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			PART ONE

			The Great Wandering

		

	
		
			No one thought that starting life on a new planet would be easy, but most of us were unprepared for that first year on Nabatea. On Mars, the world outside the windows was lethal, but our inner world was controlled down to the thermostat dial. Winds, storms, unbearable heat – it was overwhelming, especially when we were building every aspect of our city from scratch.

			Barrett Juul knew this, of course, and positioned himself early on as our savior. First, he kept us busy with endless labor. Unpaid, of course. Then, when the labor slowed down, he turned us against each other. When that failed, he gave us new enemies to rally against.

			From The Journals of LaValle, a Citizen of Nabatea

			If the olive trees knew the hands that planted them, their oil would become tears.

			Mahmoud Darwish

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Azad

			Sinna Belt, Outer Nabatean Solar System

			Year of Settlement 1209

			“Prepare to be boarded,” the voice threatened for the third time over the ship’s speaker. “This is your final warning.”

			“Prepare to get spanked into the next dimension,” Ledo retorted, cutting the communication line with a dramatic flourish of her finger. She cackled appreciatively and grinned at her twin brother.

			Azad managed a weak smile back, but his hands trembled as he activated the Magreb’s engine, preparing for escape. The Vitruvian vessel barreling toward them through the dense asteroid field clearly meant business. Non-Vitruvian commanded ships were not allowed this far out in the solar system, and they promised to enforce their jurisdiction on any rogue vessel that refused to identify itself, especially in the current climate.

			Current climate. Azad knew exactly what they meant by that phrase, since it was a climate he created. There was unrest across the system, thanks to him and the others on the Magreb. If they boarded and found out who he was, the Vitruvians on that ship would snap his neck, at the bare minimum.

			“Nawalle, can we move, please?” Azad said into the ship’s private comms channel.

			“In a minute,” a cheery voice sang back into his ear. “There’s so much good stuff out here, but we’re loading the last of it.” Outside the command room’s main window, a small figure in an oversized spacesuit floated in a sea of debris. Nawalle, the ship’s engineer, extended as far into space as her tether would allow, burrowing into a half-open shuttle.

			“Dear, my poor brother’s going to have a heart attack if you don’t get back in here,” Ledo said.

			“There’s carbon insulators, telescope parts, and all kinds of engine pieces – relief valves, oil pans, so many things we could use on this grievously underpowered ship,” Nawalle added with a note of indignation.

			“None of that’ll matter if our underpowered ship gets boarded in the next ten minutes,” Azad said through gritted teeth. Sweat trailed down his back as he watched the ship’s steady progress on the radar and his skin tightened around his clammy face. He should never have agreed to Ledo joining the scavenger run. Whenever she and Nawalle got together, everything became a game. When they weren’t fighting, of course. They laughed, they fought, they made up and then fought again. An exhausting game that no sane person would have the energy for.

			He needed a voice of reason, and that voice burst into the control room in the form of a tall Vitruvian woman with bobbed, black hair.

			“Let’s go,” Captain Saje said, businesslike, but her almond eyes warmed slightly when they met Azad’s. “They’re too close for comfort. Feisal, finish loading now.”

			“But there’s a working water pump in there,” Nawalle protested, but before she could finish her sentence, a tall figure in a much leaner spacesuit began reeling her back to the ship. The figure didn’t wear a tether but moved with easy confidence along the Magreb’s side.

			“We wouldn’t need to scavenge through the belt if we had the guts to raid a working vessel,” Feisal said through the comms system. “Let them board us this time, Captain. We can take them. At least, you and I can take them.”

			If Azad was in a less panicked state, he would have rolled his eyes and challenged Feisal’s arrogance. The Vitruvian had become less contemptuous toward Azad over the last year, but still carried the haughty sense of superiority typical of his kind. But as impressive as he could be – from scaling the sides of buildings, surviving gunshot wounds as if they were scratches, and improvising haunting melodies on his oud – Feisal could not take on a fully crewed and fully armed Vitruvian vessel.

			“Cut the nonsense,” Captain Saje said. “We’re here precisely to fly below the radar, not to pick a messy fight we can’t win. Board now.”

			“Not quite yet, Captain,” Feisal said. Azad’s shoulders tensed at the sudden shift in Feisal’s tone. “There’s one more thing out here to collect.”

			“Enough contraband,” Saje snapped.

			“Not equipment,” Feisal said. “A person. Alive.”

			The control room fell into stunned silence. Ledo exchanged wide eyes with Azad, and Captain Saje’s frown deepened.

			Through the intercom, Nawalle’s breath quickened. Azad could almost hear it fogging her vizor as she saw whatever Feisal found.

			Azad pressed his face against the front window. Craning his neck to follow Feisal’s pointed finger, he scanned the cluttered site out the window, of half-broken ships and spinning debris, a celestial junkyard. Ledo joined at his side.

			“Holy Juul, he’s right,” Ledo said, soft and almost breathless. “Look, over there!”

			It took him a second to see it. An abandoned escape pod, big enough for two people, rotated slowly in the clutter. And through its window, a face peered out. A feminine face framed by purple hair rippling out like a lion’s mane, thanks to zero gravity. The face’s lips were blue, the rest of the skin colorless. A lone passenger in a cold vessel.

			Feisal shot into open space. Ledo gasped.

			“Get inside, Nawalle,” Captain Saje ordered, terse and businesslike. “But keep the outer airlock door open. Feisal, do you need me to maneuver?”

			“Negative, Captain.” Feisal’s voice broke through the pounding blood in Azad’s ears. “I can get her back quick enough.”

			Feisal collided with the pod, his gloved hands gripping an outer handle as his long legs swung outward. For a second, it looked as though the force of inertia would win and send him careening off into open space, but the Vitruvian arched his back and secured his feet against the pod with a single, graceful motion. Azad shuddered. He avoided spacewalks as much as possible, and wouldn’t dream of leaving the security of the Magreb without a tether, but he also lacked the strength and agility of a Vitruvian. And the overconfidence that got so many of them into fatal situations.

			“Quick, Feisal!” Saje snapped. “We’ve still got that ship advancing.”

			“My apologies,” Feisal said, pulling a wrench from his space belt. “Don’t mind me, I’m just launching a daring rescue in the void of space, where one mistake might lead to an agonizing death, but yes, Captain, I’ll be quick.” Wielding the wrench, he pried at the pod window.

			“But she doesn’t have a suit,” Azad said. His pulse quickened. The frozen face in the window peered up at the figure trying to break her free. Her eyes widened. Even from a distance, Azad recognized a smile playing across her blue lips. But why was she smiling? The cold vacuum of space awaited her.

			Then it struck him. The woman was a Vitruvian. Stories back on Nabatea City went that they could survive space exposure, for a time.

			Azad was about to find out if those stories were true.

			“Are you inside, Nawalle?” Saje asked. “On the inner side of the airlock?”

			“Yes,” Nawalle answered in a tiny voice. She must have been watching from a nearby screen, realizing in time with Azad and Ledo what was about to happen.

			Outside, Feisal pulled the window open. Visible air burst out into space, the woman rising after it. In a swift motion, Feisal wrapped his arms around her waist and pushed off the pod, hurtling to the airlock.

			Obnoxious as he was, Feisal could come through in a crisis. His aim was precise, the echoing thud on the ship’s belly indicating that he had successfully reached the airlock door and slammed it shut.

			Feisal and Nawalle burst into the command room, carrying a tall, very frozen body.

			“Is she alive?” Ledo asked. Her dark eyes drank in the sight of the icy skin, cracked fingernails and the flecks of blood along the woman’s pallid lips. But Azad noted the signature Vitruvian tattoo across her chest – an unusual combination of glittering black and gold.

			As a former doctor, Azad sprang into action, searching her wrist for a pulse. Faint, but present. Her body lay still, no breath escaping through her frozen, parted mouth. He ran a quick scan across her chest and confirmed a partially collapsed lung – the product of the quick loss of air in open space.

			“Syringe from the med bay, now!” Azad yelled.

			Saje had already sprung to action, returning with a first aid kit. Azad fingered through the bag, emerging with a syringe that he promptly jammed into her chest. The woman’s breath rattled as she inhaled, sucking all the air she could into her lungs. Her chest began to rise and fall, but she remained unconscious.

			“She’ll live,” Azad said. “But she’ll need some time to come around. Then we can figure out what she was doing out there.”

			But first, they needed to hide. Azad, Ledo and Nawalle, specifically, along with their new passenger. Nawalle tied her own thick, black hair into a knot and pulled down the latch on the command room ceiling to its hidden compartment – an old smuggler’s hiding spot they now used whenever Nabatea’s most wanted fugitives needed to be kept hidden. She undid her antigravity boots and glided inside with a tight, anxious face.

			They struggled to maneuver the Vitruvian woman up through the opening. Nawalle grabbed their new passenger’s wrists, shrieking at the cold sensation, and pulled. Azad and Ledo shed their boots, grabbed the woman’s booted ankles, and together they slid her into the hiding spot. Her anti-gravity boots made her heavier, but were better kept on, to keep her anchored in case trouble started.

			More accurately, when trouble started.

			“They’re minutes away from boarding this ship,” Saje said coldly.

			“That’s what happens when you threaten to spank a Vitruvian vessel,” Azad said with a cutting glare at Ledo, who rolled her eyes.

			“Well done, little baby Vitruvian,” Feisal said, tossing their boots up to them to hide evidence of their presence. “Don’t listen to that neurotic brother of yours. You’re picking it up quickly – fear doesn’t do anything useful for us.”

			“I didn’t realize we were invincible,” Saje retorted, and Azad could have hugged her, if their icy ship commander was the hugging kind. He needed another voice of reason on the ship, now that their captain, Zelle, spent most of her time at their hideaway on the Balcazar Asteroid, poring over ancient texts. Azad couldn’t fault her for devoting her energies to her true passion, studying history, especially when it helped their cause. Together, they had all exposed the dark history of the founding of their world, Nabatea. In response, the Vitruvian authorities had begun spinning their own counternarratives, but more alarmingly, whispered of terrible plans to destroy records in the Library of Souls. Zelle had been doing everything she could to borrow, steal and buy those records before they were lost completely. A noble pursuit, while the rest of the crew salvaged supplies to take back to Balcazar.

			But at this stage, they might not see Zelle again – not if this Vitruvian ship was an authority vessel, giving them the right to search the Magreb.

			The compartment door closed with a sharp screech and they lay on their stomachs, readying to watch the scene below when the Vitruvians boarded.

			A low groan came from the Magreb as the enemy ship’s docking port linked with the much smaller vessel, followed by a faint hiss. Heavy footsteps, of antigravity boots on metal, thundered below as they boarded.

			Through the grating, Captain Saje rose from her commander’s seat and lifted her arms as a cadre of six armed Vitruvians, wearing the distinctive red suits and gray insignias of the authorities, spilled into the room. She took a slow step back but her body language remained relaxed, even bored. Feisal stood in the farthest corner, arms folded.

			“Declare yourself and your vessel,” the Vitruvian in the officer’s uniform said in a cold, sharp tenor.

