fire on top of the tower, and then the next tower over would see it, and they’d light their tower, and then the next and the next—”

“I get the picture.”

“And the whole island would be on alert and ready before any pirate ship even landed.” We’ve reached the top of the path now. “It was a decent system.”

“I’m just in awe that a series of towers built in the seventeenth and/or nineteenth century is still standing.”

“Well, this one is, and one more on the main island. The rest fell a long time ago. And this one isn’t technically the original. It was moved as the coast eroded and then rebuilt, and it’s mostly just a ship of Theseus at this point. But there are enough history nerds that Mom has a job keeping the tower up in between tours. It doesn’t come with much pay, but at least the living quarters are included.”

I pause at the top of the cliff to see how Rian reacts to the full view of the tower. He doesn’t look nearly as impressed as he should.

“How do you get in?” he asks.

“There are some steps and a door on the other side.” It was a watchtower against pirates; of course there’s only one door.

I take one minute to drink it in. It’s been years since I’ve seen this place—since I’ve seen Mom in person—and . . . I don’t know. It feels like it may be the last time.

So much has gone wrong already, and we’ve not even made it to Fetor’s headquarters.

I take a deep breath.

I tried living with Mom, right after I got my record clear. I tried, and I know she tried, too.

But we’re just so different. She was fine staying right here for the rest of her life.

And I wanted nothing less.

But she’s nobler than me. Even when my father got sick. She wasn’t bitter about it, not the way I still am.

Even in a world as polluted as Earth, she still sees the value of it. The need to stay, to help, to fix everything.

I know she thinks the way I escaped is selfish. I know she doesn’t approve of . . .

Of me.

“Ada?” Rian asks when he sees how I’ve stopped. He comes closer. “Hey,” he adds at my dark look. “Penthouse suite in New Venice after this? We don’t have to stay.”

I shake my head.

It’s too late now.

Rian follows my gaze to see the woman standing at the top of the steps, framed by the limestone doorway. Her skin is a shade darker than mine, her hair a shade lighter, hidden under a vivid purple scarf. She stands with her hands on her hips, looking down at us, her stern stance a contrast to the smile curving her lips.

Apprehension squeezes my stomach, hard.

But I turn to Rian with a huge grin. “Time to meet my mother.” 
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Rian and I both ping the geo-trackers on our cuffs, and the timers stop with twenty whole minutes to spare. I shoot Rian a look: See? The regulations aren’t fair.

He gives me a grudging nod, but I can also tell that he still expects to not be spending the night here. Time to rearrange that assessment in his neatly organized mind.

The outside of the tower is plain, pale brown limestone, few windows, only one door. Mom calls over to us, waving.

“Sorry about her,” I mutter as we head up the steps.

Sure enough, as soon as I introduce Mom to Rian, she bustles us inside and stuffs a pastizz in his mouth before declaring that there’s no way she’ll allow him to waste money on a hotel tonight, and he can sleep in my old bedroom while I share with her. When he protests, she gives him another pastry and literally pats him on the head.

“I’m just so pleased to meet you!” Mom declares as Rian chokes on crumbs. “So, tell me all about yourself.”

“I . . . work in conservation,” he says awkwardly.

Great, so they’re both starting off with lies.

“Conservation?” Mom asks. “I started my career there.”

“I heard. Yellowstone.”

Mom beams. “You’ve told him everything about me, haven’t you?”

“Not quite,” I say.

The main floor of the tower is on the second level, where the only door deposited us. The thick walls are plastered white, no personal decorations. Mounted along one wall are a few display cases holding artifacts—clay pots from Punic shipwreck remains found nearby, a World War II uniform, and some cannonballs. Carbonglass protects some plaster that was salvaged from the frescoes in the original tower, ancient graffiti made by bored soldiers stationed at the tower in the sixteen and/or eighteen hundreds. Or maybe later? I should know that, but history, eh.

During tours, Mom uses a holo projector to display information about the tower’s cultural importance to the island. The few narrow windows cast natural light over the table Mom’s set up in the middle of the room. This part of the tower is for display, kept simple and plain. Steps hidden behind doors go down to where Mom really lives on the first floor, and also up to the flat roof.

Mom chats ceaselessly, prattling off a mix of outrageous stories she thinks are entertaining and peppering in probing questions that catch Rian off guard.

“Sorry,” I say, passing him a coffee. “I know she’s . . . a lot.”

“Who is?” Mom asks. “Me? I’m not a lot.”

“I can see where you get it from,” Rian tells me.

My eyes grow big. “You think I’m a lot?”

Mom barks in laughter.

“I’m an absolute fucking delight; that’s what I am,” I say.

“Well.” Rian starts to stand from the table. “Thank you for the pastries.”

“It sounds like you’re trying to leave.” Mom levels Rian with a Look. I know she’s gearing up to say she’s already got a full meal prepared for us and it would break her heart to be stuck with so much leftover food, but I push back my chair, the metal grating on the stone floor.

“Mind if Rian and I talk on the roof alone for a moment?” I ask Mom. She waves toward the door, a little frown marring her face, and I lead Rian up.

Xlendi Tower isn’t tall—it didn’t need to be. It’s already on a cliff, and the soldiers at the watchtower only needed the signal fires to be seen by the next tower down the coast. One level up, and Rian and I step out onto the flat stone roof. A small ledge lower than knee height is all that warns us not to fall off, and we have to step carefully around the solar panels positioned for the best angle to collect the sun’s rays. Along the north wall, a dovecote stands, the soft cooing of pigeons and the steady sound of the sea the only noise. This is perhaps the only place on the whole island that stinks more of bird shit than pollution.

I don’t bother mincing words. “Coming here wasn’t the original plan, but I think we should stay.”

“We could get a hotel a block away from Fetor’s offices,” Rian starts to protest. No doubt this is the same hotel he stayed at every time he inspected the project as it was developed.

My lips pinch tight. I don’t necessarily want to pick a fight, but I also don’t not want that. “On Glory, in the portal system, there was no way send messages off the ship. On the Moon station, well . . . I have to trust you didn’t betray me when you got your blue puff cubes. I should have come with you when you went for ‘snacks.’”

“Why would I—”

I march closer to him, jamming a finger into his chest. “I know you’re on board with rewriting the code of the climate cleaners so we don’t completely turn Earth into a pay-to-play game of survival,” I say, “but I also know that I can’t trust you.”

“Ada, you can—”

I shake my head, jaw tight. “I absolutely cannot trust you, and you’re an idiot if you think I’ve forgotten that for a second. Just because I want to fuck you does not mean I can trust you.” I snort. “Actually, it makes the fucking part hotter.”

He opens his mouth to speak, but I keep talking over him. “Any hotel you get is probably linked to some government account that’ll ping your team. Even if not, you’ll have access to comms. You’ll set me up.”

Rian takes a step back, almost treading on a solar panel. “Ada, you’re being difficult and paranoid.”

“I’m being reasonable,” I counter. I sigh. “I get it. You know I know a lot about—”

There they are.

Those razor eyes that see way, way too much.

“About my client,” I say, refusing to give him even that much of an answer. “You know I have ins. You know I know people. Code words. What’s the trap? Are you going to arrest me for kidnapping?”

“No!” he protests too quickly.

I cross my arms over my chest. “You go, if you want. But if you go to a hotel, I will think it’s a trap, and I’m out. Which means you’ll be fucked because I’m the one with the code to reprogram the nanobots, and we both know you can’t do it.”

Rian’s mouth drops open at the same time one of the pigeons in the dovecote makes a loud warbling sound, which would be funny if it weren’t for the fact that we’re arguing, and I’m not certain I’m going to win this one, which would . . . fuck everything.

Finally, Rian says in a low voice, “If it means that much to you, fine. Fine. We’ll stay here tonight.”

I nod firmly. “And when we finish the job tomorrow, that’s it. I’ll disappear.”

He doesn’t say anything to that.

I take a step closer to him, close enough that he could reach out and touch me if he wanted.

“I’ll disappear,” I repeat in a softer voice, “and you’ll let me.”

I can’t read his expression. I can’t figure out what’s happening behind those eyes, what calculations he’s made, what trap he’s laid.

I’m just certain he has one.

Without warning, his hand reaches up between us, grabbing mine. “What if I don’t want you to disappear?”

Gently, I extract my fingers from his. He looks disappointed but maybe also a little defiant.

“It’s better that way.” My voice is almost a whisper. “You’ll never like the way I break the laws you make.”

His lips part, but he doesn’t refute me.

It’s a damn good thing I’ve not fallen for him, because between breaking laws and breaking hearts, there’s only one I walk away from whole.
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Knock, knock,” Mom says, stepping up onto the roof. A flurry of feathers from the dovecote; the pigeons know who brings them snacks. “All well up here?”

I step away from Rian, retreating. Like a fucking coward. “Everything’s fine. We’ll spend the night, if you don’t mind—”

“Mind? I insist!”

“—and then we’ll be gone early in the morning.”

“Thank you,” Rian adds formally. He really does play the good little boy well. No wonder he wants me so bad.

“My pleasure!” Mom grins at us as she walks over to the birds. “Have you been showing Rian my babies?”

“They’re very impressive,” Rian says, even though he barely even glanced at them.

Mom makes a little noise in the back of her throat, and I know she’s pleased. It’s rare I bring home anyone for her to meet, rarer still for that person to even pretend interest in her damn birds.

“You’ve not even seen them properly yet!” Mom swings open the dovecote door, exposing about two dozen little boxes with nests and pigeons inside. She reaches inside one cubby and scoops up a bird. “They’re very friendly.”

“I’ve never seen something like that,” Rian says, nodding at the dovecote. His tone is so stiff; it couldn’t be clearer that he’s not a fan, but he absolutely thinks he’s tricking us all into thinking he’s showing polite interest.

Mom kisses the bird in her hand on the top of its head. Rian can’t hide the flash of disgust on his face.

“I have clearly been replaced in my mother’s heart,” I say.

“Yup,” Mom agrees cheerfully.

“So . . . you keep birds?” Rian asks.

“They’re noble creatures.” Mom holds the pigeon in her hands aloft, as if presenting it to a monarch.

Rian has the tact to say nothing, but his face didn’t get the memo.

Mom raises an eyebrow at him, bringing the pigeon back close to her chest. “I’m assuming you’re one of those who thinks they’re just rats with wings?”

Rian glances at me, but I just shrug. “They do have diseases,” he offers weakly.

“Like what?” Mom says, her tone no less sharp despite her smile. “Be specific.”

When Rian doesn’t produce an answer, Mom smirks. She turns back to the dovecote, replacing the pigeon she’d been holding into its nest and checking over the other birds. “Pigeons have gotten a bad rap historically. You’re more likely to be infected with toxoplasma from a kitten than get anything dangerous from one of my babies.”

I watch Rian’s expression. I wonder if he’s got cats on his family’s farm. Probably luxury ones, to go with the luxury food they grow. If his Rigel-Earth cats have toxoplasmosis, it’s definitely the luxury version of the disease. Toxoplasmosis EliteTM.

“It’s just not fair,” Mom continues. “You know what’s the worst of it all?”

“No?” Rian says.

“We domesticated them. Humans, I mean. Pigeons were wild birds, but humans domesticated them. We bred the fear out of them. We turned them into pets. And in the past, we treated them as well as people treat their dogs and cats and any other pet. Better, even. We built palaces for pigeons.”

She sweeps her arm grandly at the dovecote, a simple structure made of wood and stone, clean but not ornate.

“Pigeons in the past had a use, though, right?” Rian asks. “They delivered messages. But we don’t need that anymore. We have—”

“We have no sense of moral obligation to what we change for our convenience, regardless of what it costs others.” Mom speaks with such quiet authority that Rian shuts his mouth mid-sentence.

“Practically every city on Earth has cockroaches, rats, and pigeons,” I say. I know Mom’s spiel well. “Roaches and rats adapt for survival. But pigeons are everywhere because humans brought them there.”

“They love us,” Mom says. “A millennium after we tossed them aside like garbage, and they still gather in our cities. They still come up to us, hoping we’ll give them kindness. Because our ancestors bred them to trust us.”

“And we hate them for it,” I add.

Rian looks from me to Mom and back again. “I guess I never thought of it that way.”

I join Mom at the dovecote. I’m not a huge fan of birds—their eyes are weird as fuck—but I know Mom’s point. And I know why she really keeps the pigeons.

“You know,” I tell Mom, “Rian’s undersold his expertise to you. He’s been doing a lot for the climate-cleaner program.”

“The one in all the news feeds?” Mom asks. She turns to Rian, eyes bright. “You’re on the team helping to save Earth?”

Rian nods. I’m not sure if he’s hesitating now because he’s hoping for Mom’s approval or because he doesn’t want me to talk more.

“Oh, I’m so glad to have met you now,” Mom says, beaming at him. “It’s like the pigeons.”

“Sorry?” Rian asks.

“I keep them because I guess I feel a little responsible. All of these are rescues, ones I’ve found in New Venice or Valetta, injured or starving. I try to save them because no one else will, and because, well. We have a responsibility, no?”

“To save birds?” Rian asks.

Mom shakes her head. “We have a responsibility to the world we come from. Our ancestors domesticated pigeons and then dumped them when they were no longer useful or beloved. Pigeons can’t help that. Can’t change the natures bred into and out of them. So, we have a responsibility.” She looks from me to him, intently. “Same with Earth and all those people who colonized other worlds. Just because our ancestors polluted Earth to the brink of destroying our whole planet . . . we have a responsibility to it, no? Even the ones who moved away to different worlds. We—humanity—we made a mess, and it’s better to clean it than walk away from it.”

Rian wasn’t expecting bird analogies and human sociology at a rooftop dovecote, but that’s what he got. Although I’m not sure Mom’s little speech was more for him or me. She’s always trying to get me to think of the greater good. Ugh.

Mom contemplates Rian. “I’m guessing from your accent that you’re . . .”

“He’s from Rigel-Earth,” I say.

“Oh, fuck, sorry about that,” she tells him.

“I quite like Rigel-Earth,” Rian protests.

“Really?” Mom says with the same tone that Rian used when he thought her pigeons were just rats with wings.

“Everyone has their flaws,” I mutter to her.

“Yes, but . . . Rigel-Earth?” Mom shakes her head.

“Sorry?” Rian says.

“It’s okay, dear, you can’t help it.” Mom closes the dovecote door. “I’ll just treat you like one of my pigeons.”

“She means that as a compliment,” I mutter as we follow her down the steps into the main house, but I don’t think Rian believes me.
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We eat dinner on the terrace. There’s wine, an occasionally soft coo from the roof, warmth under the solar shield, and crashing waves.

For one meal, we all pretend. We ignore the smells and act like our sun shields are just shirts and all is well. Mom pretends that I’m home visiting, bringing a new boyfriend for her to meet. She keeps feeding Rian like it’s her job, and Rian keeps passing the second and third helpings to me because I don’t get food this good on the regular. Rian pretends that he’s not that important, dodging Mom’s questions about his role in the climate-cleaner program.

I pretend like this is normal, and we’re not going to save the world tomorrow.

The sun’s well beyond the horizon by the time Rian insists he really is full and needs to go to bed. I set him up in the room Mom keeps for me. It’s bland and lacks any decorations, little more than a mattress in a closet.

“It’s fine,” Rian insists.

“It’s because I never lived here, not really,” I say, to explain the utter lack of personality in the room. “Mom and Papa split before Papa got sick. And I roomed with friends during university.”

And after university, there was only Glory. Which, ironically, isn’t the type of glory my mother wanted for me, but I’m pretty comfortable with being a disappointment. Not that Mom would call me a disappointment. Maybe I’m just projecting. But damn, it’s hard having a saint for a mother. Maybe that’s why I’m better off on Glory than on Earth. If I’m being honest, nowhere on this planet feels like home the way my ship does. Certainly not here.

I guess the pigeons are more domesticated than me.

“Tomorrow morning—”

“Up early,” I confirm. “I’ve already hired transport to the city. It won’t take long.”

We’ll have to walk part of it. All the streets around Triumph Square are closed to traffic, anyway. I have the route sketched in my head—we’ll drop off outside Central Gardens, cut through the public park and the square, then get through security into Fetor Tech.

“It’s such a simple plan,” Rian starts.

“That’s why it’ll work. You’re used to red tape and layers of clearance. Sometimes, to get something done, all you have to do is walk through the door and do it.”

It’s kind of amazing the way few people just do the things they need to do. I don’t know how people like Rian convinced humanity that rules should be followed, but it certainly was effective propaganda.

Rian shakes his head. “That door is secured by multiple layers of biometric scans, clearance codes, and ident trackers.”

“Which is why I’ve got you.” I punch him lightly in the arm.

He’s tense. I am too, but I’m better at hiding it.

“It’s going to be fine,” I say.

“You absolutely do not know that for certain.”

“It’s going to be fine, unless we get caught.”

“Or fail to change the code.”

“That would just fuck up Earth,” I point out. As long as we don’t get trapped or arrested, we can get away even if the planet is doomed. Still: “No pressure.”

“None at all.”

I turn to go, then pause at the door. “Hey, Rian?” I ask the dark. I don’t have the courage to face him.

“Yeah?”

“When this is all over—all of it, I mean. Penthouse suite in the most expensive hotel in the city, you and me and buckets of chocolate-covered strawberries?”

He’s silent for a long time. So long that I almost walk away.

Then I hear his deep chuckle. “Yeah. I’ll bring some more peaches, too.”

I whirl around, eyes alight. “Okay, actually, if you bring me some of those peaches, you don’t even need to bring yourself; I can have that moment without you.”

His eyes are liquid and feral. “Oh, no,” he says, both a promise and a threat. “I absolutely intend to be there.” A heartbeat. “And it’ll be more than a moment.”

My body does all those things I’ve been trying to tell it not to do all week. We’re both lying, still acting like this is a future we can have. It’s a game, one we’ll lose even if we win, and we know it.

But it’s worth the fantasy. For tonight, anyway.