			Saje rattled off a false name, crew number and ship name with ease. Feisal gave his own alias after. They all had false aliases at the ready for this exact situation.

			“Captain Majred VitruviaAlbacin334,” the officer said with a perfunctory nod. His given name, his humanoid class, the ship he was part of and the crew number. Even through the grating, Azad could see they were in the presence of an unbending man. Majred’s body stood rigid, his uniform crisp and spotless. A tattoo of a black-and-blue asp, the symbol of Vitruvians, crawled around his taut neck. But his cold, appraising eyes were the most unwavering part of him.

			“Captain, I wish to apologize for the misunderstanding,” Saje said, sounding calmer than she had any right to be. “We’re here for equipment salvage, as you can probably guess. One of my crew mistook you for some rivals of ours, and was rude to you over the intercom. She’s in the brig now. We just returned from a strenuous journey and emotions are running high. I take full responsibility for her behavior.”

			Azad held his breath. Next to him, Nawalle’s hairs rose on her arms as she suppressed a shiver. Saje was a good liar, but it was only a matter of time before the lie would catch up to them. There was no crewmember in the brig. The ship’s logs would reveal its true name and crew roster. She was buying time. But for what?

			The Vitruvians spilled into a circle around the command room, inspecting equipment and navigation monitors with narrowed eyes. The officer drew himself close to Saje, his face inches from hers.

			“Where’s the rest of your crew?” Majred asked with undisguised venom. “The ones who aren’t in the brig? Just the two of you on this ship?”

			“Still salvaging,” Saje said, but her voice betrayed a slight waver. It made no sense that they would still be outside after the other vessel’s rebound. The officer reacted accordingly, puffing his chest and pulling out a Vitruvian dagger. Feisal’s arms fell to his sides and he took a menacing step forward.

			“I think everything you’ve said is a lie,” Majred said. “I think you’re hiding something…or someone.”

			And right on cue, the frozen woman’s eyes flew open.

			Instantly, Ledo cupped a hand around her mouth, her other hand pressed on the woman’s collarbone. The woman’s spine arched as she fought the sudden pressure, but Ledo kept her grip firm. The woman’s eyes darted sideways behind her ice-frosted lashes, taking in the scene. Azad raised a shaking finger to his lips. Please be quiet, his eyes pleaded.

			“What are you talking about?” Feisal interjected below. His loud, abrupt tone drowned out the noises above, distracting their visitors.

			Azad’s heart pounded harder, blood roaring in his ears.

			“You’re with them, aren’t you? Answer me! You’re Qursan.”

			Confusion broke through Azad’s rising panic. He frowned, his eyes darting to Nawalle and Ledo. Their faces mirrored his own bewilderment. Ledo’s shoulders twitched in the faintest of shrugs. Between them, the woman’s eyes lost their bewilderment, settling into cool appraisal as she took in her surroundings. She gave a faint nod and Ledo relaxed her grip.

			Below, Saje stood with her hands still raised. If she was as confused as her hidden crewmates, she didn’t show it.

			“We are legitimate explorers, not Qursan,” she said swiftly. “We’re salvaging from dead ships, not live ones. Does that sound like Qursan behavior to you?”

			“I don’t think a Qursan would turn down anything that doesn’t belong to them,” Majred said, his tone jeering. “A Qursan ship raided this part of the field two sols ago. Funny that you just happen to be here.”

			“If we were the offenders, why would we linger at the scene of the crime?” Saje retorted. “If we were Qursan, we’d be selling our spoils on Cerata or be long gone through the wormhole passage, wouldn’t we?”

			Captain Majred apparently had no comeback, because he sputtered for several seconds before turning away with a scoff. Feisal’s posture relaxed and Saje lowered her hands.

			“Are we done here?” Feisal asked. “We’d heard that there was more security in the mother system since that…broadcast, but I for one didn’t expect such a hostile welcome back, especially from our own. Anything we should be looking out for?”

			Through Azad’s dull terror, a flicker of admiration shone through for Feisal. The lies were so convincing, even Azad almost believed in them.

			Majred sighed. His posture relaxed and his puffed chest deflated, his crew following suit. The captain paced lazily around the command seat where Saje returned, crossing her legs. Both sides attempting to deescalate as best they knew how.

			“I assume you’ve seen the faces of the wanted,” Majred said. “Three orthodox Nabateans. Twin brother and sister, and another woman about the same age. But we’re also looking out for other troublemakers. These are dark days. Not only is Barrett Juul’s name and legacy being dirtied by deviants and outcasts, but now they’re slandering his mother.”

			“Saadia Hamza?” Feisal asked with interest, before tutting under his breath. “Despicable. But of course. Juul never became a Vitruvian, but his mother did. Those lying scum are attacking her so they can attack all of us by proxy, right?”

			“Indeed,” Captain Majred said, the first hints of warmth reaching his stony demeanor since he entered the control room. “Well, we’ll be on our way. Stay vigilant and report anything you can’t handle directly to the authorities. It’s why we’re here.”

			“We will,” Captain Saje reassured him with a crisp salute.

			Ledo kicked the hatch door open as soon as the airlock hissed shut behind the authorities.

			“That guy was something,” she said with a cackle, gliding into the room. “He could be traveling the universe looking for life on other planets, but instead, he’s spending his time chasing after anyone who doesn’t worship Barrett Juul’s nose hairs, or now Mama Vitruvian. What a life.”

			“He’s a true believer in the system,” Saje said, grimmer than usual. “I once believed that the Juulian model was the only thing keeping us from the disasters that befell Earth, and that anyone who challenged it was challenging our right as a species to exist. I’m not defending it, but that’s what we’re dealing with when you encounter someone that fanatical.”

			Ledo and Nawalle had both left the hideaway and strapped on their antigravity boots. Azad lingered by the new passenger, who was still silent but now very much awake.

			“Can you move?” Azad asked the Vitruvian woman.

			She nodded, wincing as she slid sideways, until she reached the opening. Nawalle helped her down, Azad following last. With her boots still on, she landed on the floor with a wincing thud but appeared nonplussed – after everything she’d been through, another bruise clearly didn’t matter much. She sat cross-legged, coughing and thumping her chest, while the crew gathered around her in bewilderment.

			“What’s a Qursan?” Ledo asked Captain Saje.

			“Rogue Vitruvians who violate the explorer agreements,” the captain said. “Pirates, basically. They travel, like the rest of us, but steal supplies from other ships, set up traps in the planets where they find valuable resources…and sometimes worse.”

			Azad grimaced. The adrenaline that came from hiding, waiting to be caught, hadn’t left his shaking knees, but a more powerful tonic began coursing through his veins. Anger. Righteous, unfiltered anger. Had that woman cried out or so much as coughed, they would all be on their way to Saydar Prison now.

			Only not all of them.

			Azad stepped forward and shoved Feisal in the chest.

			“Azad,” Nawalle cried, aghast.

			“It’s all a game for you, isn’t it, Feisal?” Azad said. “Flying around the solar system, provoking the authorities, playing with our lives. You’ll always be safe – you’re the Vitruvian who invented quantum time projection, right? But Ledo, Nawalle and I – we’re the ones who’ll die in prison or get Blanked.”

			“Calm yourself, Azad,” Saje said, not unkindly. She stepped between the two men, eyes alight with warning. Her hand wandered to the Vitruvian dagger beneath her jacket.

			For a moment, Feisal appeared too stunned to respond. Then his face broke into a cruel smirk.

			“What did you think would happen when we broadcast Barrett Juul’s dirty secrets to all of Nabatea?” he asked. “You wanted to break everyone’s chains and bring down the system? That has a cost. That brings risks and danger – things you’ve never been cut out for, hadir.”

			Azad clenched his teeth. Feisal hadn’t used that term for him, referring to the brainwashed and unadventurous orthodox Nabateans who lived on the main planet, since they’d returned from Mars.

			“Enough, Feisal,” Saje interjected. “Azad’s right. There’s calculated risk, and then there’s insanity. You’ve been veering too far in the latter direction, and I won’t tolerate it on my ship.”

			“Ahem.”

			Every face turned to the violet-haired Vitruvian woman on the ground. Though she still looked weak, her shoulders slumped and her lids heavy, her eyes twinkled with dark amusement.

			“Gods, I missed the ship life,” she said, and burst out laughing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Saadia

			Calypso One, Upper Nabatean Orbit

			Year of Settlement Zero

			The world of Nabatea glowed through Calypso One’s largest portal windows on the main deck, a breathtaking sphere of swirling dusty roses, oranges and browns. Dr. Saadia Hamza smiled. Not much in the way of water on the surface, but that was expected – her calculations projected underwater sources would be accessible enough. And an area near a large lake looked promising.

			Saadia pressed her fingers against the window, tracing the path of a mountain ridge across the planet’s surface.

			Her planet. Her world.

			One she’d paid for through years of compromise and corruption, working her way to the highest levels of Earth society until she had the funds, the equipment and the political capital for this greatest of escapes.

			And together, she and Barrett would build a new society on Nabatea. Her son, the legendary civilizationist who had healed countries and societies broken by war on Earth, was uniquely suited to the challenge of building a better world.

			And there was no shortage of challenges. For the last month, the Calypso One ship’s inhabitants remained stranded in orbit while machines went to work on the ground, scouting for ideal settlement locations with water, arable land and shelter from the elements. Printing machines readied for everything that would need to be manufactured to support a new city – material for roads, houses, plumbing, power and energy. The ship’s narrow shelves of vertical farms were prepared for transfer to the planet, the passengers harvesting and canning everything they could.

			But before they landed, they had their first major test to contend with.

			The trouble began six months ago, with a missing woman.

			“We should have incinerated her,” Evgenia Zelenko, Barrett Juul’s lead biologist, had said when the questions started being asked. She gestured, very unnecessarily, at the dismembered, slightly decaying corpse of Kezza Sayer lying on a sterile table in the center of the laboratory.

			“The lack of a body wouldn’t have stopped the questions,” Barrett retorted. “This ship is only so large for someone to disappear in, especially someone as prominent as Kezza had become. People need an explanation. An answer, even if they don’t like it. Otherwise, the rumors will only grow.”

			“But what kind of answer can we provide?” Amit Reddy, his chief engineer, said. He looked on the verge of tears, as he always did in the presence of Kezza’s body. “She’s been dead for a month. We’ve cut her up. Taken her flesh.” His voice broke and he looked away.

			“But look what we have as a result, Amit,” Barrett said, his voice low and urgent. “An incredible breakthrough in human evolution. The biology to survive and thrive in a new environment. We’re not sadists. We did what we did for a reason, and I truly believe that if Kezza had been in her right mind, she would have agreed.”

			Amit scoffed. Barrett’s eyes flew to his mother, his brows rising just enough to exchange a silent message. He could be a liability, his expression said. Watch him.

			Saadia didn’t react. As much as she loved Barrett, she wasn’t his assistant or spy. He’d learn that once they landed on Nabatea.

			“What’s done is done,” Axel, the Martian revolutionary leader, interjected. His booming voice complemented his powerful build and web of intricate, machine-themed tattoos, but his eyes were subdued, even thoughtful. “But Barrett is right that we need to provide an explanation, one way or another. She was a Tier Three Martian – that alone counts for something on this ship. She had people who cared about her, demanding answers. The Calypso circus people are raising hell, getting everyone riled up. They need to know she’s dead, and have a good explanation for why.”

			“And what would that explanation be?” Amit asked.

			Axel shrugged. “Accidents happen on ships. It would also explain why her body’s…the way it is. We can say we found her mangled in some machinery.”

			“No, no, no,” Barrett said, running a hand through his reddish-brown hair as he muttered under his breath. “She was too smart to get into some dumb accident like that. No, it needs to have been a murder. And one that we can turn into a narrative that helps, not hurts, our vision for Nabatea.”

			As this conversation raged, Saadia sighed and massaged her temples. It was a mistake, what they’d done to that girl. She’d become volatile, even dangerous after she realized how far Barrett had gone to leave no loose ends on Mars – but she could have been reasoned with. Saadia had understood Kezza better than Barrett ever could, because she’d been more like Kezza once upon a time – wounded by the world and hungry for revenge. She never got the chance to learn what Saadia had as an idealistic college student in Copenhagen – revenge against the powerful never worked, because another person would just take their place. It was a system that could not be reformed – only left behind.

			And that wasn’t Saadia’s only frustration with this mess. After Kezza died, they could have treated her with more dignity, not simply carved her up in the rush to leverage the alien virus she carried. Many things could have been done differently, if they had stopped to think, if Barrett had confided in her and let them solve the problem together, as they’d always done when he was a child.

			But that boorish oaf Axel was right – what was done was done, and they needed to shift into damage control.

			A day later, a blood-curdling scream echoed through the halls of Calypso One. A crowd gathered around the doors to the galley kitchens, where a mangled body, missing its arms and legs, lay in a storage freezer. Kezza Sayer, found at last. A knife had been plunged deep into her chest. After her body had been examined by a Tier Two forensics expert, DNA on the knife and on her body was found to belong to some low-level criminals who had lived on the same floor of the ‘Catacombs’ on Calypso Corporate Campus as Kezza. Multiple witnesses described them as common thieves who had robbed Kezza in the past for her tip money.

			They were confined in the ship’s brig and guarded around the clock, more for their safety than anyone else’s. The murder had shaken the passengers to the core. Kezza’s circus colleagues had been inconsolable at the news, delivering fiery speeches about justice, especially as they prepared to begin a new kind of life on a new settlement.

			Barrett, of course, agreed with them in his usual, eloquent way.

			“We are not yet Nabateans,” Juul had said to an emotional crowd at Kezza’s memorial service. “Not until our feet first touch the soil of the planet. Right now, we are a people in transition, rejecting an old system marred by exploitation, cruelty and selfishness, and trying to begin something new. Despite this senseless and evil tragedy, I believe we can still start anew. But not, and I must emphasize not, without learning the lessons of the past. Communities must be tight-knit and structured to prevent this kind of crime, which happens because it is easier to dehumanize your neighbor when your interactions are limitless. We must follow Dunbar’s number of one hundred and fifty social relationships per person to ensure that no one is too isolated, and no one too overextended. And make no mistake – when crimes like this happen, the perpetrators must be removed from society, permanently, while continuing to provide service to that society.”

			Barrett had a tendency to fall into academic tangents in some of his speeches, and Saadia had feared he’d lose the crowd when he mentioned Dunbar’s number. But the crowd broke into enthusiastic applause at his words.

			Most of the crowd.

			Later that day, a man joined Saadia at the expansive window in the ship’s central platform, the best walkway from which to gaze down at Nabatea. Tall and lean, with a bald head and handsome features. A shock of blue glitter framed his dark, almond eyes. LaValle, the circus contortionist and Kezza Sayer’s friend.

			“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

			“It is,” Saadia said with a polite nod. When the man didn’t reply or move on, she continued. “We disembark in three days, Barrett announced this morning, in case you didn’t hear it. We have a good enough place to break ground and start the real work of building a city.”

			“What about the prisoners?” he said.

			“What do you mean?” Saadia asked, before her eyes widened in understanding. “Ah. The murderers. They will stay here, locked up, and not participate in the initial landing. Maybe we can put them to some of the more difficult labor when the time comes, as reparation for their crime.”

			Grief flickered across LaValle’s smooth face at the mention of Kezza, but his eyes hardened as he turned back to the window, to the glowing landscape of Nabatea.

			“She wanted it more than anything else,” LaValle said. “To leave Mars and breathe open, fresh air. They took that from her. I don’t think they should be able to leave this ship.”

			Saadia nodded. “I will suggest that to Barrett.”

			“Thank you,” LaValle said, with a sincerity to his tone that made Saadia smile. “So he’s making those decisions?”

			“What do you mean?” Saadia’s smile faltered.

			“I mean, he led us here, but he’s not a king,” LaValle said. “At least, that’s not what I think he intends. If we’re going to leave Mars behind, like he promised, we need a real democracy where a corporation or a small group of powerful people don’t drive everything. A council or leadership group, chosen by the people. And before that, a constitution we all vote on. Right? And there should be a trial, a jury of peers, for Kezza’s murder. She would have wanted that as well.”

			A chill crept across Saadia’s skin, raising the hairs on her arms. And here she thought Amit Reddy would be their troublemaker, the loose cannon getting in the way of her son’s vision. But for all of LaValle’s smooth, diplomatic questions, a strong current of suspicion stained his words. Trials and elections. Saadia swallowed back a contemptuous sigh. They’d just escaped a corporate slave-planet and passed through a wormhole, for heaven’s sake. They were going to land on an arid desert and build homes from scratch, and this man was concerned about due process.

			Noble concerns, of course. But unlike Amit, here was a person Saadia would need to keep her eye on. Barrett’s story about Kezza’s murder had pacified the ship, refocused its passengers on Nabatea – but clearly not everyone had been fully pacified. And this charismatic circus performer no doubt had a grudge about his friend’s death that he wanted to settle.

			Saadia smiled at LaValle. The same smile she’d given to so many people, mostly those with power over her when she was young and poor and defenseless, and even in her later years, when she was no longer defenseless but had to comply and bide her time, like a snake bathing in afternoon light but coiled to strike when the time came.

			“Yes,” she said to LaValle. “Kezza would have wanted that. I wish she was here with us – I liked her. I think she would have done well on Nabatea.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Azad

			Sinna Belt, Outer Nabatean Solar System

			Year of Settlement 1209

			Before he left home in search of Ledo, Azad had been many things back on Nabatea. A gardener, a traffic controller, a plastic surgeon consultant. Barrett Juul had directed a society where everyone had multiple professions, and Azad had been accustomed to waking up each morning unsure of which shift he would be assigned that day. But above all else, Azad was a doctor. It was a vocation that gave him purpose, and what led to his reunion with Ledo.

			So when the laughing Vitruvian woman who had just survived space exposure rose to her feet and immediately swooned, Azad grabbed her arm and led her, businesslike, into the medical bay.

			“Feisal, go with them,” Saje ordered before rounding on Nawalle and Ledo. “You two, finish storing the salvage and prepare for transit.”

			Ledo and Nawalle cast envious, curious looks at their new passenger but complied, slinking toward the loading bay. Their bickering voices trailed down the corridor.

			“I’m fine,” the woman protested as Azad gestured her to the examining chair, but she leaned back into it with a relieved sigh. Azad attached sensory pads to her wrists and temples. The machines whirred to life as they ran their scans.

			“You just spent half a minute in open space,” Azad said. “And however long before that in that pod.”

			“About a Nabatean sol,” she said, coughing. “It was chilly, and I could use a snack. Manaqish would be amazing if you got it.” Her eyes twinkled.

			“Declare your name and vessel,” Feisal replied from the corner of the med bay. He stood still as a stone with crossed arms, cold and unsmiling.

			The woman tossed her purple hair back and cleared her throat. “Farra of Cerata. Currently without a vessel, as you can see.”

			“And your past vessel?” Feisal pressed.

			Farra chuckled and cast a wry, knowing glance at Azad, as though they were sharing a secret. “Is he always like this?”

			“Actually, no,” Azad said, frowning as the results came up on his medmech monitor. “But the good news is that your vitals look strong. Some lung damage, but it’s healing at a usual Vitruvian clip, and your body is processing the excess nitrogen. You need to stay hydrated and take it easy the next sol or two, but you should be fine.”

			“Delightful,” Feisal said. “Let’s throw her in the brig. Captain?”

			Saje strode through the med bay door, her glare as sharp as her bobbed hair.

			“I ran her face through the system,” she said. “She’s Qursan. Farra VitruviaSaracen14. Captain of the Saracen pirate crew who’ve been raiding the area around the Styx for the last two years.”

			“I knew it,” Feisal crowed, scratching his mustache. “The Styx, eh? Getting ships while they’re fully loaded on the way out or desperate on the way back. Low, even for a Qursan.”

			Azad frowned. The Styx, a small planet on the edge of the Sinna Belt, cratered and darker than charcoal, was largely uninhabited but still forbidden to all but Vitruvian explorers. According to Feisal, there was nothing particularly secretive or sinister about the farthest outpost of the solar system, but Vitruvians treated it as a sacred marker for journeys into deep space. It made sense that using it as a raiding target would be especially offensive, even blasphemous, to Vitruvian explorers.

			Farra shrugged. “What’s a little loot redistribution among friends?” she asked with a coy tilt of her head. “We all steal from the orthodox folk who build our vessels and farm our food. None of us have earned anything we have. We’re all exploiters, just in different ways.”

			“This isn’t an ethics debate,” Saje said, though Azad could see that the comment had rattled her. Until recently, she had been a Vitruvian explorer on the legendary Axel ship, willing to exploit the non-Vitruvian, orthodox Nabateans who had served as disposable test subjects on Mars. She left that life behind after questioning the narrative of her own superiority, but Saje still, no doubt, had plenty of unlearning to do.

			But Azad now examined Farra with renewed curiosity, replacing his doctor’s gaze with something more elemental. Even on the Balcazar Asteroid, where Vitruvians and orthodox Nabateans attempted to live as a community of equals, he rarely heard Vitruvians speak so frankly about the injustice of the Nabatean social order. Who was this woman?

			“You have a warrant out for your arrest,” Saje continued. “We’ve already gotten on the wrong side of the law by rescuing you, and plenty to gain by turning you in. But we’d rather not do that. While I have no regrets about saving your life, we’d be fools to keep you here longer than we need to. The best thing for all of us is to reunite you with your crew.”

			“Oh, I don’t know about that, Captain,” Feisal said with a shrewd grin. His usual energy returned as he paced the medical bay. “We might want to ask our new friend why she was floating alone in a pod in the middle of a junkyard. She’d probably lie, of course, being the Qursan that she is, so I’ll hazard my own guess. Her own crew had a little mutiny and tossed her out. She’s a pirate without a ship. Quite a vulnerable state to be in.” He tutted in mock sympathy. With a flourish, he pulled out a half-crushed za’atar sandwich from his pocket and took a generous bite, chewing with relish in front of Azad’s hungry patient.