“All I have to do is save the world tomorrow, and I get you and peaches and all night in a penthouse suite?” I ask. “I may need that in writing.”

His voice is pitched low. “I keep my promises, Ada.”

Fuck me sideways, I know he does.

• • •

I need a cold shower, but instead, I have to face my mother. I find her on the roof, illuminated only by a light near the door and the full moon. It’s weird to think that I was kicking up my heels on the lunar station just a little bit ago.

“He in bed?” Mom asks. She drank half a bottle of wine by herself, but her voice is sharp and clear.

“He’s in the bedroom, but . . .” But we need to be careful what we say.

“Got it.” He could come up here and spy on us, or he could have dropped a listening device.

“How are you feeling about tomorrow?” Mom asks.

“Confident.”

Mom smirks at that. She knows me well.

Just as she knows the plan. The real one.

I drop a hand to my belly. “Although a little queasy. Planetary gravity always fucks me over.” The only thing worse than planning a high-stakes heist with your enemy? Doing it while on your period, which has come with a hell of a punch, straight to the uterus.

“Ugh, sorry,” Mom says. “Do you need anything?”

“I took some meds. And I’m drinking all the coffee tomorrow. All of it.” Caffeine helps. And it’s hard to get beans in space. It was just crummy timing and inaccessible meds while I was in the black that led to this.

I touch my ear, the one unadorned. Mom’s eyes follow me.

“You lost an earring,” she says.

“I know. At the gala.” I know she knows what I mean: That part of the mission was a success.

Mom leans over and looks at my other earring.

The pair are a matching set, but they’re far, far more than they appear. I wore them to the gala on purpose.

Kidnapping Rian was only one goal, after all. And these high-tech earrings are pretty nifty. The one I still have hasn’t been used yet. The other one—the one I “lost” at the gala—is a code scanner. Tiny, wireless, put it next to any computer using basic coding, and it scans the data, recording it for analysis later.

“How was the gala?” Mom asks.

“It went well, I hope.” We’ll find out how well after tomorrow.

Mom nods. Her face is grave, her shoulders tight.

“Why did you want me to come visit, Mom?” I ask softly. What we both know I mean is: Your cover is going to get blown now. Why did you force my hand to get me here?

I might have been able to distract Rian from how I have a residency claim to Malta through my mother. He might have glossed over the fact that he didn’t find much information about her in her official records. I could have done things to help facilitate a ploy big enough to pull his razor eyes away from my mother and her tower full of birds.

It’s too late now.

That’s why I couldn’t let him get a hotel—why I have to control who he sees and communicates with at least until tomorrow and the mission is done. It’s not just that he could call in backup. One deep dive into my mother’s identity, and he will notice that the holes in her record have been sliced out with surgical precision.

By me.

Mom still hasn’t answered my question. “We didn’t have to come here,” I say gently. “We could have pinged the locator and then gone to a hotel or back to my ship.”

“I’m aware,” she says curtly.

“You’ve been here a long time.” Are you going to have to leave now?

“I’m aware of that, too.” Maybe. Probably.

She looks a little sadly at the dovecote. Everything we say, everything we do—it has double meaning. Just in case someone else is listening.

Just in case it’s Rian.

I’ve brought the enemy into my mother’s home.

But in my defense, she invited him.

“You’re aware . . .” I say slowly. “But I’m missing something.”

One curt nod.

Fuck.

I’m missing something. There’s an angle here I’m not seeing.

“I got a message from the Moon,” Mom says.

I didn’t send a message to her from the station while Glory was waiting for landing sequences and clearance codes.

Rian sent a message. Not to her, obviously.

But a message she intercepted or was forwarded. Perhaps from our mutual contact, Phoebe, the double agent on Rian’s team who’s only our friend as long as we share a goal. More likely, this is one of Mom’s contacts, someone loyal to her.

She has a lot of friends.

Few people know the full extent of my mother’s network. Obscurity helps.

I feel a pang of sympathy for Rian when he inevitably figures all this out. He’s had his targets locked on to me so intensely that he didn’t even realize there was a bigger fish in my shadow. All those times he’s pressed me for who I worked for. It’s true; I take the jobs that come. But since Rian’s been watching me, my work has mostly come from one source.

All along, my client was my mother.

All along, my mother was Jane Irwin.

My mother was working secretly to facilitate change on Earth before my father even got sick. She used an older family name for a small level of anonymity, not knowing how quickly it would latch on. It started as an underground network to redistribute medicine to people who, like Papa, got sick and couldn’t afford treatment. But options were limited, and there was no black market for the meds that really worked. Papa’s death from climate sickness—a death that could have been wholly prevented, had people like Fetor not been so adamant about seeing profits from the treatments and vaccines—broke something inside of both of us.

For me, every fuck I ever had to give was drained from my body.

But Mom couldn’t save Papa. So, she decided to save Earth instead.

I know it disappoints her, the way I won’t join her rebellion, the way I demand payment even when I work for her. But I also know that she, more than any other human in the galaxy, understands why I am the way I am.

And she loves me anyway.

Which means, even when I don’t want to get involved, for her, I will.

For her, I’ll save the world.

I’ll just also make sure I get paid—with bonuses—along the way.

“It’s almost time for bed,” Mom says. She leans in for a hug, and when her lips are centimeters from my ear, she whispers, “He’s going to betray you.”

I hold her tight. It really has been too long.

“I know,” I whisper back.

I’ve known since he came back with blue puff cubes in one hand and a guilty look all over his face. Not the exacts of the message he sent, of course, but I knew he had sent a message.

I had told him it was a risk for me to let him out of my sight on the station.

I lied, obviously.

Because he had never been out of my sight.

And the risk? It was never mine.

Fucking hell, I think, my arms still wrapped around my mother’s slender shoulders, thinner than the last time we saw each other in person.

I let him go because I wanted to see if, maybe, he wouldn’t do the thing he did.

I wanted to see if, given the opportunity, he wouldn’t betray me.

But he did.

“I’m working on something,” Mom says. “For you.”

“Can I know the details?”

She shakes her head. She’s still working on the plan to get me out of Rian’s clutches, but it’s not solid yet.

“Any chance I’ll see you when this is all done?” I ask, finally pulling out of my mom’s embrace.

Her smile is hard. Worried.

“I hope so,” she says, doubt evident. She pauses. “Ada? I am so, so proud of you.”

I give her a flat look. “You know I’m only in this for fun and profit.”

“Still.” Mom tucks a stray lock of hair behind my ear. She hates the way I have it cut; I cut it this way partly because she hates it so much. It’s how we work.

If she opens the door, I want to stay. If she closes it, I want to go. I define myself as a reaction to her definitions.

“How early are you leaving tomorrow?” Mom asks.

“Very.” I tell her the time I have set on my alarm.

“I have a present for you before you go.”

Ah, there it is. The reason why she sent a message to Bruna to relay to me, the reason why she made sure she was here and insisted that we stay when I arrived.

She wants to help me escape the trap Rian has laid for me.

I give her a look, and she shrugs. She doesn’t know the specifics of how Rian will betray me.

She only knows he will.

He’s going to betray me. I knew it was a possibility from the start. But a part of me had believed in penthouse suites and luxury peaches and more than a night. More than a night.

He’ll wait, of course, for the mission to be a success. He knows that I’m the linchpin in reprogramming the nanobots, so he’ll make sure I can do the job. But after? That’s when he’ll strike.

A job isn’t finished when the last piece of the puzzle falls into place.

A job is only finished after the getaway.
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We’re all up before the sun the next morning.

Rian and I sit at the table in the main room; there’s more space here than in the cramped personal living area one floor down. Rian’s jazzed up the standard-issue clothes I got for him with his coat from the gala, the informal balancing out the ultra-formal in a look that I could see some feeds picking up as a new trend, especially paired with the easy way Rian wears it all. My outfit is simple enough, all skintight black, and that gives enough of an air of elegance that will allow me to pass through Fetor Tech unnoticed. I catch Rian appreciating the way the slinky material clings to my body. I wonder if he’s realized loose clothing is a liability, something easily grabbed.

Mom bustles around, ostensibly giving us food and filling my coffee cup as soon as I take a sip. But there’s a method to her movements, purpose in every trip downstairs. While Rian spent the night in “my” bedroom, I slept in my mother’s bed . . . but she wasn’t there all night. There were a lot of moving parts to pin down for her operation.

Rian and I are planning a heist that requires precise timing and luck; Mom’s planning something else just as precarious. It’s strange to share a table with so many secrets.

When Mom goes up to feed the birds, I pull out a thin sheet of plastic speckled with tiny clear stickers: two round ones and two rectangles.

I peel off one circular sticker and press it into the smooth skin behind my left ear, the one without an earring. There’s a little bead in the center of the sticker, and I push it hard against my skull. I take one rectangular sticker and smooth it down just below the collar of my shirt, in the hollow space above my clavicle, under my throat.

When I pass him the plastic sheet, Rian does the same.

Bone-conducting hearing devices behind our ears, subvocal transmitters at our throats. Crude technology, but it works.

Testing, I say without opening my lips or moving my jaw. It’s barely a hum; if we weren’t in a silent, empty room, even I wouldn’t be able to hear the sound.

A moment later, the robotic voice translating Rian’s subvocal reply vibrates in my bone-conducting audio transmitter: Received.

Subvocal isn’t great for detailed messages; the artificial intelligence built into the chip relies on context and guesses to form complicated sentences, but for a few words—especially when we need to give each other warnings—this will work well.

“You have all you need?” Rian asks.

I touch my right ear and the silver stud earring. My other earring, the one I left at the gala, was a code scanner, receiving whatever code I needed.

This one is the opposite: it replaces code.

I wrote the program myself, and I spent the past week in the portal on the voyage from Rigel-Earth to here checking and rechecking it. I built the code like a virus—all I have to do is upload it into the nanobot program, and it will overwrite the malware Strom Fetor had added in.

“I’ll need an hour,” I remind Rian.

He scowls. “I’ll buy you all the time I can.”

An hour is going to be tight for the plan to work. “I can’t help how long it takes for code to get uploaded. It’s not instantaneous.”

“I know,” he grumbles. He’s a nervous ball of energy, fiddling with the plastic backing of the comm stickers.

I reach over and touch his hand. He looks up, eyes locking on mine.

“It’s going to be fine,” I say.

He smiles ruefully. “You’re a good liar.”

“I am.”

“At least one of us has confidence.”

“Before you go,” Mom calls from the stairs, announcing her presence. She bursts through the door, a box in her hands.

“What’s that?” I ask.

Mom shrugs, setting it down on the table in front of me. “I have no idea. You told me weeks ago you were having a package delivered here; don’t you remember?”

If only Rian knew I learned how to lie from my mother. Whatever is in this box must be the reason why she made sure Bruna sent me here and insisted on being here when Rian and I arrived.

I brush aside the pigeon feather stuck to the box. The gray feather loops and swirls as it drifts down, and I glance at Mom, who’s staring at me. Hard. That feather was part of the message.

I rip into the package, withdrawing . . .

“A sun shield?” Rian asks. “Why did you buy a new one?”

Clever, clever Mother. “This is not just any sun shield,” I say.

Mom heads downstairs to make another pot of coffee. And give me a chance to pretend to Rian like I planned for this all along.

“Hold your scanner up to it,” I say as I take my shirt off, slip the sun shield over my head, and smooth it against my body. The paper-thin material blends into my skin, almost unnoticeable—and anyone who did notice it would think nothing of it, given our location. I pull my shirt back on over it. Only the hood dangling over the collar behind my neck stands out, but my hair covers most of that.

Rian lifts his cuff up, looking at me through the recorder lens built into it. I pull the hood over my hair, obscuring part of my face.

“Smart,” Rian says in an appreciative tone.

All sun shields block radiation from contributing to skin cancer or climate sickness. This one also blocks camera lenses. It’s woven with tiny reflective threads from Gliese-Earth that cast light flares and sparkles, making it hard to capture a clean shot, especially one that could be used for identification. The brighter the area, the worse the image captured.

And Fetor Tech’s headquarters are very bright.

“But . . .” Rian’s voice trails off.

“What?” I demand.

“Nothing. But. Just . . .”

“What?”

“There’s going to be a record. I’ll have to check you in as a guest. When we get into the nanobot programming room, the only way that works is if I use all my credentials to open the door. Fetor is going to know it’s us. Why even bother with a disguise like that?”

Once I reprogram the nanobots, there’s no hiding Rian’s involvement. But there’s also nothing Fetor will be able to do about it—the nanobots themselves will be given the exact programming that they were always supposed to have, the programming that was approved. Fetor violated those terms by reprogramming them to fail in a system that would benefit him.

Once again, nothing I’m doing is technically illegal. Except for the parts that are, but Fetor won’t be able to prosecute me, because then it would expose what he did to everyone in the galaxy, and he won’t risk that.

“It’s not a perfect disguise, but it’s another layer of protection once I’m inside,” I say. “No one will blink twice at a sun shield. But the security drones won’t get a read on me, and any cams recording will get corrupted.”

The drones might trigger a higher level of security if they can’t get a facial scan, of course, but probably not. Or, hopefully, at least not within the hour I need to be inside the building. Our plan hinges on timing and calculated risks, and this certainly can’t hurt. Rian seems to agree; he doesn’t question it further.

I glance at the feather that dropped on the floor when I opened the box.

By the time we should depart, I’m jittery from caffeine and sick to my stomach from nerves, even if I don’t show them. Also, biology is being a bitch, but other than that and the concept that what we’re doing in the next few hours may doom or save Earth, to say nothing of my own personal prospects, everything’s fine.

Just fine.

We go by boat. Friend-of-a-friend network leaves no records; it’s Bruna’s cousin who picks us up and takes us around the south end of Gozo to the massive bridge that connects the two big islands together, forming the city of New Venice.

We’re dropped off at a platform that connects to the lifts that rise up from the sea level all the way to the bridge city atop us. It’s early, but locals crowd the area, and it’ll be a while before we can go up. Rian frowns—nerves, I think, or he’s still mad we didn’t get a nearer hotel.

Luzzu boats huddle under the bridge, waiting for tourists to summon them for a scenic waterway ride through sanitized routes. It’s early enough that the workers and their families are sleeping in the boats, under dark cloths that afford them a little privacy.

I glance at Rian.

I don’t think he sees that there are people under the blankets. His eyes glide over the scene, barely taking in the colorfully painted boats, much less what’s in their shadows. His gaze lingers on the underside of the massive city-bridge, illuminated with sparkling lights for the tourists. I wonder if he’s looking for rust. If he sees that an entire city resting atop a massive manmade structure connecting two islands isn’t exactly the safest design in the world. I wonder if he’s thinking it’ll fall one day, and if he’s concerned first with the people who live in the huge buildings atop the bridge or the ones who live in the boats beneath it.

We’re both looking for problems, but we’re looking in the opposite direction.

Rian turns and catches me staring at him. “What?”

I pat his cheek. “You have keen eyes, but there’s a lot you don’t see.”

He catches my hand, holds it next to his skin, warm and flush. “I see more than you think I do.”

Clear hazel, sharp as broken glass and honed blades.

He’s going to betray you.

My mother’s voice, shattering the moment.

But I don’t take a step back.

And neither does he.

And when I tip up on my toes on the shaky platform, he meets me halfway.

He’s going to betray you.

I know.

I always knew.

When his arms go to my waist, I know he’s feeling for more than my skin—he’s looking for weapons or for devices I can use against him. My hand presses against his hard chest, and I note the way his heart beats but also the hard edges of a data recorder in his pocket, something that may be able to connect to a communication network.

When we kiss, we both keep our eyes open.
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Ready to save the world?” he asks, his voice husky.

“Don’t be dramatic; this is just a normal Monday.”

We push through the crowds to the lift. It deposits us in the warm, early morning light of a sunrise, the orange-red glow reflected off the skyscrapers towering over the city.

This lift brings us right to the gates of Central Gardens. At the corner, across the street, we pass a mental spa with bright lights, advertising its services. All the shops are just starting to open up, smells of rich food wafting out, enticing me.

“Not yet,” Rian says, grabbing my elbow and steering me toward the park.

“Just a little—”

“Focus.” His voice is stern enough that I’m distracted from the buttery, sweet smell of fresh pastries blended with the savory scents of spiced sausages. It’s decadent. If these people knew just how hard it is to hide the taste of goopy-yet-nutrient-dense recycler worm waste with hot sauce, they’d spend all their cash on honey rings and frog.a tat-tarja and pastizzi.

Central Gardens is a large park, a rare spot of green open to all. The meandering paths are carefully maintained and structured to encourage you to take your time, but we go at a fast clip. At least until we see the enormous floating screens.

“What are these?” I ask, peering up at the nearest one. It’s larger than a window, round, and illuminated with a video of some other city, streets crowded. From the background, I’d guess maybe Centauri-Earth.

“Communication Viewing Rings,” Rian says. “Not my department, but I helped approve the installation.”

I keep walking, heading to the next floating screen. A different image in this one—it shows a city in China. The next one is Rigel-Earth—I can tell just from the way the people are dressed. Through it I see a woman looking at her reflection in a shop window. It reminds me, weirdly, of the dusty shops we passed in Xlendi, the way I couldn’t have caught my reflection if I’d tried.

“The climate-cleaner project is big,” Rian reminds me. “The entire galaxy is watching. The CVRs are supposed to promote inclusivity and goodwill.” He sounds like he’s reciting information from a press release. For all I know, he is.

A boy from Rigel-Earth a little younger than us stops, peering through the video. He touches his arm and frowns, which makes me look at my own arms. I’m guessing the sun shield’s flare threads are making it hard for him to accurately see me; he can tell I’m there but can’t spot the details. There’s no sound from the view ring, just visual.

“This is a live feed?” I ask.

“As close to live as possible.” Rian points beyond the trees, where the top of Fetor Towers is visible. “It helps to be boosted by the comm network hub.”

“I bet,” I mumble. The boy from Rigel-Earth in the screen scowls at me, probably shocked to have a window into such a disadvantaged planet as mine. I pull up my sleeve and flip him off.

“Ada!” Rian protests. “Inclusivity and goodwill!”

The boy in the screen returns my rude gesture. For a moment, we both stare at each other, separated by lightyears and worlds away. Then a smile twitches at my lips, visible since I don’t have my hood up, and the boy on the other side of the galaxy snorts in silent laughter.

“Would you look at that,” I say, heading back down the path and past even more floating screens. “There’s one decent person on the entire planet of Rigel-Earth, and I happened to catch him in your little inclusivity project.”

“One?” Rian asks.

“Apparently.” I pull my hood up; it’s too easy to forget about sun protection in the cool, early morning, but radiation doesn’t care about temperature.

The park spills out into a stone expanse. There are more of the view rings all around Triumph Square, as well as more people. Food carts are already strategically positioned throughout the courtyard, and vendors mill about. There’s always a crowd at Triumph Square, but it’s clear that people expect this to be a big celebration, gathering hours before the scheduled launch.

Eight . . . nine . . . more than a dozen of the people here could be Rian’s. I catch eyes that follow us, stiff postures. I could be wrong.

He’s going to betray you.

I also spot at least ten uniformed officers. Big crowds, big security.

“Look.” Rian points to the front of Fetor Tech. The building holds the prime real estate at the side of the square opposite Central Gardens.

An enormous display illuminates holographic numbers that encompass the entire front of the building. As I watch, the numbers melt, counting down by the minute. It’s supposed to be a kickoff to the celebration of the launch of the climate-cleaner nanobots, but I can’t help but feel like this is a personal taunting, reminding Rian and me of how little time we have to do what needs to be done.

“It’s fine,” I mumble, grabbing his hand and dragging him toward Fetor Tech. A tight timeline is a complication but a calculated one.

While in the portal pathway between the gala on Rigel-Earth and the nanobot release here, today, Rian and I went over every schematic of Fetor Tech, combining it with his personal knowledge of the building. Fetor Tech has some of the best and latest technological security systems, but it’s still a huge building where lots of workers and guests need to come and go.

It’s not as big as some buildings, though, which helps. Because the city of New Venice is built on top of a bridge, there are limits to the size of the skyscrapers. Fetor Tech is the tallest building in the entirety of Malta, but it’s less than fifty stories high, although topped with a pretty tall communications tower. Impressive, but I do like to think that Strom Fetor is personally affronted by the size limitations of his building.

Regardless, step one: get inside.

This is the easy part. Rian already has full clearance to be anywhere in the building. It takes a solid fifteen minutes for the guard in the lobby to deign to register me as Rian’s guest, and despite the way it makes my stomach surge, I have my ident scanned and a proper record created of my entry, and I do it with a smile as if this were all casual.

“She’s allowed into the viewing room on floor forty-two,” the guard says, bored.

“I have to stop by the main office and the server room first,” Rian says. He’s laying the path now so there’s no question when he accesses those rooms—with me—later.

“Then she has to wait on floor forty-two for you,” the guard says, his attention more focused.

“I know.”

Something about his tone makes the guard narrow his gaze at Rian. “Your scans are tracked,” he says. “She physically will not be allowed into the server room or any of the higher floors, and if you try to have her jump the gate with you, I will be alerted.”

“I know,” Rian says.

I play a game on my cuff, pretending I’m bored senseless by this all.

Finally, the guard says, “Take the last elevator on the left.”

When we’re in the lift, Rian has to scan his fingerprint before he even pushes the button for the floor we need. Numbers zip by on the display as we rise, and the metal tube gives way to glass, showing the ever-increasing crowd at Triumph Square below.

“You really don’t interact with people well.”

“That guard had a chip on his shoulder!” Rian protests.

I shrug. “I know,” I say, an exact imitation of his petulant voice.

Rian rolls his eyes. “At least Fetor cares more about tech than people.”

“No guards on the forty-second floor?”

“A few. We can’t get slack.”

“I never do.” Besides, we’ve been over this before. Fetor’s love of technology—and his overbearing need to show off that love—means that we have to trick machines more than people now that we’ve cleared the first hurdle.

It definitely works in my favor that Fetor’s so pretentious that he loves artificial intelligence more than human. Then again, I suspect that artificial is the only sort of intelligence that can put up with the asshole.

The elevator deposits us in a big room being set up by caterers with towers of champagne and platters of nibbles.

“No,” Rian says, gripping my elbow and steering me away.

“But!” My body drifts toward a table where workers are setting up a truly elaborate series of interlocking trays, each one loaded down with a different delectable goodie.

“No,” Rian says again, more emphatically.

Fine. I can wait. The caterers aren’t even done setting up yet. I can wait. And then I’m going to eat everything in sight, and I’ll punch Rian in the throat if he tries to stop me.

Rian waves at a few people he clearly recognizes from his time spent in this building, making small talk. We still have hours until launch, and none of the guests of honor are here, but I doubt much work is going to happen in this building today. It’s corporate party time. People are milling about, finding excuses to come out and watch the caterers set up rather than sit at their desks. Which is a pain in the ass, because it would be great if everyone could just leave. I wonder if I could get away with pulling a fire alarm.

Probably not.

Would be fun, though.

On the far side of the open area I can see golden elevator doors. This is not the same lift that Rian and I used to get to this floor, silver and glass. At least a dozen security guards stand in front of the velvet-rope barrier separating this elevator from the rest of the public.

I know what this is because Rian told me already. The private elevator that Strom Fetor and his inner circle use. If the elevator to get to this floor required clearing a single security guard and then Rian scanning his fingerprint before pushing the button, the golden elevator is going to be even worse.

“I can’t wait to go up there,” a man says, sidling up to us. Rian nods at him, but before he can introduce us, the man holds out his hand and gives me his name: Haoyu Long. “I’ve been working here a decade, and I’ve never been up to the real office.”

“Oh, you should have just done what I did,” I say, looping my arm through Rian’s. “Sleep with someone with an invite.”

Haoyu laughs, then sobers, considering.

“Anyway,” Rian says awkwardly, “I’m going to introduce Ada around before I have to go into my office for a bit.”

I wave at Haoyu as Rian pulls me toward a nearby woman who says her name is Dante. I’m not sure if that’s her given or her family name, but then I get distracted by the way Rian introduces me: “My date, Ada.” Has a nice ring to it.

The woman’s eyes widen a little in surprise, but she embraces me warmly.

“We wondered if he’d bring someone,” she says, winking. “It’s rare enough to get to visit the boss’s office, but only a handful were given guest invites.”

Then she turns to Rian. “Bev is going to be so disappointed!”

“Bev?” I ask, because it’s painfully obvious that Rian doesn’t want to continue the conversation.

“Bev’s not exactly been subtle about—” Dante starts.

“I really need to talk to Ngabo,” Rian says, cutting her off. “I should introduce Ada to him. Then I have to make a quick stop in my office.”

“I wanna hear about Bev and all the people trying to date you!” I protest as Rian drags me off to meet Ngabo Gatwa, a communications director getting coffee on the other side of the room.

Soon after I shake hands with Ngabo, Rian tells me has to introduce me to someone named Melissa Nguyen, whose office is down the hall. We make our way through handshakes and small talk until we reach a corner. Rian strides confidently down the interior hallway, most of the doors shut and the lights off. Everyone’s finding excuses to not be doing their jobs. I’m glad I didn’t pull the fire alarm; this area is deserted enough.

“So, I’m your date?” I say coyly as we go farther and farther from the pleasantly smiling people who have no idea what we’re doing.

Rian rolls his eyes.

“Should I be worried about this Bev person?” I add.

“No.” Rian grits the word out through clenched teeth.

“I could fight her for your affection.”

“That is unnecessary.”

“Because you adore me and cannot even contemplate being with someone else?” I ask, beaming and putting a literal skip in my step.

“Because— Ugh.” Rian opens a door, motioning for me to hurry inside.

On the other side of the door is a plain stairwell.

“One flight up,” I say, my tone low but serious. Rian nods and shuts the door in my face.

I sprint to the steps.

Rian is going to use his clearance to go up one more level—he was given an office on the floor below Fetor’s. That’s our loophole. He’s spent all this time ensuring that we’re seen and friendly and peppering in reminders that he has to go into his office. Sometimes, the best way to hide is to announce to everyone exactly where you plan to be.

The security guard downstairs got me clearance to the floor where the reception is—all the menial workers who actually do the work, even if Fetor’s going to get all the credit. The employees get snacks and a chance to go up the golden elevators for all their hard labor, and I guess they think that’s enough.

Either way, I’ve got to get up there before everyone else.

The golden elevator? Out of the question. Right now, as I bound up the steps in this emergency stairwell, Rian is showing his badge to the security guards, and then he has an eye scan and another fingerprint press before he can go up to his own office. But he’s going to walk right past his office and instead let me in through the stairwell door.

I rush up the steps. There are cam drones here in the emergency stairwell, but when they buzz by, I pin myself to the wall, trusting that my altered sun shield is enough to register as a weird flare, not even a person. They don’t even pause when they pass me.

Tech can be easier to fool than people.

At least I hope so. I’m definitely gambling a lot on that theory.
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MEMO

To: Rian White

From: Phoebe Brücke

Re: Climate-Cleaner Launch

Dear Sir:

I am uncertain if you will receive this prior to accessing reliable communication networks. Please be advised that all security measures have been enacted to your recommendation. Agents are in position to move in at your signal.

One additional note: our officers have been monitoring all known networks of the various organizations that we suspect A██ L█████ has been a part of, particularly the organization referenced in-house as Green Rogue, under the presumed leadership of an agent code-named Jane Irwin. There has been zero communication in regards to the climate-cleaner launch from that group, with no pings on the network within the region.

It is unknown if A██ L█████ is no longer working for that organization, never worked for that organization, or if our network monitoring has been detected and alternative means of communication are being used.

Should it come to light that Green Rogue is using an alternative form of communication, we may be at a disadvantage. It seems likely that this—a major conservation effort on Sol-Earth—would have attracted their attention, so the lack of buzz on the comms has been disconcerting.

In short, I fear we are missing something important.
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Floor forty-two is going to get more and more crowded as the next few hours go by. It’s just the employees now, taking advantage of the celebrations to avoid work for today and scarf as much catered food as they can before the media shows up.

I can’t believe I walked away before the tower of platters was set up. What the fuck was I thinking?

Right, save the world first. Food after.

Still, it’s almost with reluctance that I reach the stairwell door labeled forty-three. There is no handle here, and it’s locked from the other side. It’s definitely a weak spot, though, as evidenced by the way Rian opens it up for me from the inside. He had to go through clearance, but more eyes are on Fetor’s personal office, not this one. I mean, it’s also not the only level of security, but still.

We head to the server room where the nanobots are stored and developed. It’s climate-controlled and on a private network relay. The building is pretty much square, and on this floor, the server room takes up the entire middle, with offices lining the outside. I try not to think about how that means all the food is right under all the nanobots.

“This feels too easy,” Rian mumbles.

“This is a government-funded project built by a private company,” I say. “And that private company is run by a dumbass who lucked into wealth and power.”

He frowns, and when he glances at me, I’m pretty sure he can see that I agree with him, despite my bravado. We’re both waiting for the other shoe to drop.

We stop outside the server room. Getting on this floor required a loophole. Getting through this door? It’s going to take a little more luck.

Rian stands in front of a small step beside the door, his face pressed against a scanner built into the wall, doing a retinal scan as well as basic facial recognition. At the same time, he has his left palm on a different glass pane, a red light scanning his entire handprint. When he steps back, a PIN pad pops out, and he punches in a twelve-digit alphanumeric code.

The door slides open.

“Ready?” Rian asks.

I adjust my sun shield.

“As I’ll ever be.” I step through the door.

It closes automatically behind me.

In, I say, using the subvocal transmitters.

Rian says something in reply, but then another voice fills the room, computerized. “Visual sensors disrupted.”

Yeah, flare threads in a sun shield will do that.

You didn’t tell me there was more security in the room, I tell Rian with the subvocal transmitter.

I didn’t know there was.

“Inconclusive results,” the robotic voice says. “Please remove any material that blocks visual input.”

“Yeah, that’s not happening.”

On either side of me in this narrow entryway are two lenses, the rounded glass moving as the red-light sensors rove over my body. The door registers who’s logging in, then the person who enters the room is scanned to make sure the biometric scans and PIN-pad key match the person who steps inside.

The system is designed to stop people from doing exactly what Rian and I are trying to do.

Shit.

“Please stand still; rescanning,” the computer says.

There’s a fucking body scanner in here, I say, stepping out of the entry and away from the scanners.

“You are required to rescan,” the computer says.

I didn’t know that, Rian says.

Of course he wouldn’t. The scans on his body have always matched the biometrics and PIN-pad key. When he walks through the door, the computer is silent and doesn’t protest.

The only saving grace right now is the sun shield with flare threads. It’s enough to throw off the system and put it into an error rather than straight to blaring alarms.

“You are required to rescan,” the computer says as I sprint down the corridor to where Rian said the nanobots would be stored. I take out my earring; all I have to do is slide the metal post into the input port, and the code will go from the stud into the nanobot reprogrammer.

“You have fourteen minutes, thirty-two seconds to rescan before system alerts security.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck, I think. Except I must have done it subvocally, because Rian answers.

Is everything okay?

No, I snap back, skidding around a corner. We have less than fifteen before the system locks me in and alerts all the guards to come drag me away.

What? Why?

“Because it has a fucking body scanner inside!” I say out loud. The subvocal transmitter won’t pick that up, so I have to repeat it in an impatient hum as I slam toward the back of the room, frantically looking over the shelves.

I can override the system and cancel the lockdown, Rian says.

Really? I ask.

I think? Maybe?

Cool, cool, that eases my mind. Love a man with confidence.

This room holds more than just Fetor’s nanobot program. It’s a server room for most of Fetor Tech’s processes, and it’s cluttered with enticingly interesting prototypes I want to play with.

“Twelve minutes to system lockdown,” the computer voice announces cheerily.

Right, focus.

Nanobots are tiny. Microscopically tiny. The climate-cleaner program is designed to send enough bots out into the water system of Earth that eventually, the pollutants are stripped from the oceans and the atmosphere. It’s designed to change the entire water cycle of Earth.

But the bots themselves are small enough to fit inside a shoebox.

I can’t override the system while you’re inside, Rian says. How much time do you have left?

Maybe ten minutes, I say, moments before the computer voice confirms.

Can you get it done and get out by then? I can shut it down once you’re back outside.

Fuck me, this is going to cut everything super close.

I told you before, I say subvocally. I need an hour, minimum.

Get out as soon as you can, and we can re-assess. There has to be something we can do.

Rian’s going to break my heart with all the hope he crams into those words. All the impossible, foolish hope.

The back wall of this room is a massive supercomputer, but I see the system Rian told me about, the nanobot programmer. I see the input port. Theoretically, all I have to do is put my earring post into the port.

“Eight minutes to system lockdown,” the computer voice announces.

Rian, we have a big fucking problem, I say.

Just get out. I can shut down the lockdown system when you’re out. We’ll figure it out.

No, I say, fiddling with my earring. Something far, far worse.

What can be worse than getting caught and locked in?

I take a deep breath, looking over the wall, the shelves, everything stored here. There are so many toys I could play with. So much chaos I could cause.

So much profit to be had.

I turn on my heel and sprint back.

The computer tells me I still have four minutes before lockdown by the time I slam my fist into the control to open the door.

Rian reaches through the doorway, grabbing my arm and yanking me back into the corridor. The door zips shut once I’m through, and Rian punches a series of codes into the PIN pad, scans his face again, and then taps out another code.

From here, I cannot hear the computerized voice counting down, but one look on Rian’s relieved face informs me that he got that part shut down. No alarm is going to go off. Human security isn’t coming.

“Can you tell me what to do? I can go in, get all scanned, and set up the code thing to reprogram the bots . . .” Rian’s voice trails off as he takes in my defeated expression. “The problem’s bigger than that.”

“Yup.”

His whole body deflates. “What is it?”

I bite my lip.

“Tell me I can go in for you and reprogram the bots,” Rian pleads.

“I would tell you that,” I say, “if the nanobots had been in the room.”
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The color drains from Rian’s face. “They moved the bots?” When I don’t answer, he curses. “They moved the fucking bots.”

Makes sense. We are cutting it this close to launch so that the climate cleaners are released before anyone notices we reverted the code to the originally approved design. But this close to launch means that they can be moved earlier than scheduled, and there’s not a single fucking thing we can do about it without tipping our hand.

“Where would they be moved to?” I demand, gripping Rian’s arms, noting the tight muscles under his sleeves. I have to get him to refocus, and fast.

Rian shakes his head. “I went over every plan. They were not supposed to be moved yet.”

“Well, the plan’s changed.” I dip my head, forcing him to make eye contact. “Where could they be?”

“They’re launching from the communications tower,” Rian says. “Rooftop.”

Fan-fucking-tastic.

The thing is: it’s not like you just open Pandora’s box of nanobots and they fly up like accommodating little drones. No, the bots have to be actively launched. From a computer terminal—one that I can hack. So even if I have to change location last-minute, it’s not too late.

“Can you get me there?” I demand.

Rian’s mouth is tight. He’s not the kind of man to just answer first and think it through later. I know in his mind, he’s running through every possible path this deviation has created. Getting into the communications room will mean less security to clear than in the server room but more possible witnesses. Human ones who won’t be distracted by my sun shield, who won’t give me a fifteen-minute grace period to override their suspicions.

While all the workers in the climate-cleaner program are probably already digging in to the caterers’ trays, there will be workers in the communication tower not invited to the party. We have to get past them . . . somehow.

“I think we can do it,” he says finally.

So many emotions flicker over his face—most of them rooted in panic—that I’m a little worried the man’s going to flop over here on the floor.

He takes a deep, shaky breath.