			“This one’s got quite an imagination,” Farra said, her eyes locked on Feisal’s food. As though breaking from a trance, she shook her head and slipped back into her easy air. “But I know who you lot are. I recognize you and that other girl.” Her wry gaze flew to Azad and her smile widened. “You’re those fugitives they want for leaking that old footage of Barrett Juul killing all the ancient Martians. Stealing may be frowned upon, but airing Juul’s skeletons…that’s something else. So no, you don’t have anything to gain by turning me in, because we’ll just become cellmates at Saydar Prison.”

			“So what do you propose?” Saje asked. Her voice rose. “You two can come in now. It’s clear Farra of Cerata, the Shadow Moon, former captain of a Qursan ship, knows enough about us that it’s no use hiding.”

			Nawalle and Ledo emerged from the side of the med bay door, joining the group in the room. Ledo surveyed Farra with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion across her features, while Nawalle’s gaze was warmer. Perhaps she’d heard Farra’s truth-telling about Vitruvians exploiting orthodox labor, and respected her more for it.

			Farra crossed her legs and leaned back in the medical chair, holding her ankles in an endearing, almost childlike way that reminded him of his early years in Township on Nabatea, where he learned how to be a good, dutiful citizen. His mouth twitched in a sudden smile. What would the child version of himself think now, in a spaceship surrounded by pirates and fellow fugitives?

			Farra cast a pointed glance around the room. Her eyes settled on Feisal.

			“Word is that you have a special machine that allowed you to get that ancient footage of Barrett Juul on Mars,” she said. “Something you invented.”

			“We didn’t find video of Barrett Juul’s war crimes just lying around,” Feisal said with a sneer, although he couldn’t keep the pride out of his voice. “So yes. We have a historical quantum time projector. It’s able to recreate the arrangement of particles at the quantum level to simulate a past event that occurred in a particular part of space-time. If that was too much for your pirate brain to process, I’ll speak on your level. Fancy machine shows the past, but doesn’t change the past.”

			“Incredible,” Farra breathed, ignoring Feisal’s salty delivery.

			“It’s named ‘Barry’,” Nawalle added with a smile.

			“Although I would have gone with another old-timey name like ‘Edgar’ or ‘Milo the Time Machine’,” Ledo said, dissolving into a fit of giggles.

			Saje rolled her eyes and cast a long-suffering look at Azad, but even he grinned, just a little. The cold terror of the Vitruvian ship raid had dissipated in his bloodstream at last, and while he didn’t trust this Qursan pirate, not yet, a little voice in his head told him that Farra could be a kindred soul. Someone who could find common ground with their very uncommon crew.

			The hairs on the back of Azad’s neck rose, prickling his skin. His eyes shifted to the right, sensing another’s gaze. Farra stared at him. Not stared, exactly – observed him with an odd mixture of warmth and curiosity. As their eyes met, she turned back to the captain.

			“I’ll make an offer, then,” she said. “A joint venture. We use your machine, Barry or whatever you call it, on an expedition.”

			Nawalle folded her arms. “And what makes you think we want to go exploring? We have our own business to attend to.”

			Farra’s smile widened. “I have no doubt you do,” she said, her voice rich and warm as apricot wine. “But what I’m planning is no ordinary expedition. I want to find the remains of Dr. Saadia Hamza, mother of all Vitruvians.”

			A heavy silence followed. Feisal broke it with a peal of hearty laughter.

			“Well, I can see why your crew tossed you out into the cold,” he said, still chuckling. “That’s an ambitious plan. Legend goes she took off into space one day, setting the example that generations of Vitruvians after her would follow by exploring every direction of space. Somewhat ironic, then, that no one knows which direction she went and where she ended up. And the universe is pretty big, I hear.”

			“I found her necklace,” Farra said. Heat crept into her voice. “A locket she wore, with an evil eye and her initials, given to her by Barrett Juul before her departure to the stars. It was in a cave system in the Styx.”

			Feisal had stopped smiling. He exchanged a meaningful glance with Saje. “Show us.”

			Farra’s face fell. “I can’t,” she said. “My crew has it.”

			“The same crew that left you to die alone in a pod,” Feisal offered, a nasty smile crawling across his face. “So how do you plan to get it back?”

			“That’s for me to worry about,” Farra said with a cool arch of her brow. “First, I need to see if it’s worth the effort.”

			“So you want to confirm if it’s actually hers?” Saje asked, her eyes shrewd and narrowed. “It could be a copy, a forgery created by someone. Other Vitruvians wear similar lockets in homage to her.”

			“That’s true,” Farra said. “Your time machine would be a great way to confirm that, wouldn’t it?”

			“We could go back to the place where you found it,” Feisal said, nodding. “And from there, we could trace where she went next.” He scratched his chin, his kohled eyes widening as he appeared to process the implications of Farra’s offer.

			“We should run this by Zelle,” Nawalle said. Saje nodded, her expression guarded.

			“And why do we need to do that?” Ledo asked. She bounced on her heels, her body practically vibrating with excitement. “The Styx isn’t far from here, and we have Barry. We can go see if this is a legitimate offer or a pirate trick. And this could help our cause. The authorities are trying to make Dr. Hamza a saint, now that we’ve tainted Barrett Juul’s sacred memory. Maybe we’ll discover that her story is also a lie. Give us more ammunition in the fight.”

			“What more ammunition do we need beyond the founder of Nabatea massacring people, killing the first Vitruvian woman and chopping her to pieces in a sick science experiment?” Azad asked. Ledo glared at him, her expression wounded and irritated, but he carried on. “No, Ledo. It doesn’t matter what we find out about Dr. Hamza. I’m curious, of course we all are, but that’s not what’s most important right now.”

			“I think our Ledo has a point,” Feisal interjected. Azad’s jaw tightened; Feisal would take an opposing position to Azad even if it meant pointing the Magreb directly into a black hole. “Our enemies clearly care about Saadia Hamza’s legacy, which means we should care about it as well, and seize the chance to hit them where it hurts. If Zelle wants to resist them on different fronts, by reading historical archives in her bedroom, she can do that, but I’m not interested in sitting around.”

			“Feisal,” Nawalle gasped. “You can’t be serious. Zelle isn’t sitting around.”

			Azad frowned. Feisal had always been extremely loyal to their orthodox Nabatean captain. He’d even passed on an opportunity to punish a mutinous Azad in order to save Zelle’s life, back when their crew splintered and nearly irrevocably broke apart on Mars. To hear him speak disloyally, even disrespectfully, of their leader left Azad with a cold, twisting sensation in his chest.

			Saje stiffened. “We return to home base and the decision will be made there,” she said with an air of finality that changed the air in the room. Even Feisal straightened his back under the captain’s stern, authoritarian directive. “And Feisal and Ledo, you’re both on engine-cleaning duty for the journey back. It’s time to give Nawalle a break from the worst jobs on this ship and for you to direct your energy beyond picking fights we cannot win. Azad, keep our new passenger on lockdown in the medical bay. Interesting ideas or not, I don’t trust a Qursan as far as I can throw her.”

			And to the cries of protest, the sullen nods and the subtle smiles of her divided crew, Saje spun on her heels and left the medical bay, her grav boots loud on the polished floor.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Saadia

			Planet of Nabatea

			Year of Settlement Zero, Landing Day

			Saadia’s teeth chattered on the way down on the absurdly named Sugar Shuttle; from the rattling of the breach into Nabatea’s atmosphere, as well as her own nerves. With effort, she raised her arm and fingered the locket that was always around her neck, a copper trinket gifted by her mother in Istanbul’s Grand Bazaar. Tracing her shaking thumb across its ornately carved patterns soothed her somewhat, even as her brains felt like they were going to leak out of her ears from the pressure of breaching planetary atmosphere.

			The last few days had taken their toll on everyone around her in the shuttle, a toll reflected in their stony faces and silence. Evgenia and Amit stared into nothingness, their baggy, swollen eyes dull and unseeing. Axel cast dark glares at them between deep, heavy breaths, no doubt battling the intense nausea that could accompany a descent onto a planet. Several representatives of Martian society joined them in the first landing party – two representatives of the Calypso miners, another two from the Palmcorps miners’ guild, a member of the Tunisian farming collective on Palmcorps, and even an entertainer from Calypso – the contortionist, LaValle, who’d so boldly confronted her about democracy and Kezza’s death. She vowed to keep him close, and had done just that. And there was Barrett, of course, his breath shaky and tears leaking sideways out of his eyes.

			No one spoke. All knew the significance of this moment – they would be the first of humanity to set foot on a new planet since the First Forty settled on Mars. It had been a nightmare to get to this moment – the discovery that the planet had large swathes covered in sulfuric lakes and toxic winds, the repeated tests to ensure the air was still breathable where they would land, heated arguments about the where, the how and, most importantly, the who. Who would be on this shuttle, who would make decisions on construction and design of their city? Barrett had been tested like never before by the factions that emerged on the ship, all with competing hopes and visions for their new world.

			Saadia closed her eyes against the rush of memories that flooded through her. When she was a young girl, her city was governed by factions who set up checkpoints along random roads to find people from rival groups – different religions, different sects of the same religion, different tribes and political affiliations. Then the foreign governments intervened, sending their so-called peacekeeping armies and corporate-backed mercenaries to join the fray, add to the bloodshed. You never knew when your car would be stopped at one of those checkpoints, who they were, and whether you were on the wrong side. An armed guard would lean into your car window, asking for everyone’s ID. Saadia would sit in the back, legs crossed, and pray to a god she always questioned that they would have the right last name, just this one time, so they could pass. Her eyes would always wander out the window to the spot where the men they stopped would sit on the ground, hands bound behind their backs and heads hanging in resignation. Waiting to be dragged away and shot. How the air inside the car became unbearably still, as her family waited to find out if they’d pass by unharmed or if this would be the day their luck would run out.

			She swallowed and shook herself back into the present, where the shuttle groaned and her stomach flipped, her body protesting every moment of the descent. But the burned red landscape of Nabatea drew closer out the portal window. Now that they were in Nabatean atmosphere, the sky was a beautiful, cloudless blue, just like those weekends they took family trips to swim in the Mediterranean, floating in the waves while the sun beat overhead, the air crisp with the smell of cedar trees and salt water.

			A lump swelled in Saadia’s throat. Her heart ached with a strange longing at the sight of the arid, untouched landscape waiting for them outside. It reminded her of home, but a home untouched by greed and exploitation, cruelty and colonialism. A blank slate, far away from the world that tried so hard to break her. Her arm rose, fighting gravity’s powerful hand, and she reached out to touch the portal window.

			Touchdown was smooth, almost unnaturally easy after their terrifying descent. Everyone around the seating circle began assembling their protective helmets, not yet fully trusting of the atmosphere, despite the reassurance of scouting drones and their months of reconnaissance.

			All except Barrett.

			“I want my first breath on this planet to be unfiltered,” he said, in that higher-pitched tone he used when he was trying to steady himself. “I want to inhale its air from the moment my feet touch its soil.”

			Saadia didn’t doubt his sincerity in the moment, but there were also optics at play. There were always optics where Barrett was concerned. Even now, microphones picked up his every word, and cameras on their helmets captured the scene in their shuttle for every soul on Calypso One, who all gathered around the dining hall in the ship’s main bay to watch the landing on oversized screens. For that transfixed audience, Barrett needed to be the fearless leader, unshakeable in his belief in the promised land he had led them to.