“I don’t like this either, but—” I start.

“We have to,” he finishes. Rian’s eyes meet mine, and even if I can still see the unease in them, there’s determination there, too.

“One goal,” I remind him gently.

Full speed until we get it.

We take off running. Everyone in the building is either one floor below us, taking advantage of all the delicious food, or one floor up, with Fetor’s elite. Not everyone’s getting an invite up the golden elevator.

But the communications office is a big glass room built atop the roof, with a launch zone and antennas sticking up over it. Like old-school airport traffic-control rooms, that office never closes. There will be workers there.

But that’s the thing. They’ll be working. Everyone in that room has a job to do. They’ll be focused on that.

I hope.

“We just have to act like we belong,” I say for myself as much as Rian. “People don’t question authority.”

Rian shoots me a withering look as he scans his fingerprint on the elevator-call button. “All you do is question authority.”

“Yeah, but most people aren’t like me.”

“Thankfully,” he mutters. I choose to ignore that.

Instead, I focus on everything I know about the communications room at Fetor Tech while we wait for the elevator.

This is the communication hub for the entire galactic system, so of course I’ve researched this before. The communication office is the foundational network for the portal system. It never goes down. It never fails—despite being associated with Strom Fetor. It’s one of those things in society, like the power grid, the healthcare system, or travel regulations, that if it goes down, all of society is impacted. Although run by the private Fetor Tech company, it’s heavily monitored and works hand-in-hand with the government, which uses the comm system developed into the portal rings for all intergalactic communication.

“Nervous?” Rian asks as a bell announces the arrival of the lift.

I force my hands to still. I had been practicing the movements I need for the next play, but I should have known he’d notice.

“Never.” I shoot him a grin.

“Yeah, same.” He jabs the button for the roof after holding the door for me to go inside first.

We don’t talk. A million random different thoughts—half of them questions about when the food will be available—boil up to my teeth, but I keep my mouth closed.

Focus.

The doors slide open.

Rian steps out first.

We’re in a glass-covered walkway, and while the floor beneath our feet is covered in lush carpet, beyond the clear tube there’s just cement and the rest of the roof. The path takes us directly to a large building that takes up about a quarter of the space, on the eastern side, closest to Triumph Square. The rest of the roof is littered with poles and towers; when I crane my neck up, I can almost see the tips of the various satellites and receivers the communication system uses.

“Focus,” Rian says, grabbing my arm and dragging me toward the offices. At the door, he has to do another security check—PIN pad, face and hand scans—but when the doors glide open, I just step in with him, basically cramming through the till. It’s inelegant but effective.

We’re in.

For one breathless moment, I wait to see if there’s a secondary scan to stop us from doing just this. But no computerized voice pipes up. None of the workers even glance our way. I was right. This is a place of work, and everyone’s too focused on their own high-stakes job to notice anyone else’s arrival.

Rian’s still tense, his eyes scanning the room at large, trying to see where the nanobots have been placed.

But my eyes are on the pedestal right in the center of the room.

And the red telephone perched atop it in place of honor.

At the gala on Rigel-Earth, my main goal was acquiring Rian and convincing him that the nanobots had been infected with malware and we needed to do this whole subterfuge.

But I had a personal, secondary goal.

The Museum of Intergalactic History houses a lot of artifacts linked to the development of intergalactic travel. Including, formerly, this red telephone, the same one that was used during the Apollo launches and was once housed at the Mission Control Room in the Houston Space Center way back in the twentieth century. It’s an iconic object that was witness to the first steps of humanity in space.

It shouldn’t be here, in the private collection of the galaxy’s richest dumbass, but I suppose that’s my fault. I did sort of convince Strom Fetor that he needed the telephone and that it should be right here, and then I maybe manipulated the museum to give it to him after averting a terrorist attack that was actually, for once, not my fault at all. I really didn’t get enough credit for that.

Before, I told Rian I don’t like strings, but they’re not so bad when I’m the one pulling them.

Gotta work quick now.

While Rian’s on high alert, looking for the nanobots, my hand snakes out to the telephone on display. I’m a little shocked it’s just sitting there. I mean, I did absolutely suggest this very location and rolled the dice that Fetor would obey, but still. If this phone were mine, I’d . . . I don’t know, but I wouldn’t just put it on a little pedestal in the middle of a room where it’s mostly being ignored and not appreciated and where anyone—like me, for example, can pick it up.

“Ada!” Rian hisses when he finally notices what I’m doing. The red receiver is still in my hand. My god, I did not expect it to be that easy.

“What?” I ask Rian innocently, tossing the receiver into my other hand, watching the way the coiled cord wiggles.

“Put that back,” he says. “We need to find—”

His eyes widen.

I feel the presence of someone behind me.

I set the receiver down slowly, then turn to face Strom Fetor himself.

“Houston,” he says, looking down at us, “we have a problem.”
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Strom!” Rian says, attempting to speak with a warm voice that doesn’t imply we are absolutely not where we belong.

Fetor only has eyes for me, his face carefully schooled. His gaze slides from me to the red phone and back again.

This is the second time he’s caught me touching this phone.

And the second time he’s been just a few moments too late to catch what I was really doing.

I check my earring, making sure it’s secure in my right ear.

It’s fine, I hum into the subvocal transmitter. I don’t look back at Rian as I take a step closer to Fetor, raising both my hands in the air. “Caught me,” I say. I let a saucy smile slip over my face, noting the way Fetor’s eyes drop to my lips.

Fetor raises an eyebrow. It’s a practiced move, I can tell. He thinks he looks intriguing. “Security flagged that you were heading up to your offices, Rian,” he says, gaze still pinned on me. “And when I saw you brought a guest . . .”

“Me.” I do a little flair with my hands, framing my face.

“But you’re not supposed to be here,” he says.

I dare a glance behind the man. There are more people by the door now, wearing dark uniforms. Security goons.

Ada, we haven’t reprogrammed the nanobots! Rian’s panic is evident, even through the computerized voice from the subvocal transmitter. If you need an hour, we’ve got to get this started now, and we don’t even know where the damn things are!

It’s fine, I repeat, so low I’m not sure it picks up my words. Trust me.

I absolutely do not trust you, Rian shoots back. So, he did hear me.

I take a step forward. Fetor has his hands on his hips, his elbows jutting out, so it’s easy for me to slip my fingers through the crook of his arm and steer him around, deeper into the communications building. Out of the corner of my eye, the security guards follow a pace behind. None of the other workers notice us, not really; my plan to just look like I belong would totally have worked if this asshole hadn’t interrupted us.

“I know I’m not supposed to be here,” I tell Strom. He bends his head toward me, still letting me stroll deeper into the room.

Good. He’s amused. Eventually, someone is going to piece together what’s happened and tell him, but . . . it’s not too late to get out of this whole situation.

“Can you keep a secret?” I ask Fetor.

He pauses. A little smile quirks up one corner of his lips.

“I’m only sleeping with Rian so I can get here,” I say in a staged whisper.

Strom snorts, and luckily, the noise cancels out the sputtering sounds Rian makes.

“You didn’t seem his type,” Fetor says.

What a fucking pretentious jackass.

But I smile sweetly.

“I just have this . . . fascination,” I say, gesturing to the room. Everyone here is busy except for us, all the workers bent over consoles or screens or walking with urgency. There’s a party downstairs, but the people here are too busy ensuring that the entire galaxy’s communication network runs smoothly; they don’t have time for catered pastries. Unlucky bastards.

“A fascination?” Fetor prompts.

I nod, and while his eyes are glued on me, I notice him wave his hand, letting the security drop back. My heart eases a little, and I funnel that relief into a smile that’s actually genuine. “I love the way technology works.”

“I guessed. The control room at the museum, the portal ring on display . . .”

“A passion you share with me.”

Fetor cocks his head. “I thought you hated me.”

I squeeze his elbow. “I do,” I say. No point lying about that. “I really despise you. But maybe some of that is jealousy.” I force a pout on my lips. None of my emotions for Fetor are rooted in envy. “You have all the best stuff. And it’s been impossible to see any of it without a little . . .”

“Manipulation?”

I let go of Fetor’s arm and snap my fingers as if he said the perfect word. “Exactly!”

Fetor glances at Rian. “Sorry, old boy. I could have told you that you can’t trust a girl like her.”

“I know,” Rian says, glaring.

“Don’t be jealous,” I say. “We had a good time, didn’t we? Consider last week payment for the invite here.”

Fetor laughs. He finds this amusing, the idea I’m planting in his head, that I just slept with Rian to get here, next to him.

I am so, so, so glad I’m going to fuck him over when he thinks he has a chance to fuck me.

“Anyway,” I say, walking deeper into the room, toward an enticingly interesting bank of consoles that all look very important. “I know I shouldn’t be here, technically, but—”

“But you’re the type of girl who doesn’t care about technicalities,” Fetor says.

Au contraire, dumbass. But I let him think that.

“Well, you’re here now,” Fetor says. “This is it—the room where all the magic happens.”

By magic he means all the communication systems used by the whole galaxy. The nanobots being released today when that fancy holo countdown hits zero outside? They’re going to save Earth. But the comm sys? That’s . . . everything.

Far, far more valuable.

Far, far more worth stealing.

“Don’t run off,” Fetor says sharply, turning to Rian, who’d been inching away, trying to break off from us and locate the nanobots. “I can understand wanting to impress your date, but don’t think that this isn’t still a secure location.”

“I expect nothing less,” Rian says. Fetor Tech’s governmental contracts started here. Probably Fetor was only approved for the climate-cleaner program because he already had the communication-networking contract in place.

Fetor turns his attention back to me. “Well, as you can see, this whole place is quite boring.”

I’m not sure if he really means that, but he could not be more wrong. Nothing about any of this is boring. He leads us in an ambling stroll around the entire facility, dismissing the intergalactic receiver hub as “just a booster,” and calling the primary communications array a “backup” without seeing the look of shocked displeasure the woman manning that station gives him. He doesn’t even know what half the stuff in this room is; he just likes the shiny buttons and pretty blinking lights, and he thinks everyone will be as impressed by it as he is.

For all that Rian says I like to break the law, it should be illegal for any one man to be both this dumb and this rich. It’s astounding, really. Any of his employees could run circles around him, but it doesn’t take brains to buy stuff. Strom Fetor sees nothing clearly except profit margins.

The bots aren’t here, Rian tells me subvocally.

Are you sure? I ask.

He nods subtly.

Fetor’s cuff buzzes, and he pauses, looking at the screen on his wrist. “Time for the real party,” he says. “I’ll even allow the gate-crasher to come.”

As he strides to the door, I meet Rian’s panicked eyes. There’s no way we can break away from Fetor now.

Even if Rian had been able to locate the nanobots, it’s too late.
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Fetor’s personal offices overlook Triumph Square. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows we can see the illumination of the countdown displayed for the growing crowd below. The party out there is gearing up to be a rager. We’re too far up to hear the thrumming beats of loud music or smell the foods being sold by vendors milling through throngs of people, more’s the pity.

“The party’s better up here,” Fetor tells me. An obvious lie.

But then I spot the chocolate fountain. A glorious display of cascading, creamy chocolate with skewers of fruit and cake just made for dipping. A part of me wants to unhinge my jaw and stand under the direct stream of liquid chocolate, but I don’t, because I’m a lady.

Now that we’re contained in the office, Fetor moves on to more important guests. A pair of chairs has been set up against the wall, framing the countdown happening outside, and a small woman with braids shepherds him over for an interview as I make a beeline to the food.

This is an even posher spread than the tables the caterers were setting up for the office celebration on floor forty-two. I spot Haoyu Long, and he raises a glass of champagne at me. A server walks by, displaying a bottle with a label from Rian’s family’s farm. Fetor must have had this shipped in from Rigel-Earth.

Rian sidles up to me. He’s a smart man; he knew not to interrupt me until I had dipped into the chocolate fountain.

“We need to get out of here,” Rian says in my ear.

He follows my gaze to the door, to the guards in position. If we leave now, it will be noticed.

Rian curses under his breath. “We don’t even know where the nanobots were relocated to.”

“Mm,” I say.

His razor eyes slice right to me. “You’re not concerned.”

I shrug. “It’s too late now. We did our best, but . . .”

A little muscle works in his jaw. “No. That’s not it. You should be more concerned.”

He’s going to betray you.

Not if I betray him first.

I can see his mind working. I’ve turned down food before, when something more important was on the line. His gaze drops from my face to my fingers, where I’m licking off some fruit juice.

Food always gives me away.

“What have you done, Ada?” Rian asks, just loud enough that Haoyu looks up. I smile charmingly at him, and he returns his attention to the chocolate fountain. Smart man.

I spin around to Rian, pulling him into a relatively private corner. The room’s not packed, but it’s crowded enough that true solitude is impossible. Anyone with a golden ticket to go up the golden elevator cashed it in, and the people allowed guests absolutely brought anyone they could.

But everyone’s distracted.

There’s a cadre here that truly cares about the program; they’re invested in the countdown, eagerly anticipating the launch of the climate cleaners, the salvation of Earth. But they’re well outnumbered by the people putting themselves in view of the cam drones or showing off for each other or simply snagging more and more champagne.

The guests here are a mix of the people who care and work, and the people who are on the guest list by nature of being Fetor’s friend—and that man only befriends people with high-enough bank accounts.

“Ada,” Rian growls, pulling my attention back to him. “I know you would do a lot of things, but giving up isn’t one of them.”

“Wow, that’s kind of eloquent; thank you.”

“You know something I don’t know,” he says.

I smile. “You can’t stand it, the not knowing.”

“Not when it comes to this,” he says, but I replace those words in my head with Not when it comes to you.

I glance at the countdown clock. There is less than half an hour left.

Rian grabs my wrist—he doesn’t see that I’m trying to look at my cuff, at the totally different countdown timer I started there—and he holds my arms pinned to my sides. It should be uncomfortable, but it’s not. He’s holding me like I’m the thread leading him out of the labyrinth. Like I’m not just valuable but his whole redemption.

A girl likes to be appreciated.

It’s not until I meet his eyes that he speaks. “I can stop it all, right now. I know the optics would be bad. I will stop the program before I allow dangerous nanobots to go into Sol-Earth’s environment. Ada, tell me what you know. Do I need to kill the countdown?”

I shake back my hair, looking at him a little defiantly. “I know that you shouldn’t do that.”

“Why.” It’s more demand than question.

Shit. He’s basically cornered me. And while usually that makes me stubborn, right now?

Hot as fuck.

“Okay, so, I told you I needed about an hour or so to reprogram the nanobots, right?” I say. Rian nods. “Well, that’s roughly true. But . . .” I get a good look at my cuff’s timer. It’s hit zero. Rian watches me, focused as I tap the screen and check a little alert that says, Program Upload Complete.

“You got to the nanobots?” Rian asks, his voice laced with deadly hope.

I nod. “I did need about an hour. But I didn’t need to be standing over it the whole time.” It’s not like I was actively writing the code into the system. Rian knows this. I wrote the whole program already and just needed to install and overwrite the malicious coding Fetor had put into the bots. If he understood the system more, he’d know that all I really needed was to use the fifteen minutes the security system allowed me to do everything I needed to do.

“The nanobots—” Rian starts, but then a little buzzer echoes through the room. All the guests pause, looking around, and Fetor stands up.

He claps once, loud, for attention. “Friends, that sound means that the nanobots have been successfully loaded into the launch site in the communications tower! In moments, it will be time to save Sol-Earth!”

Fucking pretentious asshole—

“Ada,” Rian says.

I point to Fetor, and Rian turns, watching as the man moves to a roped-off section in front of the window. A worker wheels out a display stand with a big, shiny red button. Fetor makes a false move, pretending he’s going to hit the button early, and people gasp and reporters scramble to get their cam drones positioned for the best shot, but then Fetor laughs mockingly and steps back.

“Soon!” he calls. “For now, drink up!”

Fetor signals for the servers to distribute more bubbly, and he makes a grand show of visiting all his elite guests, a shit-eating grin plastered over his face.

Rian’s grip on my arms tightens. “Ada, swear to me that the bots are good now and that the malware is gone.”

I look him right in those razored eyes. “I swear to you, your mission was a success.”

And so was mine.

“The bots are good?” Urgency threads through every syllable.

I nod and wiggle free from his hold.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asks.

“Chocolate fountain,” I say. I mean, obviously. I’ve showed remarkable restraint so far.

“Saving the world comes first,” he growls, pulling me back. I look down at his hand around my elbow, then back up at him, cold as ice. He drops my arm immediately, hands raised in defeat and apology. At least Rian’s trainable.

But he doesn’t let me leave our little empty spot against the wall. “The nanobots,” he says. “Were they—”

“Always in the server room, like you said they would be?” I say. “Yeah, obviously.”

Rian’s whole hand covers his face as he groans into his palm, then his fingers glide up his hair, loosening the locks so carefully combed into place.

Oh, I like this. I like to see him unraveling.

I like to be the one doing it.

“You made it sound like they were relocated,” he says in a low voice.

I nod. “Yes. Because I lied to you. Honestly, Rian, you should expect that of me by now.”

“But then why—”

I’m going to have to spell it out for him. “You wouldn’t have snuck me into Fetor’s communication tower if you knew I’d already set the program to run. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it was a little anxiety-making to do that in fifteen minutes with a computerized voice yelling at me, but in the end, all I had to do was set the program up and walk away. Which I did.”

“And then you told me you didn’t,” Rian said. “Which is a little anxiety-making.”

“For you. I knew everything was fine.”

“Ada!” My name bursts from him, loud. Several nearby guests turn to look.

Might as well give ’em a show.

I throw my arms around his neck and kiss Rian right on the mouth. He’s so surprised that it takes him a moment to register my tongue before his lips part; he deepens the kiss, his arms gripping me around the back, lifting my body and pressing me into the wall. I hear several people nearby chuckle, one woman loudly leading her friend in the opposite direction of us.

Rian’s head ducks as his lips trail down my neck, sending a delicious shiver up my spine. “I know you’re up to something,” he whispers.