			Pride surged in Saadia’s chest as she watched her son, without a spacesuit, fight to open the shuttle door. She resisted the urge to reach out and touch him, to wrap him in a reassuring embrace like she used to in their first Copenhagen apartment after the divorce, when he would follow her everywhere on his wobbling toddler legs. He was still her boy, no matter how much wealth and power he accrued, no matter if he was now leader of an entire planet. A parental cliché she couldn’t help but fall into.

			The door swung open and she held her breath. Sunlight spilled into the shuttle’s narrow room, a golden beatification that drew gasps and cries from the landing party. Axel and several of the native Martians stepped back, retreating farther into the shady side of the shuttle, a lifetime of Martian instinct screaming at them to avoid open atmosphere. But Evgenia laughed, her gloved hands clasped in a praying motion.

			“Let’s go, people,” she said. “You passed through a damn wormhole to get here. It’s now or never!”

			Barrett stepped out into Nabatea. Saadia followed.

			Her breath quickened, loud in the confines of her helmet. She blinked and squinted against the fierce sun, its force threatening to send her into a panic. Over a year of dull, artificial lighting had not prepared her well for this moment. But through her narrow vision, Barrett walked ahead of her with confident, long strides, spreading his arms wide to match his wild, grinning face. He laughed, a deep, joyful laugh that steadied Saadia’s racing pulse.

			“We’re home at last, the home we will build for the people, all the people,” he said, remembering the words he had practiced saying over and over in the privacy of their ship quarters. Then he laughed again. “Well, what are you all waiting for? I’m not keeling over or melting. Take those helmets off and breathe in the glorious air.”

			Saadia didn’t need to be told twice. Her gloved hands tugged at her helmet’s latch, the air pressure releasing with a satisfying hiss. She lifted it up above her head, her skin and lungs now at the mercy of Nabatea. She drew a deep inhale. The air was hot and crisp, and it sent a shiver down her spine. Alien air. A cocktail of oxygen, nitrogen, methane and argon interacting with carbon-based lifeforms for the first time in this planet’s life.

			She tossed the helmet aside. Next came the gloves, followed by the boots. She wanted to be barefoot, to dig her toes into the sand, feel the rocks and coarse grains scrape her skin. The sand burned, so she ran, a grin stretching her face, along the rocky, hilly stretch where they would carve homes and exploit their shade. Behind her, Evgenia and Amit set up cameras to prepare for Juul’s first address on Nabatea. The Martian members of the landing party walked around in a daze, slow to remove their helmets. One of the mining guild leaders, upon finally removing his helmet, fell to his knees and began to sob. Another kissed the ground, overcome at their first experience of being outside a spaceship or the confined, narrow corridors of Martian cities. But others still kept their helmets on, struggling to take that first leap of faith on their new home. Saadia could imagine it would have been no different had they been back on Earth – life on Mars, with all its confines and security protocols, was all they had known.

			Saadia relaxed under the shade of the looming red cliffs, leaning against the cool rock. The landing party was struggling with technical challenges setting up the camera and maintaining a connection to the Calypso One shuttle, which hovered above them, an almost regal feat of human engineering against the clear blue sky. They discussed using their helmet cameras as a backup, but Evgenia wasn’t ready to give up yet. Saadia folded her arms, letting them struggle and argue. The banality of their work grounded Saadia in reality, preventing the moment from becoming too surreal. It felt like a strange and wonderful dream. Every hair on her scalp prickled, goosebumps forming across her untanned arms. They had made it. The planet she had spent over a decade hunting for, the one she studied on Earth and Mars, observing it for signs of all the right factors for habitability, had proved itself. That distant spot on the Obscura telescope was where she stood now, breathing its sweet oxygen.

			Home, at last.

			“Enjoying yourself?” LaValle walked up to her. His helmet was off, the sunlight glinting off his bald head. His raised hand shielded his eyes from the sun, but he otherwise seemed comfortable, even relaxed.

			Saadia nodded at him. “Enjoyment seems too mild a word for being here at last,” she said. “What do you think?”

			“It’s hot,” LaValle said with a shrug, followed by a sneaky smile. “But this shade is quite nice. I can work with this. My body fought me hard when I stood at the shuttle door – I nearly puked inside my helmet when it was time to step out. Growing up on Mars, you learn from an early age that the world outside is trying its best to kill you, boil you alive from the inside out. But now that the helmet’s off? It feels pretty fucking great.”

			Saadia laughed. “Welcome to life as it was meant to be lived, LaValle,” she said. “Have a celebratory swig.” She pulled a small bottle from her inner pocket, filled with a milky, cloudy liquid. “It’s arak. Not to everyone’s liking, but has a nice kick to the tastebuds.”

			LaValle’s eyebrows shot up to the top of his forehead. His white teeth shone as his lips spread in a devilish grin.

			“I knew I liked you for a reason,” he muttered, taking the bottle and holding it to the sunlight. He took a generous swig and started coughing.

			“Anise,” Saadia said in explanation. “It’s a strong flavor.”

			“I love it, now that I’m ready for it.” He took another, more measured swig, before handing it back to Saadia.

			A moment passed, and a shadow crossed LaValle’s face. His mouth twitched and his face twisted in a sudden surge of grief.

			“I wish she could have been here,” he said. “I wish she could have seen it.”

			Saadia nodded and raised the small bottle.

			“To Kezza,” she said, and took the final swig. The arak warmed her throat and a surge of genuine sadness for the clever, tormented aerialist followed. She could have done incredible things here. Most incredible of all, she could have been happy.

			Barrett gestured Saadia to join him and like a good mother, she came. She wanted to lie in the shade, even take a nap until the path of the sun moved across the horizon and turned the landscape dark. On a family vacation in Wadi Rum, she’d slept under the stars, wrapped in a warm blanket to protect herself from the always surprising chill of the desert at night. That was the summer after the invasion started, but before everything fell apart. A quiet between storms, where she felt safe under the blinking eyes of the stars. They always reminded Saadia that she was small, a comfort when her problems became too large to manage. If she was a small speck in a vast universe, her sufferings didn’t matter all that much.

			After she escaped the invasion, however, she stopped thinking of herself as small. She was a force, and if she couldn’t change the world, she’d just forge a new one.

			She stood by Barrett’s side while he spoke into the camera, addressing all the passengers on Calypso One. The speech became cloudy word soup in her ears, the lofty statements melting together in Barrett’s calming baritone. She’d heard it all before. A day like no other, a groundbreaking leap in humanity’s story. Challenges lay ahead but they would face them together. Like many of Barrett’s speeches, words that were stirring, true and yet, to Saadia’s mind, somewhat incomplete. They always left some things unsaid: not the what or why of his dreams, but the how of realizing them. Because that was where he risked losing people.

			As Barrett concluded his speech, the surrounding landing party broke into polite applause. Evgenia surged forward to embrace Barrett, wiping her eyes as they broke apart. Two of the miners shook his hand and raised triumphant fists at the camera.

			And then LaValle stepped forward. Saadia stiffened.

			“Thank you, Mr. Juul,” he said. “We all appreciate your words, and all the years of hard work, risk and dedication it took to bring us all here to this moment. To this planet. It’s incredible.”

			Barrett hid his shock well, and even better, he concealed his fury. Saadia, as his mother, could see it in the way his jaw tensed, so slightly at the corners, and in the way his head tilted to the side in an approximation of polite interest. He took a careful step back and gestured LaValle closer to the camera, as though he had planned this all from the beginning and was giving him the space to add his own commentary to the most important day in mankind’s history. But Barrett was furious, and whatever came next, he wouldn’t forget this stunt.

			LaValle raised his chin and leveled a steady gaze at the camera, addressing the passengers of Calypso One.

			“One of us who wanted this day more than anyone else was my friend, Kezza Sayer,” he said. He wavered for a moment, lip trembling, before he gathered himself and spoke again. “We are also here because of her. Because she wanted a better life and believed the best way to do that was to leave Mars, and its way of treating people, behind. She rebelled against Calypso and fought the system for Barrett Juul. She believed he could get us to a better place. And we’re here. I ask you all to remember that, and to make sure her dream is truly realized…to honor her memory, for all our sakes.”

			With that, he raised a small black box he’d been holding and opened it. A gust of wind passed, a moment of perfect timing, and he seized it to empty the contents of the box. Gray ashes fell to the red earth, only to be swiftly carried away by the wind.

			“You made it, Kezza,” LaValle said, with only the slightest crack in his small voice.

			The miners, the other representatives from the Martian cities, even Axel, who watched them carve up pieces of Kezza without blinking, sank to one knee in a moment of respect. Amit followed, his face twisted in the many emotions he no doubt tried to bury – guilt and grief, sadness and fury. Only Evgenia, Saadia and Barrett remained standing.

			Then Evgenia caught Saadia’s eye and a silent understanding passed between the two women. Whatever they felt, and however much it angered Barrett, it was better to acknowledge the unexpected tribute to Kezza, to respect this moment, than to fight it. They could not see how people on the ship were reacting to the events on the ground, but that was all the more reason to play this wisely. At the same time, they both sank to one knee and bowed their heads.

			Beneath the surface only Saadia could see, Barrett Juul practically pulsated with confusion and rage. But with the camera zooming in, his face remained neutral, his features frozen like the marble statues in the Glyptoteket Museum in Copenhagen. Several silent, heavy seconds passed before he relented.

			Falling to one knee, Barrett pressed a hand to the ground, where Kezza’s ashes had just fallen before the wind carried them away.

			“Kezza is where she belongs now,” he said. “In the air, in the soil, in the beating heart of Nabatea. Please join me in a moment of silence as we reflect on her life. And then, we will begin the disembarking of the first wave of passengers.”

			Not bad, Saadia thought. The call for the moment of silence made it seem planned, and then he shifted the energy to the work that would begin this very day, the start of construction of their new city. She attempted to make eye contact with Barrett during the silence, but his eyes remained fixed to the ground. The top of his head, with its thick, reddish-brown hair, gave nothing away.

			But as they walked away from the site, away from the ears and eyes of the camera, Barrett leaned close to her.

			“He’s going to become a problem,” he said. “Find out what he wants, so we can neutralize him. I won’t have a circus freak destroy everything we’ve worked for…everything I’ve done for you.”

			Another gust of wind came, bringing hot sand that burned Saadia’s eyes. Barrett swung his open palm at the surrounding air and tried to swat it away, as though he could bend the planet to his will. The sand passed between his pale fingers.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Azad

			Balcazar Asteroid, Outer Nabatean Solar System

			Year of Settlement 1209

			The Magreb docked at the Balcazar Asteroid’s largest port with a dull groan, followed by a violent jerk that nearly sent Azad flying across the medical bay. Antigravity boots kept him from a complete wipeout, although his elbows hit the floor with a painful thud. He rubbed his arms against the shooting pain up to his shoulders, his nerves alight, and pressed the intercom.

			“Nawalle, Ledo, what the hell?” he snapped.

			Ledo’s voice boomed over the ship’s speakers.

			“Why do you assume that was me, dear brother?” she asked with a gentle, amused lilt. “I don’t always dock the ship, as much as I like it.”

			“We need some maintenance,” Nawalle interjected over a crackling feed that indicated she was still in the engine room. Her voice was as harried as Ledo’s was calm. “This isn’t going to be a resting stop for some of the crew.”

			“Prepare to disembark,” Saje said over another line, with a clipped tone that indicated that the crew’s intercom banter was very much over. “Azad, prepare our prisoner.”

			From her restraints on the examining chair, Farra tutted.

			“A prisoner,” she said. “So dramatic. Especially for a crew of fugitives docking in what is clearly an unauthorized settlement. You may not be far from becoming prisoners yourselves one day.”

			“And comments like that are exactly why the captain’s treating you like a prisoner,” Azad said, but he loosened her binds with a gentle touch. “I’ve been asked to blindfold you,” he added in apology.

			Farra’s lips curled in a wry smile. “Do what you have to do, medicine man. You’re not the first cute guy to blindfold me.”

			Azad’s face turned a bright shade of red, fierce enough to rival the pomegranates growing along the tree-lined Nabatea City cliff tops. Farra’s smile widened as he pulled the black sash over her eyes and fully released her binds. Her blindness brought him a twisted sense of relief that she couldn’t see his face continuing to burn, splotchy pink patches still adorning his cheeks. He retied her hands in front of her, aware that a bound Vitruvian could still kill him in seconds. Luckily, she seemed more interested in flirting with him for now.

			Leading Farra by the elbow, Azad steered her down the Magreb’s corridors to meet the rest of the crew at the airlock.

			“Holy Juul, brother, did you catch some Nabatean sun on the way here?” Ledo asked before bursting into giggles.

			“The Qursan’s bullying him, and he’s an easy man to bully,” Feisal said, unsmiling. Azad frowned. Though humiliating Azad came as naturally to Feisal as playing the oud, for once, the Vitruvian didn’t seem remotely amused. He cast a dark look from Azad to Farra, then opened the airlock.

			Cool air greeted them inside the asteroid, along with a small lake of curious faces, illuminated by the apricot glow of hanging lights. The crew descended the port’s gangplank toward the waiting crowd. Nawalle waved with a beaming smile and a chorus of shouts and bright laughter followed.

			Balcazar was an experiment, and not because it was a community carved from an asteroid hurtling through the Sinna Belt. It was a joint community of orthodox humans and Vitruvians, living together as equals. Or at least trying to. The past few months showed Azad that they weren’t perfect. Balcazar’s inhabitants had a lifetime of Barrett Juul’s teachings to unlearn, of hierarchies to dismantle and leave behind, but the people who chose to live here were determined to try, and that mattered.

			A knot in Azad’s chest, one he hadn’t even noticed, loosened with each inhale of Balcazar’s distinct, mineral scent. Putting his feet on solid land grounded him in return. It was an asteroid, not a planet, but the effect was the same to Azad. His lips relaxed into a faint smile. One day, all this would be over and they would no longer be fugitives, running from place to place. Azad could leave the ship life behind and find a home, somewhere to plant his feet and let the roots grow. He didn’t want the rigid, controlled life of Nabatea, of course, but he also learned over the last few months that the wandering life wasn’t for him either. He would never be Ledo.

			“Who’s that?” Fingers pointed, eyes narrowed at the blindfolded Qursan pirate under Azad’s care. Instinctively, Azad tugged at Farra’s shoulder, pulling her closer to protect her from the distrusting crowd. A warm scent, of sage and molasses, emitted from her thick hair, and she wet her parted lips at the rising sounds, her first signs of unease.

			“A castaway we found in the Salvage Zone,” Saje said from behind them, arms swinging as she flew down the gangplank. “Not a prisoner. We’re keeping her vision limited as a precaution, before we take her to Zelle.”

			The crowd calmed at those sensible words, but unease curdled inside Azad at the mention of his first captain, Nabatea’s premier historian and de facto leader of their resistance against Vitruvian rule. Zelle of Nabatea. A leader he would fight for, even die for if it came to it, but one who had grown distant in the last month. How would she react to their operation, and the new passenger they’d brought into their hideaway? And what would she think of Farra’s quest – and request – to leverage their technology in the hunt for Saadia Hamza?

			Zelle’s quarters lay deep in the asteroid, the air becoming cooler and the lights sparser as they marched, single file, through the narrowing tunnels. But when the door swung open, the smell of freshly baked spice cookies and incense greeted them, nearly sending Azad into a state of rapture, his mouth instantly watering. At the far end of the kitchen, Zelle pulled a tray from the oven and turned to them with a beaming smile. Her gray locs formed an elegant twist around the top of her head, her yellow dress enhancing her wide, curvy frame. But her coal-black eyes, which could glow with warmth and fury in equal measure, took in the scene with a steadiness that made Azad hang back.

			“I will say or do anything you ask if you feed me one of those cookies now,” Farra said in greeting. Still blindfolded, she let out a soft moan of longing as her head tilted in the direction of the kitchen. She poked Azad with a sharp elbow and laughed.

			“A new Vitruvian recruit?” Zelle asked Feisal with an arched brow.

			“A Qursan,” Feisal answered with another suspicious glance at Farra.

			Zelle’s mouth pulled into a curious smile. She gestured for Azad to remove Farra’s blindfold, which he did gladly, hoping that Farra would find a new target to taunt with her vision regained. He then relieved her of her binds. Farra’s long lashes blinked as she adjusted to the cave’s dim light, flexing her wrists. The group sat around the kitchen table and Zelle served the plate of warm cookies. Farra dove into the first one with zeal, moaning as the crumbs fell down her lips.

			“A Vitruvian pirate,” Zelle said with an appraising nod at Farra. “You voyage and wander based on your own rules, and break Vitruvian law as needed to survive and thrive under this corrupt, broken system. I understand that all too well. I’m an orthodox captain of a ship, which is considered heresy by most, a job I’m not designed for. I’m a historian, which is probably even more blasphemous, and dangerous, for the authorities who’d rather keep the past hidden.”

			“You’re also a baker, and a damn good one,” Farra said through a full mouth as she reached for a second cookie. “If the authorities try to block your flour supply, I’ll personally lead the raid for baking goods.”

			Nearby, Ledo broke into a loud giggle and clapped a hand over her mouth. Zelle’s stern, regal mask also broke and she granted Farra an appreciative smile. Feisal remained stubbornly unamused. What was bothering him so much about this Qursan woman?

			“So we at least have some things in common,” Zelle said. “Help yourself, I already plan to make more. But I also hope you appreciate the seriousness of my crew bringing you here to this place. If the wrong people got word of it, everyone on this asteroid, adult and child alike, would be in grave danger. The authorities are afraid enough, desperate enough, to Blank everyone here for the crime of living on their own terms, not Barrett Juul’s.”

			Farra paled at the mention of Blanking, but cleared her throat.

			“Relax, baker historian captain lady,” she said. “I’m many things, but I’m not a turncoat. I don’t care what you’re doing here and won’t snitch you out. I’m even somewhat sympathetic to your cause, although you have to realize it’s a lost one. I’ve got my own business to attend to. And as I told your crew, we might have a point of overlap where history’s concerned.”

			Zelle nodded. “Saadia Hamza. You found her necklace in a cave and want to find her body. Feisal briefed me. But why?”

			Farra frowned, apparently confused by the question.

			“What do you mean, why?” she asked. “It’s Saadia Hamza! The mother of Vitruvians.”

			“Technically, no,” Zelle said. “We identified the true mother of Vitruvians. Her name was Kezza Sayer, a Martian woman who helped Barrett Juul lead the Great Escape to the stars, before she became disillusioned with him and he murdered her. We’ve broadcast the story. She’s the original Vitruvian, the first human infected with the virus that caused our evolution to fork in two. Dr. Hamza was just one of the war criminals who stood in a circle and took a dose of the drug they concocted from her butchered remains.” Her voice rose at those last words.

			Alarm flashed in Farra’s eyes, but they cooled just as quickly. “That may be the truth, but it’s not what most people believe.”

			“And my goal is to change that,” Zelle said. “What’s your goal? That’s what I’m trying to understand. Are you just trying to get rich? Hawk the necklace to some wealthy retired explorer after having proof of legitimacy? Find her bones and donate them to the Shadow Moon to be a public exhibit, and collect the finder’s fee? Or will your discovery help to serve a narrative that hardliners like that Captain Majred want to push about Saadia Hamza – that Barrett Juul may have been imperfect, but she’s a hero and the best of what Nabatea could be! Be careful, if that’s your aim. One thing we’ve learned from going back in time is that the past serves no one agenda or narrative. It is complex, it’s messy and it has an exceptional tendency to surprise.”

			Azad leaned back in his seat, transfixed by the volley between orthodox captain and Qursan pirate. It struck him that Farra’s opening quips about Zelle’s cookies were not her trying to charm her captors, but an opening strategy to confuse and knock her opponent sideways. But Zelle remained upright and focused. Farra was playing the part of a fun, adventurous opportunist trying to make a mutually beneficial deal and Zelle was trying to find her true motives. She was reminding Farra that she was their prisoner, and could only be their guest if she was someone worth negotiating with.

			A warm, nourishing sensation tingled inside Azad’s chest – the realization of hope, of faith in those around him. Just because Zelle wasn’t on the ship didn’t mean she wasn’t still their leader. She had a plan and a vision.

			Farra raised her hands in a mocking gesture of surrender.

			“Between this and all the sugar in your cookies, you’re going to send me into a coma,” she said. “Look, I don’t want to get pulled into your fight. I don’t care about the authorities and their agenda to make Saadia Hamza the new savior of the universe, and I don’t care if you want to make her out to be a monster. My guess is she’s something in between, like the rest of us poor organisms in the void, and while I’m a little curious where she lands on that spectrum, this isn’t a research project for me. I just want to go on an adventure, find some bones, and maybe get some retirement money for my troubles. Is that so hard to understand?”

			Behind Zelle, Feisal’s shoulders slackened and his entire body visibly relaxed for the first time since disembarking the Magreb. He let out a harsh laugh. Zelle also sank back into her seat with a satisfied smile.

			“Challenge and glory, with a side of wealth,” Zelle pronounced. “Classic Vitruvian explorer motivations. I believe you.”

			And then Azad understood Feisal’s unusual grimness, even outright hostility, toward Farra. It wasn’t some personal grudge against the Qursan or disgust at how she flirted with Azad, who Feisal considered inferior despite everything they had been through together. Feisal was treating Farra as an infiltrator, a spy for the authorities, until proven otherwise. And while she hadn’t yet been proven as anything, her story made enough sense for him to take a breath and drop his guard.

			On the other side of the table, Nawalle and Ledo traded meaningful glances with each other, and Azad fought back a surge of jealousy at the ease with which they communicated in perfect silence.