I tilt my head back until I hit the wall, exposing more of my neck. Rian’s left hand trails from the side of my neck down, fingers pressing into my back, bunching in the fabric as—for a moment—the game turns real, the desire turns liquid. He drags his mouth back up to my ear.

“So, you used me.”

I make a noise in the back of my throat—a moan of assent and confirmation. The subvocal transmitter picks it up, and while I don’t know what the AI interpreted that sound as, it was enough to make Rian huff in laughter and take a step away.

I grab him by the jacket and pull him back.

Rian cocks an eyebrow at me. His lips are no longer on my skin, but his hands have a mind of their own, trailing up and down my spine, tracing to a low loop before his fingers curl against my hips, needy and desperate.

“I haven’t forgotten what you said before,” he says. His body may be spiraling into a feral state, but his eyes are clear and sharp.

“Oh?” I say, attempting to be relaxed and failing miserably. “I’ve forgotten. What did I say?”

He releases my hips, hands going to the wall on either side of my face as he leans over me. “If you wanted to steal something really valuable from a highly secure location, such as, say, the gala at the MIH, you’d just let someone else buy it and steal it from the less-secure location the new owner puts it in.”

I can feel the whole length of his body, pinning mine against the wall. This started as a ploy to talk somewhat privately in a room full of guests, but it’s rapidly turned into something else. When Rian looks at me now, there is not a single goddamn person in the whole room. It’s just him and me and too many clothes between us.

“Did I say that?” My voice is flippant; we both know that’s false. “Clever of me.”

Rian’s eyes narrow, and his lips twitch. “That’s you all over, isn’t it? Too clever by half.”

“I just know how to play the game.”

Except do I? Because I’m no longer certain who’s the predator and who’s the prey.

“This was never a game,” Rian says, his voice low, both a threat and a promise.

I open my mouth but he silences me with another kiss, hard and brutal, the kind of kiss that devours, the kind that’s not supposed to start in a trumped-up boardroom because it absolutely needs to end somewhere dark and private. This is the kind of kiss that shatters, breaking me up into bite-sized pieces, all the better to eat me.

When Rian rips away from that searing touch, the severing is as violent as the joining. His chest heaves, his lips are bruised and wet, and he is not even a tiny bit satiated.

His forehead bumps into mine, a moment of respite.

“Fuck everything,” Rian moans.

“No, just me.”

He gives me a little snort of appreciation. “I know you’re up to something, and I cannot let you get away.”

“But you love me.”

That earns me a sardonic, deadpan look. “Ada, I know better than to fall for someone like you.”

“Someone like me?” I’m all innocence.

“Someone I can never trust. There will always be an angle with you. You will always find a way to use me to your benefit. It would be utterly pointless for me to fall for you.”

I swipe a sweaty lock of dark brown hair off the side of his face. “Too late,” I whisper. “You already did.”

But Rian doesn’t rise to the bait. “Ada, I’m serious. You may be doing a bit of a Robin Hood act for me today, stealing from . . .”

He struggles to find the right word. Rich isn’t strong enough to describe the type of wealth Strom Fetor wields like an axe.

I offer my own definition. “From an obscenely imbecilic man who crucified his own family to steal a bigger pot of the generational wealth that ensures he never once has to contemplate the deeply corrupt system of oppression that consistently enables him to fail up?”

“Yeah, that works,” Rian says. “And I’m with you. Making sure Fetor doesn’t win, just this once, when the salvation of all of Earth’s citizens is on the lines, that’s . . .”

“Noble?” I suggest.

“Close enough to it.” He sighs. “But this whole endeavor aside . . . I still believe in the law.”

I let my head rest against the cool wall. The more words there are between us, the further we drift from that moment where everything felt like fire in the best possible way. “So, what you’re saying is, all I have to do is seduce you with legalese?”

He doesn’t even crack a hint of a smile. “I need you to know this: I am going to arrest you.”

You’re going to try.

I can’t look him in the eye right now. Instead, my gaze roves over the party, the chocolate fountain, the security, the chocolate fountain.

“You’re going to have to face the consequences of your actions,” Rian keeps going. “Especially once I . . .”

I feel rather than see Rian’s attention drawn to me. Like warm honey down my back, his focus melts into my body.

And I can tell—he’s noticed.

Before, my missing earring was on the left side. I left that in the nanobot programming room, stabbing the input receptor with the post and successfully reprogramming the nanobots to protect Earth rather than exploit it.

When I burst out of the server room with the robotic voice telling me that security would be raised in minutes, Rian was too distracted by shutting off the alarms to notice I had no earrings in then.

Which got us to the communications room.

And now I have an earring in the right side.

His eyes shift from my ear to my face. His jaw is tight.

I can see all the pieces falling into place behind his eyes. I can see the accusation just on the tip of his tongue.

And I grin charmingly up at him just as Strom Fetor—and a buzzing cloud of cam drones—walks up to us.
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Except Fetor doesn’t stop. A small woman with long twin braids framing her face rushes up, and Fetor leans down to hear something from her. As soon as she’s done speaking, he turns on his heel, walking the opposite direction, cam drone floating behind him.

The woman turns to us, braids whipping around. She strides forward with purpose, glaring. At me.

“You have to go,” she says.

“Fantastic; I hate it here.” I turn to the door, but Rian grabs my wrist. He really is possessive. I’m going to have to do something about that.

“Why?” he asks.

“You can stay, Mr. White,” the woman says. I’m assuming from her stance that she’s some sort of assistant to Fetor. “But your guest is wearing an article of clothing with flare threads.”

My sun shield. It worked to mess with the internal security of the server room, but it’s also affecting the cam drones.

Fetor only cares about the nanobot program because he wants credit. He also wants to be paid in the back end when they fail, but he doesn’t know yet that I completely fucked over that agenda. There’s a part of me that’s pretty thrilled with the idea that I also could mess up the publicity and distract from his little vanity show, but . . .

But I saw the way Rian’s spine straightened when the drones were coming. Even now, just being here—there’s pride in the way he stands, honor in his pulled-back shoulders.

Mixing a governmental program with private investing rarely works, mostly because of men like Fetor. But doing something this big of scale, something that will truly benefit others . . . that rarely happens. And it’s only going to work now because of men like Rian.

And women like me. Funny how there’s always someone who does the most but gets no credit, and how that’s usually a woman.

“She can take the sun shield off,” Rian says.

“That would be fine.” The woman nods.

“No, I can just go,” I say, mostly to Rian. “I’d rather see the launch from outside. With everyone.” Because these are not my people.

“I’ll go with you,” Rian offers.

“You can stay; it’s fine.” But I can tell from the way he surveys the room, these are not his people, either.

The woman looks increasingly impatient.

“We’ll both go,” Rian says, finality ringing in his voice.

“On the one hand, I am going to miss that chocolate fountain,” I say. “On the other hand, being in the same room with Strom Fetor is actually putting me off my appetite, so this is for the best.”

The woman cracks a smile before she reminds herself to be professional.

“I cannot imagine how you put up with him every day,” I tell her.

“He does pay well,” she allows.

“Come on,” Rian says.

He escorts me past security—always easier to get out than in—and to the golden elevators. We drop rapidly and without interruption; this lift doesn’t deign to stop on other floors just because some common person pushed a call button.

“So,” I say, watching the numbers flick by on the screen as we descend.

“So.”

I glance at Rian. He looks almost as nervous now as he did before I stepped into the server room.

“What’s next?” I ask. Quiet.

He doesn’t meet my eyes.

I know an arrest wasn’t likely to happen in Strom Fetor’s party office with dozens of live feeds being recorded. It wasn’t just the publicity of the event; Rian wouldn’t want to taint his triumph with . . . well, with me.

The golden doors slide open, depositing us in the lobby. We have to scan through again, our ident sequences registering our departure.

We step out into the bright, sunny day and are immediately assaulted by noises and smells and vibrancy. Fetor Tech was remarkably soundproofed, and the tinted glass dulled the reality outside. Chocolate fountains are great, sure, but steps away I can see fresh fruit being hawked, hover cars full of frozen concoctions, a fry station that’s doing something decadent with peppers, and people walking around with sticks holding wrapped treats, sweet and savory—slices of halva, skewers of meat dumplings, bags of spiced nuts. A myriad of voices wrap around everything—not everyone speaking in Standard, but real languages, the stuff people use at home, the words steeped in culture and experience. There’s laughter and music and life.

And thousands—millions—of eyes all point up at the countdown holo projected in front of the skyscraper.

I whirl around to Rian.

He looks . . . sad.

I grab his hands. “Right, okay, you’re going to make an attempt to arrest me,” I say.

“I’m going to—”

“You’re going to try,” I give him that much. “Meanwhile, there’s less than fifteen minutes left before the nanobots are released. There’s a whole party down here. And we’ve both of us worked too hard not to take advantage of it.”

He hesitates.

I press my luck. “So—just for the next fifteen minutes—can we pretend this is all normal? That we did a good thing and we can both celebrate?”

I think he can tell what I’m really asking for: Can we pretend that the countdown won’t end with the end of us?

He stares into my eyes and finally, finally nods.

“Excellent!” I clap and dive into the fray. “Let’s also pretend this is a date.”

“Better than our first date,” Rian says. He has to shout to be heard over the crowd, so some of the impact is lost.

“I still maintain that kidnapping is memorable!” I call back cheerily. “Also, if this is a date, that means you’re paying.” I wave over a person selling blocks of imqaret and force Rian to scan his cuff for a pair.

Rian reaches for the second imqaret, but I bat his hand away. “Get your own,” I tell him, but the person who was selling them has already drifted into the crowd, disappearing. I see Rian connect that to me—how easy it would be for me to fade into this chaotic crowd. He takes two big steps closer, ignoring me when I reluctantly offer him a bite of the date-filled pastry.

He’s not going to let me out of his sight.

There are uniformed officers sprinkled throughout the crowd—quite a few, actually, more than normal. I wonder if Rian enlisted them or if they’re just here because a crowd is here, and crowds on festa days aren’t always peaceful.

When I try to push deeper into the throng of people, Rian stays right beside me. I swing into a chaotic dance with strangers, and he stubbornly refuses to move from his position right in the way.

It’s not just him.

I thought I was merrily skittering through the crowd, but it takes me only a few minutes to realize I’m seeing the same faces. The woman with bushy, curly red hair. The tall person in the navy-blue tunic. The man with painted designs on his bald head, a swirl of rainbow colors.

Every time I turn, I see them. Their faces are tilted to me like sunflowers soaking up the sun.

Watching.

Waiting.

These are Rian’s people.

And all around me I can see the net closing, tighter and tighter.

In a crowd this large, I shouldn’t recognize anyone, but—the middle-aged woman wearing holo glasses, the couple by the view ring, and even Phoebe, whose hat doesn’t block her identity.

I whirl around, spotting more faces. And when I turn again, Rian fills my vision.

The crowd is so loud, I can barely hear him, but I see him pointing up at the holo countdown.

All around, the people start chanting, caught up in the moment.

Ten! Nine!

I take in a breath.

Eight! Seven!

Let it out.

Six! Five!

I pull Rian’s face to mine. This kiss isn’t hungry or needy.

Four! Three!

It’s a goodbye.
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Two!

I open my eyes just in time.

One!

Holo-casts shoot up, glittering in a dazzling display of light visible even under the shining Mediterranean sun, swirling in patterns—waves, I think, artistically rendered in a rainbow of colors.

The actual launch of the nanobots is almost anticlimactic. A poof of a cloud, a wisp of barely visible smoke from a short pipe extending from the communication tower atop Fetor’s skyscraper. The white puff evaporates in seconds, although the sparkling holo-casts burst out even brighter.

“Ada,” Rian says. His hand is around my wrist. I quickly scan the crowd—the net is tightening. I thought I was moving randomly throughout the square, but I’m actually off to the side, close to the Central Gardens gate.

“Look!” someone nearby shouts.

And everyone does. That’s what happens when people in a crowd start pointing to the sky and shouting Look!

People look.

Even Rian.

A flock of messenger birds swoops over Triumph Square.

The exact same gray as the feather that came with the box I got this morning.

“Thanks, Mom,” I mutter as I raise my sun shield’s hood over my face.

And, all around me, hundreds—thousands—of people do the same.

Rian may have peppered his people throughout the crowd, and they may have been circling around us like vultures, waiting for the right time to claim me.

But he’s not the only one to spike the crowd with allies.

Mom’s pigeons are not just pets. They’re messengers. And they’ve just told every single person sympathetic to Earth’s salvation to help me disappear.

This isn’t official business. Mom is like me—she keeps her circle tight. But just like Bruna’s cousin gave Rian and me a ride to the city this morning, it’s not hard to whisper from friend to friend to wear sun shields with flare threads and raise them when the birds fly. I bet ninety percent of the people here consider this little more than a flash-mob stunt, but they’re willing to participate for their impassioned cousin, their idealistic best friend, the sheer chaos of it all.

Still, this many people? All coming to help me? This is the legacy my mother has given this planet. That when push comes to shove, when she lets it be known in secret codes and silent whispers that she needs help—the people rise to help. Every single person on this island—with the obvious exception of Strom Fucking Fetor—knows that the work my mother does helps others, even if they don’t know Mom personally.

Emotion clogs my throat. This? This is more powerful than the secrets I have in my earring.

Not more easily sold on the black market, though, and that’s the difference between my mother and me.

I’ve got my sun shield over my head, but Rian’s not yet let go of my wrist. He turns from the soaring birds to my face, immediately clocking the way I’ve pulled the hood up, how I’m reaching into my pocket for eye protectors.

“Now!” Rian shouts, his hand crushing my wrist in a vise-like grip. He doesn’t know what’s coming, but he can read the signs; he can tell I’m doing something. “NOW!”

His net tightens. His people push through the crowd, ignoring the angry shouts of others.

Above, the messenger birds swirl in front of the crowd.

And then they explode.

I mean, not really. Mom would never let her precious pigeons just blow up. But they must have had a flash bomb attached to their legs or something, released remotely, I don’t know. That was Mom’s job. And it worked. Because as soon as I have the dark lenses over my eyes, the flash bomb goes off, a flare of brilliant, pure-white light.

It’s the middle of the day, so its effects are pretty limited, but if, say, you happened to be looking right at someone wearing a sun shield laced with flare threads, then yeah, you’re going to get blinded.

By instinct, Rian drops my wrist to cover his eyes.

At least half the crowd mimics the way he tosses an arm over his face. Because when the pigeons flew overhead, that was the first sign. All the people seeded into the crowd on my side—Mom’s side—raised their hoods and covered their faces, and anyone who happened to be looking at them got a blindingly bright flash straight into their retinas.

The result is chaos.

Exactly as planned.

Thousands of people are all dressed exactly like me—in clothing so bright, no one can look at us. And there’s no better time to disappear when the one you’re running from can’t even look at you.

I spin on my heel and push through the crowd. Rian immediately shouts my name, but I don’t pause. I spare him only one look back. He gropes blindly, blinking rapidly, trying to clear his vision.

“Move out!” Rian shouts, and the people in the crowd who work for him attempt to recover and chase me. But between the spots that no doubt still block their vision and the fact that huge swaths of the crowd are wearing the exact same sun shield as me, I’m able to slip through. I spot people being grabbed, hoods ripped off, but the disguise is enough for me to make it through the crowds.

I charge under a view ring. Before, the floating screens showed various different areas of Earth or cities from other planets. Now more than half of them display white—not because the screens were hacked, but because the people on the other side of the portal are holding white shirts, blank images, or empty pieces of paper up to the lenses. Mom must have been able to reach agents throughout the galactic system to come out and further add to the chaos. Sure enough, just when the woman with bushy red hair locks eyes with me, I dodge in front of a view-ring screen, and the white glow is enough to make her wince in pain and look away as the light catches the flare threads of my sun shield.

If I think too much about how Mom’s network has reached throughout the galaxy, how one person’s altruistic goal to just help others inspired people from multiple planets to show up and help, I’ll collapse under the weight of it all.

Instead, I focus on running. This disguise won’t work forever—I have only chaos and confusion on my side right now.

“That way!” a man with dark skin, his sun-shield hood raised, points for me, gesturing for me to skirt the edge of Central Gardens as I leave Triumph Square. His friends have cheap flashlights, and they shine them at each other, brilliant flashes of light from their reflective clothing enough to distract my pursuers from the way I race around the corner.

My feet thunder over the moving walkway. There are fewer people here, but most of them are moving in the opposite direction, toward the square.

I risk a glance behind me.

As soon as I cut through the foot traffic, the people fill in the holes I made. Sun shield hoods are raised again. More flashlights.

My heart makes a funny thump as I leap off the walkway and veer to the right, to the edge of the city. A high wall keeps people from leaping off the side of the bridge New Venice is built upon, but a bank of lifts and an emergency stairwell go back down to the water. If I can just get there—

A person in a sun shield motions me to go to the elevator door on the corner; they’re holding it for me. I throw myself inside, lungs gasping for air from my frantic race through the crowd.

Moments before the doors slide shut, I see Rian and a group of his agents pushing through the crowd, knocking people off the moving walkway. His razor-sharp eyes pause, taking it all in: all the people wearing sun shields, all the bodies conveniently clustering around him, slowing him down, the flashlights that flare brightly and blind him and his team.

It’s as if all the world were here today not to watch the release of the nanobots but to help me escape. 
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Bruna meets me on the platform. “Did they see you?” she asks, already leading me around to the back, away from the public, tourist-facing area to where the workers gather.

“I don’t think so,” I gasp.

Above us, all the lift lights illuminate. Whether Rian saw me get in the elevator or not, he sent people down here.

“Quick.” Bruna shoves a helmet at me. The front is clear, and it seals around my face. The back is a breather unit. As soon as I’ve got the helmet on, a digital display in the top of my vision informs me that I have an hour of oxygen.

“And this,” Bruna adds.

“How did you get my jetpack?” Because this is my jetpack—the jaxon jet that burns cold and never fails me, except when I design it to fail.

Bruna gives me a look I recognize from our college days, a look that tells me to shut the fuck up and just accept the help I’m given. She’s the port boss, and she got me the jets. “Thanks,” I tell her, and she grunts in a way I know means, You’re welcome but also hurry the fuck up.

I shrug my jetpack onto my shoulders and strap the stabilizer around my waist. The unit is designed to work with my LifePack; it’s designed to work in space. But as soon as I secure the gear, Bruna shoves me into the Mediterranean Sea.

Blue darkness washes over me as my body sinks underwater. Panic sweeps into my lungs, but the helmet Bruna gave me keeps placidly pumping air. I gulp at it, my heart hammering, and I am able to refocus enough to kick down, not up. Down and out. Away from the boats and the platforms under the city.

Away from Rian.

“Ada?” a voice says in my helmet.

“Mom?”

“Hey, honey.” Relief threads through my mother’s voice. “You have the coordinates?”

Even before she has the sentence out, I notice a dial at the top of the helmet’s screen, a little radial that blinks when I veer too far off course.

“It’ll take you to the landing strip, but try not to surface before then,” Mom says. “And don’t use the jets until you’re at least half a kilometer from the island.”

If I surface now, there’s a chance Rian will have scouters watching the water. I’ll be caught. Using my jetpack to propel through the ocean might also be spotted; I’m not that deep underwater, and Rian isn’t going to exactly give up easily.

That thought—of him scanning the waves, of him searching for me—shouldn’t excite me quite the way it does.

I focus on swimming, avoiding the bits of trash and trying not to think about how gross the water is. Even now, some of the nanobots have to be here, replicating themselves, isolating the pollutants to form globules that can easily be removed and recycled into cleaner components.

“Hey, Mom,” I say. “Thanks.”

“Always.” Her word is a whisper, and I can barely hear it as I continue swimming, my breath increasingly ragged from effort. But it still fills me with warmth. Maybe the only reason I am willing to take the risks I do is because Mom’s always been there to catch me when I fall. It’s easier to walk a tightrope when you know there’s a safety net beneath your wobbly feet.

Her love gives me courage. It always does, even when I know she’s lightyears away. And maybe if I wasn’t hauling ass through the sea, I’d find the words to tell her that. I hope she knows anyway. I suspect she does.

She always knows more than I give her credit for. Like how she knew not to rely on regular communication systems for this. Rian had to have had people monitoring all the networks.

Can’t monitor birds and whispers, though.

I wait until my helmet flashes green to use the jetpack. The swim goes much quicker with that little aid.

“I’m almost there,” I tell Mom as I approach the dock. “Where are you?”

“Safe.” That’s the only answer I’m going to get from her. She and I have both learned to never really trust any comm sys.

We’ll find each other again. We always do.

I breach the surface of the water and spot the ladder going up to the platform. My skin stinks with the sticky-salty water that comes off me in sheets as I lug my body, weighed down with the jetpack, up onto the station platform.

There’s no one here to help me, but that’s fine. Bruna’s the port boss, and while she set me up with my escape route, either she’s told the other workers on the dock to ignore me or they’re sympathetic enough to turn a blind eye as I trudge over to Glory.

I don’t risk anything—I get into my pilot seat still dripping wet, not bothering to take the time to change clothes. I swipe my damp hair out of my face and drop the breathing helmet in the seat Rian occupied when we came to Earth.

In minutes, I’m in the air, soaring north to avoid the lingering holo-casts that paint the sky with colorful light.

Ships are supposed to be grounded now. If Rian is looking in my direction, he’ll know that the streak of light escaping Earth’s gravity is me.

He’ll know I got away.

Not because I’m clever—at least not this time.

But because the people of Earth are tired—have been tired, for generations—of being trod upon, ignored, and used. Because when there was a chance to exact some level of justice, all they needed was a sign to rise up.
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I don’t stop until Mars.

I take the short portal across the solar system, using the codes my mother helped me acquire. I get far enough away, in other words, that I could tell Rian my exact location and he wouldn’t be able to get to me in at least a week, and then only if he were lucky.

I didn’t just sit there while in the portal. Of course. I had work to do.

First thing first: Extract all the data from my earring.

I spent a shit ton of cash on these suckers, and I had to leave one behind in Fetor’s server room. Worth it, I suppose, since jamming the post into the nanobot programmer enabled my code to overwrite his. Eventually, maybe, someone will notice a random stray earring. But I’m already half a solar system away.

The other earring?

Far more valuable.

This was the thing I got out of the red telephone, after hiding it there at the gala. Rian had the right idea but the wrong execution. He thought that I was going to steal the red phone, and that I needed Fetor to move it to a less-secure location for me to do that.

That was never the plan.

The plan was to hide this earring in the phone, something that took me only seconds, thanks to its narrow design. I planted it while still at the gala at the Museum of Intergalactic History.

Its tiny size was why the earring was so expensive in the first place. It’s a wireless scanner and recorder. And before I put it in the red telephone from NASA, I had it programmed to scan for a specific code.

This is where the plan fell to luck and timing, but for once, I actually did get lucky here. I got the phone to Fetor, who took my suggestion to put it in the communication room. And with the scanner in the room, it had time to infiltrate the system and copy every line of code I would need to break in to the entire communications network.

It took me the entire journey from Earth to Mars to parse it out, and there are bits that I’m still not sure about. I’d already written several programs to help extract the data I needed, though, and that helped speed the process along.

When I reach Mars, the first thing I do is line up a portal code. Just in case Rian has people out here, in this remote corner of the system. It’s unlikely, but . . .

The next thing I do is hack in to security feeds.

See, people don’t realize how much of a role communication networks play. All the cam drones? They don’t store the data they record. It travels via communication networks into a server that’s backed up remotely to other servers.

The communication network is a road that will take me through any locked door.

Top of the list: Strom Fetor’s security-access feeds. Once I get into the comm sys, it’s surprisingly easy to bring up all the footage.

Rian and I were spotted in the communication room, but Fetor didn’t know we’d made a stop in the server room. And now he never will. I scrub all the records of Rian accessing the room and delete the video feeds of me—in my blinding-white flare threads—inside it. I also track down the footage from the stairwell and slice that out, too. By the time I’m done, I have laid the digital groundwork for a perfectly normal visit to the towers. And, more important, all the plausible deniability Rian will need when Fetor inevitably figures out that someone has reprogrammed the bots he intended to be a cash cow for the rest of Earth’s history.

I am absolutely certain that Fetor’s simply not intelligent enough to link me to any of this, especially if I clear Rian. The man has many enemies, corporate and personal. But he does hire smart people, and so I have little doubt that eventually, my name will be one of the few remaining on his list of suspects. Maybe then he’ll finally believe I actually really hate him.

I don’t delete the footage of me in the communication room.

Maybe I should. Pride before a fall and all that.

But I like the idea of him searching and searching, not knowing who reprogrammed the bots, until some overworked and underpaid person presents him with a shot of me extracting the earring from the red telephone he so graciously put on a pedestal right in front of me.

He’ll never make this public. He’ll never admit to the galaxy how easy it was for me to strip him of the very data that turned him from a billionaire to a trillionaire.

And by the time he realizes it was me, I’ll be a ghost.

Untraceable.

If Fetor was a more intelligent man, he’d look into using messenger pigeons in the future.

Once I ensure Fetor Tech has no damning evidence of what we did, I go into the government records. It takes longer to break into them, but they have the same flaw. Everything goes through the comm network.

I meticulously root out every iteration of me and my mother and delete it. Then I go into all the records of Green Rogue—what a ridiculous code name for the movement—and seed in plenty of lies, misinformation, and false leads to give everyone a bit of cover for the next few years.

My mother didn’t approve of the risk I was taking to get access to the communications system. But she extricated me anyway, blowing her cover and cashing in all the goodwill she’s built for decades to aid me.

Least I can do in return. Besides, next time, I can charge her more. Maybe I’ll even toss a little spy bot to her underground network on the house. I’m feeling generous these days.

I crack my knuckles as I lean back in my chair. Through the carbonglass window, I can see the round, red curvature of Mars. Closer to me is the portal.

It’s time to disappear forever.
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MEMO

From: Rian C. White, DoIBiTe

To: All Personnel, All Departments

Subject: Climate-Cleaner Launch

Attachments: Report CJB3

It is with tremendous pride to my whole team that I can announce that the Climate-Cleaner Project launched successfully! Early reports indicate that the nanobots are efficiently operating at prime levels, and there is already evidence on a microscopic level tracking positively. Please see attached our hopeful projection of Sol-Earth ecological recovery.

Of course, we all know that cleaning up Sol-Earth’s water cycle will take years, even with these effective measures, but we expect to see visible changes within the next twelve to twenty-four months.

This was truly a team effort, and no one person1 can be credited with the successful launch. Together, we are saving Sol-Earth, one water molecule at a time!

 




1  A lie. This would not have succeeded without Ada Lamarr.
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SUBJECT: XLENDI TOWER

From: Phoebe Brücke, DoII

To: Rian C. White, DoIBiTe

Rian,

My team and I went to the location you gave us. Xlendi Tower showed no sign of occupation. While the main floor still held historical artifacts and tourism displays, the bottom floor, which you indicated was living quarters, was completely devoid of any personal belongings or signs of life.1 There was not even food in the cabinets. The roof of the tower had solar panels and an empty wooden structure that seems to have housed birds.2 3

 




1  How did Ada get the tower empty so fast? She couldn’t have. This must be Jane evacuating while Ada and I were at Fetor Tech. Which means . . . Jane knew Ada would be doing something nefarious.




2  She even took the damn birds?




3  But why did Jane run? Even if Ada warned her, Jane had no reason to flee. At best, we would have questioned her, but Ada knows I wouldn’t arrest her mother for something she did. Unless . . . No. Fuck. Impossible. But . . . Ada was so quick to make me think “Jane” was a family name, not a link to . . .





[image: image] UNITED GALACTIC SYSTEM



SUBJECT: GREEN ROGUE / JANE IRWIN

MARKED: TOP SECRET

Highest level of encryption

From: Rian C. White, DoIBiTe

To: Jamie Nix, DoII

Jamie,

In regards to the suspect we spoke of earlier, I’m having trouble finding some records that I wanted to follow up on. You know I’ve been trying to locate information on Ada Lamarr, and the records have clearly been tampered with.

Separately, I’m trying to find more information on her mother.

		First name: Jane.

		Last name: presumed to be Lamarr.1

		Last known whereabouts: Xlendi Tower, Malta (Gozo)

		Prior known locations: Yellowstone Park, United States of America (before volcano; worked as a ranger through the private tourism board.)

I have a lead that indicates Jane worked within the government, and have since been trying to locate definitive information on her but am having trouble. I figured this was more in your department. Let me know if you’d like me to file a formal request for information, but time is short on this.

 




1  Why didn’t I confirm this sooner? I got distracted. Like Ada wanted me to be.
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SUBJECT: RE: GREEN ROGUE / JANE IRWIN

MARKED: TOP SECRET

Highest level of encryption

From: Jamie Nix, DoII

To: Rian C. White, DoIBiTe

Rian,

Well, Jane Lamarr is certainly a ghost. You know more than I do. I went into Yellowstone records and couldn’t even find her there. Following up on Ada Lamarr’s ident sequence and birth records, no mother is listed.1 There’s not even a hospital record of anyone being in the room when Ada was born. Whoever scrubbed Jane Lamarr from the records was thorough.2

 




1  What the fuck? I looked up those records when I was screening Ada for security at the gala. I know I saw both her parents’ names listed on the birth records.




2  Fuckfuckfuckfuck, I’m pretty sure I know who did that.
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SUBJECT: RE: RE: GREEN ROGUE / JANE IRWIN

MARKED: TOP SECRET

Highest level of encryption

From: Rian C. White, DoIBiTe

To: Jamie Nix, DoII

Jamie,

It seems likely that Ada Lamarr scrubbed her mother’s records in the time between the gala, when I last accessed them, and now. It is unfortunate that I did not keep offline records of what I read, but I do recall there being more, which means that our files have been tampered with. Please advise in regards to securing the records from being further tampered with through hacking.
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MEMO

From: Jamie Nix, DoII

To: All Personnel, All Departments

Subject: WARNING: HACKED SYSTEMS

Be advised:

It has come to our attention that various records within the system have been tampered with. There has been a breach of security that we are actively working to fix.1

 




1  If we only knew how the security was broken. What the hell did Ada do?!
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MARKED: TOP SECRET ENCRYPTED CHAT LOG: CONFIRMED SECURE

RIAN WHITE: Phoebe, any additional data on Xlendi Tower?

PHOEBE BRÜCKE: There’s a record of someone working there for the tourism department, but not Jane Lamarr or Jane anything.

RW: I assumed as much.

PB: It may be obvious, but . . . Jane Lamarr . . . Jane Irwin . . .

RW: Are you thinking they may be the same person?1

PB: It’s possible, right? We don’t know who leads the Green Rogue organization. It could be Ada’s mother.

RW: Considering Jane disappeared from Xlendi Tower so quickly, and the fact that all information has been scrubbed from records that are highly classified and supposed to be secure . . .2

RW: Yeah, the thought has crossed my mind as well.

PB: We all thought Ada was personally invested in saving Earth because of her father’s death.3

RW: But she’d be personally invested if her mother was leading the top-secret organization “protecting” Sol-Earth, too.

PB: Yeah.

<<Networking Connection Error>>

<<User Phoebe Brücke has been removed from secure chat.>>

UNKNOWN: Hi, Rian.

RW: Who is this?

UNKNOWN: Do I need to spell it out for you?

RW: Ada.

UNKNOWN: :)

RW: WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK, ADA?!

UNKNOWN: Okay, you’re mad.

RW: WHAT HAVE YOU DONE???

UNKNOWN: You’re so dramatic.

UNKNOWN: But also, need I point out that I don’t have any information that the government hasn’t already granted Strom Fetor?4

UNKNOWN: I’m just smart enough to use it.

RW: WHERE ARE YOU?

UNKNOWN: Just outside a portal.

RW: Which one?

UNKNOWN: I’m not going to tell you which portal, silly. Just know I’m going to skip around the whole galaxy for a bit. Got some exploring to do.

RW: So . . . what? You used me to get into the communications network? That about it?

UNKNOWN: . . .

RW: You can’t get away with this, Ada. You’re playing with the government now.

UNKNOWN: Oooo, scary.

RW: ADA.

UNKNOWN: RIAN.

RW: You know I can’t just let this slide.

RW: You know I’m going to have to arrest you. For real. It won’t be trumped-up kidnapping charges.

RW: These are serious crimes, Ada.

UNKNOWN: Oh, I know.

UNKNOWN: But you know what else I know?

RW: What?

UNKNOWN: I know you love the chase.5

UNKNOWN: Almost as much as you love me.6

UNKNOWN: And if you want me, you’re going to have to come and get me.7

 




1  Because it seems obvious now.




2  Plus the birds that were used as a distraction . . .




3  Climate sickness. Another reason for her to hate Fetor, too, because he sat on the vaccine so long, her father was never able to get treatment.




4  That’s another security hole I’m going to have to flag Jamie with.




5  Fuck, I do.




6 Fuck, I do.




7  Oh, I will.
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ONE MORE DAMN THING




1

RIAN

Who knew discovering a new habitable planet would lead to so much damn paperwork?

I sigh as I swipe through the documents on three different display screens littering my desk, shifting the less dire ones into my desk files and sending the top priority ones to the wall, each with a glowing neon banner marking its various levels of clearance and importance.

“Boss?” Phoebe Brücke says. When she leans against my doorframe, glowing orbs dangling from the ends of her braids clink against the glass.

“I know,” I say without looking up at her. “But it’s not worth arguing about. It passed the minister’s office.”

I can sense her disappointment radiating in my direction, but what the hell am I supposed to do about a government order? No, of course I don’t like the fact that Strom Fetor’s good image rebranding has meant he put in a winning bid for terraforming contracts in a recently discovered new prime world. Now that asshole is going to have a thumb in the new planet’s pie. It reeks of political corruption, and while most of the galaxy doesn’t know just how close Fetor came to dismantling Sol-Earth’s environment into a pay-to-play scheme, enough of the right people have been tipped off with just enough information to make the trillionaire deeply unpopular.

Too bad they don’t care, not when it comes with perks from Fetor’s stock trades or outright bribes. Fetor’s made powerful friends, including the conservative front runner and head of the judicial oversight in the UGS.

I thought Fetor with one government contract was bad. Now the man’s hinting heavily at running for office. I force my jaw to unclench, but it does nothing for the disgust roiling in my stomach. It’s clear as day what Fetor’s plan is—turn this new planet into a solid base for profit, and then launch his own political career as its representative.

I’m with Phoebe and most of my staff—I don’t want the man anywhere near an old, dying world, much less a new one.

But—as I have told her multiple times—there’s nothing I can do about it. The man’s bids and proposals for the new world’s development have passed every vote, cleared every congressional hearing, and has gotten the seal of approval from the Primo’s own office. And if he runs for a political position later? That’ll be up to the voters. The ones that will be heavily swayed by his easy lies and billions in advertising and image re-branding.

When Phoebe still doesn’t say anything, I lift my eyes to hers, noting the defiant tilt of her chin.

And I can’t help but think . . .

Ada had help.

Everything always goes back to Ada. When we worked on Sol-Earth to stop Fetor’s nanobot plan, I knew she had an escape route in mind. I expected nothing less of her, to be honest. But the way she slid through my fingers . . .

There’s no way she escaped my team without help. We had her cornered, dammit all, and yet . . .

Ever since Ada Lamarr kidnapped me at the gala to benefit the Museum of Intergalactic History, I suspected someone from my office passed her information, at the minimum. Maybe even actively helped her.

It could be Phoebe.

It could be a lot of people, if I’m honest. As chief field officer in the department of Intergalactic BioTechnology, my team is made up of people who care about conserving the worlds in the galaxy.