			“Understandable motivations,” Zelle continued. “But also selfish ones. If I were operating from a purely self-interested place, I would run headfirst into your offer of a joint expedition. I’d be fascinated to learn about the final fate of Saadia Hamza. But I’m no longer just bound by my own intellectual curiosity. We’re on the cusp of a revolution, a major social upheaval as our world’s assumptions about our past and the inevitabilities of our present are challenged. If we steer it with thought and organization, we can forge the future into something better. My crew and I need to be here to see this time of upheaval through, and direct people’s energies at the future, with an eye on what went wrong in the past.”

			“This feels like a very long-winded way of saying no deal,” Farra said with folded arms and a smoldering glare.

			Zelle shrugged. “I’m sorry, but we have to pick our priorities,” she said. “Saadia Hamza’s flight to the stars matters far less important than what’s happening right now in Cerata, where they’re attempting to erase records of early Nabateans. I’m more interested in their stories than a murderer’s mother. And I want to reach the orthodox on Nabatea City who’ve just had their reality shared with the footage from the past, and steer them into the fight.”

			Farra sighed, her dark eyes shifting from the captain to the rest of the crew, finally landing on Feisal.

			“How do you manage it?” she said with a theatrical sigh. “The lack of imagination is so…depressing. I’d go insane. Well, good luck with your revolution. I appreciate your honesty. And may I ask what becomes of me? Will you keep me here and bore me to death?”

			“We’ll drop you off at the place of your choosing once the Magreb is ready for travel again,” Zelle said. “Within reason,” she added. “Somewhere in the Nabatean solar system, of course.”

			“The Styx,” Farra said immediately. “If I have a chance of finding my crew again, it’ll be there.”

			Zelle nodded. She rose with an air of finality, and chairs scraped against the smooth rocky floor as the rest of the crew followed suit. Azad leaned toward Farra.

			“I’ll find you some quarters,” he said.

			They marched in silence along the asteroid’s cold pathways, closer to the ship. Farra’s gaze burrowed into the back of his head and unease prickled Azad’s skin. Ahead of them, Ledo’s and Nawalle’s shrieking laughter bounced in high echoes across the walls.

			“Why do you keep staring at me?” Azad asked. He spun around in a sharp snap, facing Farra and blocking her way.

			The Vitruvian pirate shrugged. “I find you interesting,” she said. “Is that a crime?”

			Azad scoffed but resumed their slow walk. “No one finds me interesting,” he said.

			“I doubt that very much,” Farra said. “Your sister does attract more attention for herself,” she added, jerking her head in the direction of Ledo’s wild laughter. “But I’ve always been more drawn to the quiet ones. You’re part of this crew – more than part, you patch them up and keep them together. That alone makes you interesting. You left Nabatea City life to find your sister and ended up blasting Barrett Juul’s true nature to the entire solar system. That’s just wild.”

			“Or maybe it’s like you said earlier, and you think I’m cute,” Azad said, surprised by his own boldness.

			Farra’s laughter rang through the tunnel. “That’s definitely part of it,” she said. “Ok, I’ll stop staring at you. I’ll try, anyway. Is this where I’m sleeping?”

			They’d stopped in a cul-de-sac. Gentle lights glowed above the circular wall, illuminating the numbers carved on each door. Azad’s unit was forty-three. He led her into the empty unit, forty-four.

			“Get some rest,” he said. “I’ll bring you a tray of dinner from the canteen…they start service in an hour. Knowing how fast Nawalle works on engine maintenance and refueling, we’ll be able to leave first thing tomorrow morning.”

			“Bring me something starchy,” Farra said, sinking onto the low sleeping cot. “Those cookies went right through me and I need some sustenance.”

			* * *

			Azad ate alone in his room, silent except for the scraping of his fork against the clay plate and his careful chewing. His senses sharpened like a coiled Vitruvian asp under threat, his ears attuned to any sound coming from the neighboring unit. Footsteps, voices, any signs of Farra attempting something other than eating her dinner and preparing for sleep. No one had explicitly told Azad to continue treating her as a prisoner, but all his instincts told him that would be the best course of action. Farra had greeted Zelle’s decision with decidedly less than joy, and she was a Qursan – a troublemaker by trade.

			But Azad also couldn’t bring himself to treat her like a criminal. After being left to starve or freeze to death in that pod, her Vitruvian body fighting death to the end, it seemed especially cruel to confine her to another cold prison, even if it included a bed and a hot meal. She might not have been an ally, but that didn’t make her an enemy either. She deserved autonomy and respect.

			Footsteps from above drew his eyes to the ceiling, but only for a moment, and he retrained his ears to the neighboring wall. His nails dug into the coarse fabric of his pants, scratching the skin above his knees. He needed a shower. But the communal showers were on the other side of the passageway, and he couldn’t wander far. Even a shower in the unit, a luxury only a few on Balcazar had, would create too much noise for him to monitor Farra. Azad sighed, rising to his feet. He left his room and pressed his forehead against the door to forty-four, which creaked at his slight pressure. That was the reason he chose that room, and not the empty unit on his other side – this one had a noisy door, one that would alert him to any ill-conceived escape attempts.

			“Yes?” Farra’s voice trickled like a soft melody through the crack in the door.

			Azad’s heart seized. Farra had been listening for him as well. He paused, gathering his thoughts.

			“Just saying good night,” Azad stammered.

			“Good night, Azad,” she said, a dollop of amusement in her honeyed voice.

			Dreams came to Azad as soon as his head sank onto the lumpy pillow. Hot days in Nabatea City, sweat clinging to his neck and leaving slick trails down his back. The lights of the Khazneh district, with its rows of low, domed white houses like the severed halves of hard-boiled eggs, all lined along gentle hills. Rivulets of water ran down carved paths in between the homes, one of the city’s many attempts to keep the heat at bay. The smell of baking, of fresh bread and ma’amoul sweets, of crushed dates and walnut paste mixed with sugar.

			And then that heat-baked world dissolved as Azad fell, then flew, through the coldness of space. He landed in a colder place, all metal-grated floors and gray walls. A ship. And behind a pane of glass, its dead and dying crew. The dead lying with cruel stillness, limbs contorted, while the few living clutched at their throats and wiped at bleeding eyes. The crew of the Axel vessel, the same ship that had taken Barrett Juul and the Martians to Nabatea when it was named Calypso One. Most of the dead were powerful Vitruvians, explorers who led orthodox Nabateans into danger and death, only to die in the same agonizing way from direct exposure to the alien virus. That context didn’t make their deaths any less horrific or pitiable.

			Scrapes and screeches traveled across the glass barrier as one of the living Vitruvians crawled across the floor with long clawlike nails. The screech pulsed through Azad, a shiver of dread or disgust. The Vitruvian’s bloody face twisted in a monstrous grin as their head rotated, three hundred and sixty degrees, with a second screech.

			Azad’s eyes flew open. The cold world of his bedroom returned from a reluctant, foggy haze, his tired body heavy with exhaustion. But a surge of adrenaline forced him out of bed. Those scraping sounds had come from the neighboring door. And now footsteps, heavy but dimming, trailed down the hallway.

			“No, you don’t,” Azad muttered, pulling on his boots.

			Still groggy but fully dressed, Azad lurched out his apartment door and gave chase down the hallway. The lights had been dimmed for sleeping hours but provided some shape to the rocky, low tunnels as Azad hurtled and charged across the winding route to the main entryway, where the ships waited. Because if he was Farra, his next move would be to steal a ship.

			His balance failed him and Azad fell sideways, his shoulder scraping against the rough wall. Pain ignited his skin, but it only made him more awake, and angry. Whatever Farra intended, it couldn’t succeed. He’d given her a small offering of trust and been betrayed as soon as his tired eyelids closed. Azad wouldn’t allow her to put his crew and friends, the whole asteroid, in danger thanks to his stupidity. He gritted his teeth and stumbled around the next corner into the widening chamber of Balcazar’s docking bay.

			He had been here half a day earlier, when crowds greeted them under the glow of warm lights. That same docking bay was empty now, with the hushed air of a cemetery. But on the far end, on the gangplank leading up to the Magreb, a streak of bright purple drew his eye. A scuffle, of swinging fists and sharp cries, broke through the silence. Farra and Nawalle, who had no doubt been up late working on the ship that Farra now intended to steal.

			“What the…?” Ledo emerged at Azad’s side, panting.

			Nawalle fell down the gangplank with a startled shriek, rolling toward the bay’s floor. Azad and Ledo ran to her. The Magreb’s airlock door swung shut with a loud groan.

			As they reached her, Nawalle rose to her knees, rubbing her left elbow, but her eyes were wide and alarmed.

			“I’m fine,” she said in exasperation. “Leave me, stop her!”

			The Magreb’s engine grumbled, coming to life with a rush of heat. Ledo cursed. Azad spun in place, disoriented in panic.

			“What do we do?” Azad cried.

			A small hand tugged at his arm, but its grip was powerful. Azad nearly flew off his feet as Ledo dragged him up the gangplank leading to the slumbering Axel vessel.

			“We can’t,” Azad protested. “It’s too big.” The Axel was five times as large as the Magreb, impossible for Ledo and Azad to commandeer themselves for any length of time. Not to mention conspicuous – the authorities would love to get their hands back on their stolen ship.

			“I know,” Ledo yelled. “We’re not taking the whole damn ship.”

			Bewildered but unable to find a solution of his own, Azad allowed himself to be dragged like a flailing kite across the echoing floors of the Axel. He stumbled and tripped, legs burning and jaw rattling from the effort of keeping up with Ledo and her newfound Vitruvian speed. But when she pulled him to the far side of the ship, relief broke across his face. Of course. The short-range transport vessel they’d used on Mars was well within their ability to fly. They’d gotten themselves, along with Nawalle, onto the Axel on that same transport, thanks to a dead Vitruvian named Tayyar. The dead man had long been removed, however, and Ledo slid with confident ease into the seat he once occupied.

			Azad fastened himself in the copilot’s seat. Out the vessel’s window, the Magreb had disconnected from its port and was ramping up speed, beginning its departure. But as their own vessel detached itself from the Magreb, as their engine began to whir, as Balcazar’s citizens began to bleed into the docking bay, bleary-eyed and confused by the noise, an icy chill traveled down Azad’s spine. Their vessel was fast, but short-range. How far did Farra intend to go before landing? And how long could they keep up with her?

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Saadia

			Planet of Nabatea

			Year of Settlement Zero, Second Month

			In the last two months, Saadia had become an expert on screams.

			She knew their nuances, the subtle inflections, and could diagnose with chilling accuracy what kind of scream Nabatea had wrought, that particular time, from the poor settlers trying to tame it.

			There were the screams of heat, when a child placed an errant hand or foot on a particularly sun-seared rock and pulled away. A cry of surprise and pain. Then there were the screams of injury from the machines they brought – 3D printers, terraforming equipment, excavators and irrigation trucks. Machines that largely worked but took the occasional tax of a finger, or a couple of toes, yielding a scream of pain and fury in equal measure.