We’re believers here.

And a believer will follow a cause before they follow a law.

And Ada . . .

The only cause she ever cared about was herself, but even I have to admit that she did the right thing in blocking Strom Fetor from releasing exploitive nanobots into Sol-Earth’s atmosphere.

Could Phoebe have betrayed the oaths of her office to help an environmental terrorist like Ada?

The real question is, would I care?

I push the thought away.

Ada did one right thing by stopping Fetor’s corrupt program, but that doesn’t matter. She broke the laws in multiple different ways to do it, and she didn’t walk away empty-handed.

She has the keys to the entire galaxy’s communication system.

And she hasn’t used it to contact me in three fucking months.

Goddammit, I don’t care. I don’t. Her silence is a good thing.

“Boss,” Phoebe says again, softer this time.

I focus on her.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, because I have worked with this woman on enough missions to know when there’s something not right. I just let myself be too distracted to notice it before.

Phoebe straightens up. “Nothing’s . . . wrong,” she says in a tone I don’t like. At all.

Sighing, Phoebe lifts her hand, raising her cuff and flicking her fingers across the screen, sending data to my open terminal.

A prison log illuminates in the air between us. I recognize the logo of Eris High Security Penitentiary. My brows crease, confused at what Phoebe’s brought me. A list of convicts held in the worst prison in the galaxy? What does that have to do with—

A name glows as Phoebe highlights it for my attention.

Ada Jane Lamarr. 
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I have too much to do to drop everything and fly to Eris Penitentiary. The development of the new habitable planet is well underway, and I have to juggle the media furor as well as the hard logistics needed.

Planets litter the galaxy, of course, but only four—now five—merit regular human habitation. Gas giants and waterless worlds are the most common, and while it is possible for settlements to use technology to create colonies on these inhospitable specks in the cold black vacuum of space, to find a world that has the precise ingredients of the correct gravitational pull, a water cycle with breathable air, and developed and stable land masses is rare.

Sol-Earth, of course, was the first planet, the mother world where humanity got its start. Over time, we settled Centauri-Earth, Gliese-Earth, and my own home world, Rigel-Earth, each named after the stars they orbit. Kepler-Earth is the latest to join the ranks, a brand new planet that’s got the perfect formula for human habitation.

As long as I get all the paperwork done in time.

We knew about Kepler-Earth’s possible nomination for solidly a decade, well before my time at the office of BioTech. First, the portal pathways had to be built, a slow process that requires long-haulers to lay in the groundwork for faster-than-light travel. By the time I took office, the pathways were set and inspections had begun.

People learned early on with the first colony on Centauri-Earth, actually, to not just leap onto a new planet just because the requirements for life were met. Developed worlds also have pre-existing flora and fauna that must be observed scientifically to determine they won’t pose a threat to humanity. Geologists test for the possibility of earthquakes and volcanoes, meteorologists determine threats of natural disasters, and all the other various sciences have their say.

Then it’s up to people like me to compile that data, file the permits, register the initial logs of resources, establish the opening perimeters of development, monitor the incursion team, and start the long process of turning the planet into a home world for new migrants.

It’s a pain in the ass, but I love the work. I joined the office of BioTech in part because I knew Kepler-Earth was in the pipeline and I wanted to be on the ground when it became developed. This is once-in-a-lifetime shit. And Kepler-Earth is going to be unique; with four worlds already established, there’s no pressing need for migration like there was when people evacuated from Sol-Earth to Centauri-Earth. At least for the first few centuries, Kepler-Earth is going to remain an environmental tourism destination, allowing people to truly experience a virgin world like no other. Of course, that’s taken even more paperwork than I would have expected, but it’ll be worth it.

Plus, it’s been a good distraction from the way Ada crash landed into my life, which I appreciate. Every time she’d pop into my comms—all cleverly masked and filtered through firewalls so I could never pinpoint her location—all she did was derail me from my main goals.

Ada Lamarr should be behind bars. She’s a criminal. And after she used me to get access to the main communication network, she’s a dangerous criminal with far too much power and far too few morals.

She should be behind bars.

But fucking hell, I’m the one who should have put her there.

My ship lurches, my stomach swooping as I drop out of the portal pathway. I check the standard time clock. From my home base on Rigel-Earth, I could have made it to Kepler-Earth for a prelim inspection in the same amount of time it took me to reach Eris, a cold, desolate rock on the outskirts of the Sol system.

Home to the highest security prison in the galaxy.

“I shouldn’t be here,” I mutter, pinging the Eris Penitentiary with my clearance sequence and access request.

I sit back and wait for the landing code to arrive.

I just have to see her. One more time. I need to see Ada Lamarr, and I need to see that she can’t escape. That’ll be enough. I can get back to work once I see her and know she will—for once—not run away.

“Landing approved,” an automated voice chirps at me from my coms. I lock in the sequence and let my shuttle take over, pulling me toward the desolate black rock.

One more time.
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From the surface of Eris, the sun—Sol, the original sun that all humanity was born under—is nothing more than an extra bright star among a myriad of stars. Floating past Pluto, past the Kuiper Belt, Eris is so distant it’s barely able to maintain orbit around the sun, and even that’s unusual with an erratic elliptical orbit that takes well over half a millennia to make a full revolution.

I suppose that’s what makes it such a good prison.

With no atmosphere or natural light, the world is studded with terraforming sticks, a grid of long poles inserted into the planet’s crust that provide heat, light, a gravity generator to make up for the lower mass of the world, and an artificially forced water cycle. This is a prison that needs no walls—even if a criminal broke free, they could only run to the end of the terraforming grid. Past that, they need a spacesuit to live. But without a ship, there would be no point.

That said, even if walls are not strictly necessary, Eris Penitentiary has them.

It’s a little extra layer of cruelty, I suppose, to add locks on doors that open up to the void of space. And what prison is truly a punishment without cruelty?

I push away these niggling thoughts that have leaked into my brain with a voice suspiciously like Ada’s. I push away the pang of regret that Ada, the most free person I know, is trapped behind these walls.

I thrust my hand into my pocket, slipping the broken O-ring I always carry now around my fingertip. A nervous habit I should break, but I won’t.

After I land my shuttle in the docking bay, it’s scanned and then manually inspected by guards while I’m processed for clearance. I bring only a small bag with my security chip and my expandable set inside. Once I make it through the shuttle yard, I have to go through two different biometric scanners before I even reach the prison’s main building.

Walls tower above me, blocking out the scattered stars in the perpetually dark sky. Black stone—quarried from Eris—seems to rise like a natural formation from the ground before tapering into too-perfect flat walls with right angles at the top. The point here is intimidation; this is the façade that’s plastered on true crime feeds, an image that instills fear in the heart of the guilty.

Hell, I have goosebumps, and I’m only here for a visit.

“It’s rare we get someone like you here,” the guard assigned to escort me says. I can imagine. Eris Penitentiary was built on this planet partly because it is so hard to get to. There’s nothing out here, and I had to use clearance codes just to get into the portal pathway.

No one makes a casual visit to Eris.

“It’s official business,” I say, then bite the inside of my cheek. Of course I’m here on official business. Why else would I be? The guard must think I’m a fool.

But if he does, he doesn’t say anything. Instead, he leads me down a dark corridor. The hall is brightly lit, but all the building material is black, and the lights do little to dispel the shadows.

“Prisoner 28715 is in a top level secure holding,” the guard continues. He pauses, indicating a small room for me to enter. “It’ll take me a bit to process her through.”

“I can wait,” I say.

“You can’t have your bag with you when meeting a prisoner.”

I expected as much, which is why I left my more important items on my ship. I hand over my bag, and the guard assures me that he’ll check it in a secure location and return it after I’m done before he exits the room, closing the door behind him.

This small room is in the interior of the massive prison, with no windows on any of the walls. A single table with two chairs stand in the middle, but I don’t sit. I start pacing. I hear the soft whirr as the cam droids shift to keep focused on me.

For a visiting room, this place feels like a cell.

I’m tempted to test the door, make sure it opens. It was one of those old fashioned ones, the kind with hinges and a knob, and I didn’t hear the mechanical click of the lock turning when the guard left, but . . .

I bunch my hands into fists and focus on the floor, on the sound of my feet, hard soles against solid, impenetrable stone.

I cannot image Ada in a place like this. Truth be told, it’s hard for me to image Ada spending any amount of time on any one planet, much less the three consecutive centennial terms she’s been assigned, according to the file Phoebe found.

Three hundred years.

A lifetime, with no chance of parole.

How did I not know about her arrest? I could have been a witness.

I would have . . .

I tried to look into her case file, examine the evidence brought against her, evaluate the judge’s sentencing statements, but it was locked, and I didn’t have the time to seek out an injunction to unseal the document. Ada must have been caught with her illegal access into the communications network—this high of a sentence calls for a major crime. I know for a fact that she broke into secure UGS files and altered them. God knows what else she did.

She deserves this. Prison. Walls. Solitude.

My feet come to a halt. I stare at the floor.

She deserves this, I force myself to think, but I’m fiddling with that damn O-ring I keep in my pocket; I’m thinking about what she said, everything she said.

Everything she is.

I shake myself and start pacing again.

I wonder what her arrest was like.

Who arrested her.

It should have been me.

I’m not sure how much time passes when the knob turns on the door.

I see the guard first. Same man as before, his cheeks ruddy from exertion. “Prisoner 28715,” he announces. “Ada Jane Lamarr.” 
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My breath catches. I would be ashamed of that, except I barely notice it, nor the way my heart is hammering.

Ada.

At last.

The guard shifts.

A woman steps into the room.

Black dots dance in front of my eyes, and I feel dizzy. I grope for the chair behind me.

The guard turns.

The woman looks at me. Her brow is wrinkled, confusion evident.

“Wait!” I say too loudly.

The guard turns back to me.

I point at the woman. “This is not Ada.”

“I could have told you that,” the woman says. She’s older than Ada by at least a decade, shorter and slightly more heavyset, with highlighted hair cut into a bob. Her skin is paler than Ada’s, and she talks with a Gliese-Earth accent.

The guard looks down at his cuff, examining the data on the screen at his wrist. “Prisoner 28715, that’s who you told me to fetch.”

I examine my own cuff, ascertaining that the prison log Phoebe sent me matches the number and name. “Yes, but Prisoner 28715 is supposed to be Ada Lamarr. This is not Ada Lamarr.”

“I keep telling everyone that, and no one believes me,” the woman says.

The guard shrugs. “Take it up with the warden. You want to talk to this one?”

No is on the tip of my tongue. This woman is a total stranger to me. But when I meet her eyes, I see desperate pleading within them. She mouths a word to me, and I think it’s help.

“Give us ten minutes,” I say. “And then I will be seeing the warden.”

The guard shrugs. It couldn’t be clearer that he couldn’t care less.

As soon as the door closes, the woman lunges for me. I take one step back, staggering into the metal chair, as she seizes both my hands. “Please,” she says, “you have to help me. I’m not Ada Whoever! There’s been a terrible mistake!”

“Slow down,” I say, extracting my hands from her grip. I indicate the other chair, and the woman collapses into it. “Who are you? How did you end up here?”

“My name is Frankie Bell,” she says. There’s a franticness to the way she talks. Now that my attention is on her, she’s straightened her spine and rolled back her shoulders, a contrast to the way she’d hunched over when she first entered the room. She’s gotten used to being ignored.

“Why are you labeled as Ada Lamarr in the system?” I ask.

“No idea.”

I believe her.

She takes a breath and continues. “I wasn’t even given a trial, much less a chance to correct my name. I didn’t even do anything wrong!”

No trial? “How did you end up here?”

Frankie leans over the table, eyes searching mine. “I was on my way to work. I scanned in and was about to enter the lab when two people grabbed me from behind. I swear, I thought I was being kidnapped. I flailed and thrashed and screamed, and then they had binders on me, and they threw me into a patrol car. I realized then that it was police. I thought, well, obviously there’d been some sort of mistake. Something. But I didn’t go to a jail or a courtroom. They took me straight to a launch bay and sent me here.”

Well, now Frankie Bell has my attention. If that’s true, then there’s something very dark and illegal going on. Due process is one of the fundamental universal rights of any citizen anywhere in the galaxy; stripping someone of that right is a higher crime than anything my Ada ever did. That’s not breaking the law; that’s breaking society’s most humane and basic underpinnings.

“You were taken here, and they assigned you Ada Lamarr’s name during processing?” I ask.

Frankie shakes her head. “I don’t know. I don’t think so? They’ve called me 28715 the whole time I’ve been here. It’s so dehumanizing.” She shakes her head again, slower. Defeated. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I didn’t do anything. Maybe I did get confused for this Ada Lamarr? Do you know her?”

Do I know Ada? “Yes,” I say immediately. No, I think. I mean—I know her, but how much? Only what she’s allowed me to see.

But also I do know Ada, in the same way she knows me. I know her without knowledge, only—

“Yes,” I say again, forcing my thoughts back to the moment.

“Do I look like this Ada person?” Frankie asks, desperate to find the connection that caused her ruin.

I shake my head mutely.

“Well, I’m not her, and you know it. I am Frankie Bell, and I’m innocent.” Her voice cracks. “You have to believe me.”

And I do.

My heart’s accelerated, and I force myself to take a long slow breath.

This woman may not be Ada, but already I can tell that this little fuck-up has her name all over it.
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I watch Frankie, who doesn’t look away from my gaze. I respect that. She seems calm now, very no-nonsense, but not assertive. She’s desperate, yes, but not beating on the walls or screaming for her rights, even now in the face of clear injustice. To her, things are black-and-white, right-or-wrong. I suspect she’s more uncomfortable about the clerical error that led to her unjust imprisonment than the imprisonment itself.

“When were you arrested?” I ask.

“I’ve been here ninety-six days, including the time it took for transport.”

From Gliese-Earth, it would have taken a week and a half for Frankie to get to Eris, but that gives an overall timeline of about three months.

The same amount of time it’s been since Ada last contacted me.

That can’t be a coincidence.

What else happened in three months?

Frankie doesn’t talk as my eyes lose focus and my thoughts grow distant. She’s an odd one, used to other odd ones.

Dates click into place, another piece of the puzzle forming. Strom Fetor put in a bid for Kepler-Earth sponsorship about three months ago. Might not be connected, but I know Ada has a chip on her shoulder with Strom’s name on it. She would be watching him. She would notice . . . whatever it is I didn’t notice.

Why didn’t she just tell me what was happening?

I mentally shake myself. There’s no way in fuck I’ll ever figure out how to traverse the myriad mazes in Ada’s mind, and that way madness lies.

“Wait,” I say, recalling what Frankie mentioned earlier. “You were on your way to a laboratory?”

She nods. “I’m the chief environmental officer at Fetor Tech.”

Ah, there it is. “Fetor Tech, you say?”

Frankie nods again, harder. “Surely they’ve put out an alert for my disappearance? I don’t have family, and . . . my work was my life, you know?”

No friends. No one to miss her when she’s gone. But she’s right—Fetor Tech should have put out an alert if they had an employee disappear. And surely their sec droids would have noticed the disturbance when she was taken so abruptly.

“Chief environmental officer at Fetor Tech. They put in a bid to help with the initial development of Kepler-Earth, you know that?”

Frankie’s eyes pop. “They better not have! I specifically filed a stop on that! I was told FT was pulling out!”

Goddammit, Ada, what have you given me?

“I think we’re getting somewhere now,” I say softly, leaning forward. The development of Kepler-Earth is a multi-trillion cred investment, history making in scope, in part because the new world is going to be, essentially, an environmentally sound resort for the privileged to play in, with contracts in place from both the governmental and private sector to ensure it will be lucrative for generations. “So,” I say, “why did you specifically try to stop the development?”

Frankie’s frowning, confused and upset, half-distracted. She’s clearly thinking of something else when she mutters, “Because of Johannes Island, of course.”

Johannes Island—the name of the small landform base operations had been set up on. It was established nine months ago, after the first level of clearance was approved for human contact on the planet, and then Fetor Tech moved in a few months before they finalized their bid for development.

This is all standard practice; this is all shit I knew and most of which bears my stamp of approval. Johannes Island worked as a semi-quarantine to the rest of the planet. I’ve been there four times over the past quarter. There’s not much to the island—small, rocky, little vegetation or animal life. All the tours of the nearby continent for officials and inspectors have been done in containment units hovering over the richer, more diverse landscape.

Frankie’s muttering to herself, deep in thought. I have to say her name twice to get her attention. “What about Johannes Island made you file for a halt on the colony?”

It takes a moment of her eyes to really focus on me. “We killed everything.”

“You’re going to have to break it down a little more for me.”

“Everything. I was chief of environmental sciences; I was there at the first launches. That’s actually why I got acquired by Fetor Tech, because I was among the first there. God, it was beautiful.”

I wait. Frankie’s the type of woman who seems used to speaking without being heard, so I force my wandering mind to home in on just her, right now. Frankie’s eyes flick to mine, and she seems a little shy at the focus, but it gives her encouragement, too.

“I have never seen such a wealth of flora and fauna,” she continues. “Everywhere on that island was green and orange and yellow and blue and red. Vibrant, that’s the word. So much life. My team had already tracked down eight hundred and nine unique lifeforms on that small island.” Frankie’s shoulders sag. “And then we got the all clear that the environment was safe for us, and we took off our containment suits. Within weeks, everything was dead. The plants first. They just withered up to nothing. And then what birds couldn’t fly off the island dropped from the sky. By the end of the first fifty days of human exposure on Johannes Island, the only thing native left alive were a few hardy grasses and scavenger creatures.”

I remember the little six-legged mammals the people on base called rats. And the yellow blades of sharp grass that cut at my ankles when I didn’t wear boots.

Beyond that, just rock. Rock and a sleek chromium building built as a base of operation, a launch point to send out other vehicles across the wider distance.

“Johannes Island once held life?” I ask.

Frankie looks me right in the eyes. “And we killed it.” 
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But how?” I ask.

Frankie shakes her head. “That I’m not sure. I suspect there’s some aspect of humanity that’s interfering with the plant life and that led to a trickle-down of total devastation.” She snorts without humor. “The long and short of it is that Kepler-Earth is allergic to humans.”

More pieces fall into place, each neatly fitting together. All the expeditions to the other areas of the nearby continent required full suits and containment vehicles. I thought it odd to stick so rigorously to the highest level of procedure this late in the game; I had actually been appreciative of Fetor’s thorough policy on quarantine in these early stages. I realize now it was there to ensure people like me didn’t see how devastating humanity’s impact to the world would be.

And—fuck. On Johannes Island, Fetor Tech applied for a special permit to attempt to grow Sol-Earth plants in a test situation. From the last report I could recall, kudzu had rooted the best in the humid environment on the island, with early estimates saying that the vine was thriving.

Is that the plan? Replace whatever we kill on Kepler-Earth with invasive plants from another world? That is the antithesis of everything we stand for, the reason why we work so diligently to ensure new worlds are protected.

Mentally, I expand the initial projects I’ve been reviewing. Kepler-Earth is going to be a luxury resort, with hover-safaris over the new landscape. The point was to keep the environment pristine; the money was in keeping the environment pristine.

That’s why they weren’t going to cut up the land into housing developments. Not yet, anyway. Let humans pay a premium to see an untouched world.

Fetor’s popularity skyrocketed when he talked about conservation efforts and the need to protect such a world as Kepler-Earth, to prevent it from turning into another Sol-Earth. I thought it was just to repair his damaged image, but no.

He knew the only way to profit off the planet was to keep tourists in bubbles.

But resort-goers are never going to be satisfied flying above the flora and fauna. Anyone with the kind of cash needed to take a hover safari over a just-discovered world is not going to be appeased by just looking at it.

They’re going to want to own a piece of it.

That’s what has always happened to every bit of paradise on Earth a human has found, irregardless of which Earth it was found on.

Kepler-Earth is doomed. Whatever it is about humans that killed the plants on the quarantine island will get out eventually.

“How did I never see that?” I muse aloud.

Frankie shrugs, even though I wasn’t really asking her. “I did try to file some reports directly to UGS in various departments, but there was no form to indicate the planet’s risk to humans. Just the other way around.”

I let out a breath through my nose, my teeth clenched. The planet is safe for humans.

So humans won’t care about taking off their containment suits for more comfortable loungewear.

Even when they know the risk to the planet. I have been on enough galactic cruises myself to know the type of entitlement that goes hand-in-hand with luxury vacations.

“The plans were supposed to at least halt until we found out what it was about humanity that was damaging the environment,” Frankie continues. “It could have been anything; maybe we have an enzyme that seeped into the soil. Human waste disposal could be toxic. Or . . .” Her voice trails off, and she bites her lip, examining my face. “None of that’s happened, has it?”

I shake my head without comment.

Of course, there were still studies happening, and I seem to recall some theory about pheromones and cross contamination.

But they were being treated as mandatory boxes to tick, not a reason to slow or stop the launch of the resort.

This has Fetor written all over it. Of course he’d want to hide the negative effects of humanity and barrel through the regulations. Once the resort is open—and that’s due to happen in a matter of weeks—it will be hard to shove the toothpaste back into the tube.

I have to find Ada. The thought pulses through me like a heartbeat. I need her.

A heavy hand pounds on the door of the little cell, and I jump. For a moment, I forgot that I was at Eris Penitentiary, talking to a prisoner.

Frankie gasps, eyes flaring wide. “Don’t let them take me back to my block.” Red blotches appear on her cheeks as she visibly tries to hold back her panic. “Please, I swear, I’m not supposed to be here; this is all wrong, and—”

Before I can say anything, the door bangs open. “Visiting time’s up.” The guard looks down at Frankie’s tears dispassionately.

I know better than to argue with procedure, but as another guard escorts Frankie away, I turn to the first. “I need to speak to the warden.”

The guard snorts. “Good luck.”

“I will not be leaving this planet until I’ve met with him.”

The guard grunts as if he expected this.

I don’t know the warden personally, but I read up on his file during journey through the portal pathway between worlds. A hard-ass discharged out of the UGS Navy before calling in a favor from a great aunt for this position. The reason why he was discharged wasn’t disclosed, but I used my clearance to break into the sealed file. Man didn’t like taking orders and was too quick to resort to physical violence.

No wonder he’s working at a prison now.

The guard leads me down a different corridor than the one Frankie Bell disappeared down, and he pauses long enough to pull my bag out of a locker built into the wall before indicating the lift nearby. We get in, and on the fifth floor, he steps out.

The space is large, with a holo table on one end and a classic conference table in the center. Corridors branch off either side, but the guard positions himself in front of the elevator, arms crossed. The meaning is clear.

I’m to wait here until summoned.

I wonder if I should pull rank. I’m high up in the government with a pretty top security level. But also this little man, the warden of Eris Penitentiary, governs the entire planet, and the situation is . . . difficult. Men who put themselves in position to rule the incarcerated, those who cannot fight back, who are restrained by walls and bars and chains, are rarely reasonable men.

Best to let him think he has all the power.

Besides, I have research to do.
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I don’t use the room’s gear; I know far better than that. Instead, I pull out my expandable spread from my bag.

Facts.

I need to analyze what I know.

I turn on the spread, and a variety of holo displays erupt in my vision—all linked to my eye piece, so the guard cannot possibly see what I do. I log into the network, boosted from my ship, not the local one.

While it loads, I allow myself one fanciful thought: What if Ada has sent me a message?

But when the incoming messages appear, they’re all from the office. Fifteen dire warnings marked urgent, each one associated with the colonization of Kepler-Earth. Eighty-seven other messages, nine of which come from Piper Donalds, a simpering fool and crony of Strom Fetor high enough in the galactic government to push through the contracts and subsidies needed for him to plow through Kepler-Earth’s development.

I suck in a breath. That’s how Fetor pulled it off. Using a UGS prison to hide someone away without due process would be impossible for a civilian, but he has connections in the government. I double check, and yes, there it is. Donalds is on the judicial oversight committee. That’s enough leverage and knowledge to pull this off, at least temporarily. At least until the colony’s established.

I ignore all my messages and instead send a comm to Phoebe, directing her to throw in as many wrenches as possible to delay the process. Tie up what we can with red tape, obfuscate the rest.

I bring up the initial files on the colonization proposals, scanning for Frankie Bell’s name. If she was working in a lab owned by Fetor on this project specifically, I should be able to track her.

And there she is, in the earliest registers.

I scan forward. These names all blended together before; thousands of people have had a role in the development of Kepler-Earth. But the last time Frankie’s mentioned is half a year ago . . . but I can’t tell if it was always this way or deleted from the files. She must have started raising concerns then. I can imagine Fetor—or, more likely, some underling manager working on his same set of empty principles—started trying to shift Frankie off the project.

I met her for only a few minutes, but I know her type. Her work is her life. I didn’t need her to tell me there was no one at home to miss her for me to know that.

Like recognizes like.

I swallow dryly.

And then I swipe my expandable, turning it off. I’ve seen all I need to see. It’s clear to me that this woman is innocent, her only crime raising the alarm in a multi-trillion project that should be scrapped.

But I also have no fucking clue of what to do about it. Especially if Fetor’s allies are on the judicial committee.

I hold my bag open and slide my expandable into it. First thing first, I must speak to the warden. See what legal hindrances may be in the way, see if there’s a loophole. Frankie deserves her freedom, and I’ll need her expertise as I try to dismantle the colony before it’s established.

And then—

Wait. What’s that?

I peer into my open bag.

I carried only two things in my bag—my expandable set and my security chip. I purposefully kept this bag empty to get through clearance.

But now?

There’s a tiny ear bud transponder and a subvocal sticker.

Exactly like the ones Ada gave me in Malta, that we used to communicate before I tried to arrest her.

I glance at the guard, sure he’ll notice the unearned guilt pulling at my features, but he just stares straight ahead.

I peel off the clear cellophane sticker and hastily jam it on my neck, near my vocal chords, and then place the other behind my left ear.

I clear my throat, and then speak in a humming subvocal way, too low for the guard to notice: Hello?

Nothing.

And then—Ada’s voice, full of impatience as she says, About damn time.
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AI enhances our voices, translating our hums into clear sentences, but enough of her leaks through to make my heart race.

I’m so shocked I almost shout her name. But while her voice is in my ear, my eyes are on that guard by the lift.

Ada, where are you? I ask with the subvocal patch.

You never know the right questions to ask, she says.

And here we are again.

Right back into the game.

Fine with me. I love to play.

So, right question? Why does a prisoner named Frankie Bell have your name in her records?

I can almost hear her grinning through the computerized version of her voice. Because I changed her name to mine in the records, silly.

Ada did this? Why? I ask, the thought more for myself than for her. Before she can answer, I groan. She giggles, the AI sending a bland Ha. Ha. over the hint of her true mirth.

You gave Frankie Bell the one name you knew would get me to personally show up at Eris Penitentiary, I say, already certain this is true.

Obviously, Ada says.

I stand up, keeping my head down, pacing. I shove my hand in my pocket and find the O-ring, slipping it from finger to thumb and back again, a nervous habit I picked up when Ada dropped comms with me.

She must have been preoccupied with this mess. I want to know how she first discovered Frankie Bell was being framed and sent away illegally, but I know that’s the wrong question (again) to ask.

But still, a part of me feels a pang of regret.

This is just like when Ada kidnapped me in order to trap me and force me to listen to all the ways Strom Fetor was about to fuck up Sol-Earth.

Because I wouldn’t have listened otherwise.

Not to her. Maybe not to anyone. I’d been so deep in that project, so sure that I had personally seen to its every possible flaw, that I couldn’t see what was happening right under my nose.

And Ada . . .

I know what I would have done. I would have painstakingly researched every aspect of the project, line by line. If she came to me with this information . . .

I would have been slow. And time is the one thing we don’t have now.

What are you planning? I ask.

Nothing, she says in a sing-song voice. Because now that you’re aware of the problem, you won’t just try to delay the colony development, right?

Fucking hell, that’s what I already did. I contacted Phoebe and told her to delay.

Ada, we do not need to work in this way, I say. Thank you for alerting me to Frankie. I’m going to work on getting her out of here, and I’m going to make sure Kepler-Earth doesn’t—

Immediately die because it’s allergic to humans? Ada interrupts. And how do you propose to do that?

I will find a way, I grind out subvocally, but I also note that she uses that same terminology—allergic to humans—that Frankie did. Coincidence? Maybe.

I realize my pacing has turned into a stomping jog, enough to draw the notice of the guard, and I force myself to slow down. Yes, it’s unfair that Frankie got stuck in a prison just because she had the ethics to call out a problem that has the potential to kill off the entire colonial plans—and the planet—which would throw off all the government contracts and the trillions in development. Yes, as the government lead on the human impact of the colony, I have the power to throw a wrench into those plans.

But it’s not as simple as that. We’ve done clearance checks and environmental testing and everything’s gone through the proper channels. Contracts and—hell, even new laws have been enacted in this program’s development. Piper Donalds saw to that, and now I know why.

I can’t just pull the plug.

Not on something this big.

Go on, ask me, Ada says, taunting me through the AI of the subvocal translator.

I let out an angry breath.

Fine.

What the fuck are we going to do? I ask. 
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Sir?” the guard says.

I’d been so distracted by Ada that I almost jump out of my skin. I recover somewhat less than gracefully, judging by the smirk on his face.

“The warden will see you now.”

Great.

I gather my bag and follow him down the corridor to the left. The same black stone and cheerless, empty windows line the place. Why is everything so quiet here?

Because I’m in the administration wing.

This place is kept apart from the imprisoned. I wonder what Frankie’s cell is like. Everyone in the galaxy knows Eris’s reputation as being the worst, most secure penitentiary ever known to man, but I never once stopped to consider what that meant for the people inside.

Because I always thought of them as criminals instead of people.

It shouldn’t have taken meeting Frankie to shift that in my mind.

“This way,” the guard says, sweeping his arm toward the corridor to the left. He follows inches behind me, uncomfortably close. If I were to stop abruptly, he’d step on my shoes.

There should be more people around here, I think. Every door is closed, but this place is too empty. It’s eerie.

Apprehension winds in my gut. Something’s not right, but I don’t quite know how to place it, and I don’t have the experience I need to know what’s off.

At the fifth door, the guard stops and rolls his thumb over the biometric scanner.

The door zips open.

The guard shifts to the opposite wall, standing at attention.

“Right,” I say. “So . . . just go in?” I peek into the room, but most of the warden’s office is obscured by another curving hallway.

The guard nods without saying anything.

As soon as I step inside, the door zips closed. The biometric lock on this side blinks red.

Locked in.

Ada? I ask subvocally.

Nothing.

My eyes dart around the room. I’m no technophile, but I spot anti-transmitters in the corner, flashing arrays along the wall, and I assume this means I have no signal to send my voice out to Ada. No way to communicate with anyone outside these heavy stone walls.

If this is a trap, I’m already in it. So I put one foot in front of the other.

It’s a short walk around to the main office, but I’ve gone through every bit of knowledge I have about the warden as I stride forward. By the time I see his desk, my mouth is open, my finger pointing. “Look, I don’t know what type of prison you think you’re running here, but—”

The chair behind the desk turns slowly, revealing the person sitting in the warden’s office.

I see long legs first, draped over the side of the chair.

“Ada,” I say, mouth dropping open.

“Shit, it took you forever to get here,” she says, standing up languidly. She perches one hip on the desk, arms leaning back, as she lets her eyes rove over my body, a slow smile seeping over her face. It turns into an outright grin when she spots my own lips curving up of their own volition. I wipe the expression from my face, and she laughs.

“Where have you been?” I shout. “You just disappeared without a trace for three months—”

“I disappeared long before that, love.”

I refuse to let my mind register that nickname. “But no communication? You just stopped—”

“You were supposed to come looking.” Ada looks down at her fingernails, which are painted neon green. I’ve never seen her with painted nails before.

“I did,” I say, yanking my attention back to her face.

She huffs a mirthless laugh. “Not well enough. I started with breadcrumbs, Rian, but by the end, I was chucking whole loaves at you.”

She . . . was? What did I miss? I know I got wrapped up in the colonial project, but . . .

“Apple?”

I blink several times. Ada has popped open a drawer of the warden’s desk and plucked a bright red apple from it. She holds it out to me.

“No thanks,” I say.

She looks at me like I’m the biggest idiot in the galaxy, which . . . fair. She takes a huge bite of the apple. “Hear that?” she says with her mouth still full.

I cock my head. “Hear what?”

She takes another bite. “That crunch.” She shivers in a way that does things to my body I will not comment on. “Warden has weekly shipments of fresh fruit delivered right here, straight to his office. Meanwhile, the prison only gets ready-eats, and the guards don’t get much better. What an asshole, right?”

“Right,” I say without thinking. She smirks. “Where is the warden, Ada? You didn’t—”

“Murder him?” She shrugs. “What if I did? Body stuffed in the locker.” She nods her head toward a smaller door built into the opposite wall.

I blanche. If Ada killed a man—

She laughs. “Always the wrong question with you. He’s fine. On a vacation, actually.”

“Vacation?” I say doubtfully.

“Well, we can call it that.” Ada’s eaten the apple down to the seeds, nibbling every bite of white flesh from the core so well that it breaks into pieces in her hands. She drops the remains in the rubbish bin and licks the juice from her hands.

“The warden—” I start.

“Is an incredibly boring subject I don’t want to talk about,” Ada says. She hops down off the desk. “He’s so unimportant in this. I just peeked into his comms, found a reason for him to leave, found another for him to leave me in charge. Sort of. The guards don’t know, of course. No one does. I’ve been holed up here forever, bored out of my skull.” She pauses, thinking. “The fruit has been good, though.”

“But—why?”

Ada moves around the desk, stalking toward me. A part of me wants to take a step backward when she draws closer. A larger part of me wants to take a step forward.

I remain still.

She smirks. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

I start to ask my same question over again, but Ada leans forward, pressing her finger against my lip. I can smell the apple on her. When she pulls her hand away, I lick my lips, tasting it.

“Because,” she says, her breath warm on my skin, “I need you to help me with a prison break.”
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The last puzzle piece clicks into place.

Ada, with her backdoor access into the entire communications network of the galaxy, had her eye on Fetor Tech, and she saw what no one else did: Frankie Bell trapped in an impossible situation, taken to a prison unjustly but without any means to get help.

She followed the thread everyone else ignored, and now she’s going to unravel everything.

But even with all her knowledge and evidence—acquired illegally and inadmissible in any court, I should mention—she couldn’t do anything.

Not yet.

Not without—fuck—me.

“You have that security chip in your bag,” Ada reminds me, like she’s mentioning dinner plans so I won’t forget them. “Plus a ship.”

“A ship? Wait, did something happen to Glory? What did you do?” I say.

She throws her hands up. “Nothing! Glory is fine. But she doesn’t have the clearance codes to get to Kepler-Earth.”

“You said a prison break. You didn’t say anything about Kepler-Earth.”

A huge shit-eating grin smears across her face, and I mentally knock myself on the head. Ada’s already got me thinking breaking Frankie out of prison is the best solution when it’s not; I need to go through the proper channels for this.

The proper channels, I remind myself, include Fetor’s crony as the head of the judiciary oversight committee.

“We have to go to Kepler-Earth,” Ada says as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

“You want me to break Frankie Bell out of the highest security prison in the galaxy, then you want to go to an off-limits world where you intend to tear down a multi-trillion plan for a new colony.”

“With you,” Ada says, beaming.

A beat.

My thoughts are all cold—what I should do, what laws must not be broken, what lines should never be crossed.

But my blood is hot, and under her gaze, the last of my reserves melt away.

“Fuck it,” I say, shaking my head ruefully. “Let’s go.”
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