			There were the screams of the two convicted murderers, the first and hopefully last executions on their new planet. They’d been taken down from Calypso One on the Sugar Shuttle in handcuffs, screaming their innocence to the very end. Evgenia shoved them both to their knees, the winds whipping sand around their terrified faces. But when they looked up to see Axel towering over them, his jaw tense and eyes filled with cold purpose, they both deflated with unnerving speed. The Martian leader was an unbendable force and they both surrendered to the certainty of their deaths. Without a word, he pulled out his forty-four-caliber pistol and shot each of the men once in the head. Two bangs in quick succession, loud even against the wind. They fell, one and then the other. A crowd jeered, a frightening sound that hovered close to Saadia’s darkest memories, the ones that drowned her senses in wild terror as she dreamed. LaValle, the contortionist, looked away as blood pooled around their heads.

			It surprised Saadia that Barrett chose the execution route. He’d talked about manual labor, exile alone on the ship, other punishments with less…finality to them. But after LaValle’s stunt on Landing Day, he decided on something splashy, an action where no one could accuse him of taking Kezza’s death lightly.

			Some of the worst were the screams of anguish that always followed the nightly draw for the return to Calypso One on the Sugar Shuttle. The workers who weren’t given reprieve to join their families on the ship, who had to continue to sleep in the encampments on Nabatea and brave its harsh elements, would often fall to their knees and let out a long, anguished scream. At first, everyone had wanted to go down and breathe unfiltered air. Now, they fought, pleaded and bartered to go back up to the ship, with its familiar comforts and protections.

			That would change, Barrett reassured them, once Nabatea City became more developed. They were in the most difficult part, the creation of something completely new, and it wouldn’t happen without sacrifice and hardship.

			Another scream cut through the wind. It raised the hairs on Saadia’s arms and drew every eye to the open desert beyond the hills. Saadia knew this scream as well – one of pure pain, and the promise of more pain to come. Other screams accompanied it – of fear.

			An open-top medcraft sped toward the encampment, powered by a robot with a flashing siren light atop its head. Its occupant was a woman in her mid-twenties, clutching and clawing at her face as her screams rose in volume. Burns had already bubbled across her skin and hands from the places where the sulfuric acid struck her. It happened as the miners worked in the nearby un-terraformed stretch of desert they’d dubbed the Sulpherlands, for the bubbling mixture of rancid sulfur and acid that formed a hideous bayou across large swathes of Nabatea. So prevalent was the sulfuric acid produced by the marshes that strong winds carried it. That was the most common source of injury and those terrible screams – tiny drops of acid peppering and searing uncovered skin.

			Another vehicle followed closely behind, this one human-powered, a crew of miners gesticulating wildly through the hazy sunlight.

			“Take cover!” one of them yelled. “Everyone! Wind’s changing direction.”

			Saadia joined the panicked throngs seeking cover in tents and behind cliff faces they’d begun carving into for dwellings. She wrapped her scarf around her face, protection against the poisonous wind, and raised her arms around her head. Under no circumstances had she come all this way to be blinded by acid.

			Saadia preferred the dwellings carved into the rock, but the tents were closer. She charged into the nearest one, greeted at once by the smell of sweat and fear. Bodies shoved against each other and panicked cries bounced against the tarp. A particularly strong gust of wind rattled the tent down to its metal poles, earning a fresh wave of screams.

			“All right, easy,” boomed a deep voice in the center of the tent. Axel, his frame towering over the rest of the panicked crowd. “We’ve dealt with worse on Mars…we get some mean winds there too. But back home, the elements don’t take breaks from trying to kill you.” This earned a few weak laughs.

			“Stay tight and stay strong,” Axel continued, voice rising over the wind. “This will pass. Once we get the shelters all built and tame that fucking swamp to the south, we’re going to be in charge of this planet. This is a long game, people, and if Martians know one thing, it’s how to win the long game.”

			Axel’s speech hadn’t eradicated the fear inside the tent, but did its part to temper it. The crowd huddled together, passing the time with gentle chatter and the occasional song, mostly mining protest songs Saadia hadn’t heard before. After an hour, the winds died and they began to disperse.

			The sun began its languorous dip over the horizon, the sky bruised purple and pink over the mountains. It could have been a scene on Earth if it weren’t for the dramatic moon, a large, bright crescent that put Earth’s moon to shame. Hanging low in the air, it radiated an almost golden light, a sharp sickle without a handle.

			Saadia worked as long as she could each day, and a minor near-maiming experience from sulfuric winds wasn’t about to stop her. Today, she’d been assigned to break pieces of rock to feed into the 3D printer, a task she took to with joy. It was simple, exhausting work, requiring little of her except to keep moving, to slam chisel against rock until it broke apart, the chiming sound ringing in her ears. When she washed her chalky fingers at the end of the day, she counted the cuts and blisters, savoring the tax the labor took on her body. She fell into an easy sleep when her head sank into her pillow, a sleep free of nightmares about checkpoints and bombs and her ex-husband’s hands around her throat, of the screams sprung from the Earth.

			The rest of Barrett Juul’s circle was confused by her love of manual labor, gently explaining that no one expected it of her, that it was beneath her. They were wrong. She discovered this planet and she should have a part in taming it, no matter how difficult or messy the process might be. And it was rewarding to her, to stop thinking and strategizing and planning and just do, one motion at a time, until a thing was built. Barrett himself never stopped her from her labors, either because he understood this need of hers, or because he understood the positive optics of his mother joining the rank and file at their work.

			But after the sun set, when the other laborers stumbled to their tents and every bone in her body screamed in protest, Saadia finally stopped. With a deep sigh, she heaved herself to her feet and shuffled, weak-kneed, to the main tent.

			Inside, Barrett Juul and his council held court on the day’s events.

			“Who got burned this time?” Amit asked. His large, normally striking dark eyes had turned heavy and dull, and he rubbed his temples as he leaned back in his chair.

			“One of the Calypso circus troupe members,” Evgenia answered. “Jen Morino, a fire dancer. She didn’t lose any vision, thank goodness, but the burns on her face are pretty bad and she’s quite distressed. The whole troupe is.”

			“Isn’t that the fire dancer who didn’t use real fire on Mars, because it was a safety hazard?” Barrett asked. He let out a harsh laugh that no one else joined in on. Saadia crossed to the other side of the tent and sank into the nearest empty chair.

			“That’s the one,” Axel said with a sullen frown. “The circus performers weren’t traditionally popular on Mars, it’s true – they were shiny ornaments for people to watch and escape their daily lives in the mines or processing centers, not real laborers. But they’re proving their mettle here on Nabatea – doing the most difficult jobs, jumping into the fray. Jen’s injury only furthers that perception. It’s not good, Barrett. Those circus people could cause trouble for us.”

			“You’re telling me,” Barrett said, a scowl darkening his features. “Any more word from that contortionist who ruined Landing Day? La-something?” He craned his neck to catch his mother’s eye.

			“LaValle,” she said. Irritation prickled her thin, dry skin. “And no, he’s been quiet. Working on the city construction, like everyone else.”

			Barrett nodded and rubbed his chin. His eyes focused on something very far away.

			“People are usually most united when there’s a big undertaking like this one, a common goal to reach,” he said. “I wouldn’t expect to see all the fractures and divisions show up…yet. But this Kezza Sayer business – the circus just won’t let it go, will they? And now this fire dancer gets injured. They’ll milk that if we let them.”

			“You think a woman got herself burned with acid to score points against you?” Axel asked with a harsh sneer. His fists clenched, revealing a web of veins across his muscled arms.

			“No, I don’t think she burned herself on purpose,” Barrett snapped back at Axel. “But now that it’s happened, it becomes part of a narrative that desperate, distressed people might find attractive. That I deceived them. That Nabatea is destined to fail and will kill them all. Every incident like this, every injury, is going to hit morale. We need some wins, and we need them fast. Any ideas?”

			The council launched into the usual debates that went around in circles. Would it be better to have day shifts or night shifts? The days were unbearably hot but the nights were windier, and more accidents tended to happen in the dark. Should they take the time to expand the use of robots, and their machine learning, so the humans could remain in Calypso One while the machines did the hardest work? No, Barrett countered, people needed something to do and feel their direct contribution in building the city. But their direct contribution right now, Evgenia countered, is getting maimed and burned. Voices rose as they grew more tired, frustration mounting.

			Finally, Axel rose from his seat.

			“You want to speed this up?” he said to Juul. “Time to show our hand. Let the Inner Council get hands-on with the construction. Showcase our abilities.”

			Saadia drew in a sharp breath. The Inner Council was the term they had started to use for everyone who had been injected with the viral vector, those who had proven their loyalty to Barrett Juul and been given strength, agility and speed as a reward. Everyone in the tent had been injected, so there was no need for cryptic statements or innuendo, but a nervous shiver still ran through the circle at Axel’s words.

			“As I’ve stated, many times, any introduction of the sort would have to be done very carefully,” Barrett said through clenched teeth.

			“So let’s do it carefully,” Axel said. “We’ll all come up with a story and stick to it. Decide who starts to show first, whether they should act surprised by their own strength. I don’t care what the strategy is, as long as we do something. Like you said, Barrett, the status quo isn’t working. It’s time to shake things up and live with the fallout.”

			Saadia fought back the urge to laugh. Bold words from a man of action. There was always one on every team Barrett put together for his civilization projects, and his final endeavor proved no exception. A hothead for whom change couldn’t come fast enough, who thought the work of fixing a broken society and building something new could be done at their preferred speed. They did offer a nice counterweight to Barrett, who could intellectualize an issue to death if you let him.

			But Axel was different from some of the past people of action. A Martian leader who had a good pulse on the Martians – what they could take and what could break them. A man who cared about the best outcomes for the most people, provided he was in a position of power in the new order of things. And most importantly, someone who had been proven right before. He knew when the boiling point had been reached in the Palmcorps corporate city back on Mars, and led a revolt to great success, after stirring up the right portion of trouble in Calypso’s city. If he felt it was time to act, Saadia was inclined to listen to him.

			The next day, Saadia went back to work on her rocks. She dragged bags full of broken sandstone into the 3D printer, which turned them into perfectly proportioned slabs of wall, domed roofs, kitchen counters, storage, and anything else requiring mass production, which another machine would start to assemble into houses. Satisfied that the machine had been sufficiently fed for a day’s work, she joined the diggers who had begun carving rivulets around the area designated for housing, so water from a nearby well could be run through the narrow aqueducts. A cooling technique Amit had learned from the Moors in Andalusian Spain when he’d visited the Alhambra palace and marveled at the ability of the conquerors to keep their homes temperate, no matter the weather.

			The group greeted Saadia with cautious, shy smiles as she knelt beside them and began to carve into the rock. After several minutes of silence, they resumed snippets of conversation. Life on Mars, the parts they missed and the parts they couldn’t wait to forget. How the beds on the ship were lumpy, but they couldn’t wait to design their own sleeping quarters once assigned a house on Nabatea. About the housing lottery that had been set up, and whether it would be truly random.

			At this, several eyes darted nervously in Saadia’s direction, as though she, Barrett Juul’s mother, could confirm the rumors that his small crew of loyalists would get priority housing.

			Instead, she asked them all a question.

			“Would you prefer one of the stand-alone homes, or the ones being carved directly into the cliff faces?” she asked. “I’m quite afraid of heights, so I know where I’ll be.”

			They continued to chatter, each designing the dream home of their wildest imaginations while their sweat dripped onto the hard ground, each drop evaporating in seconds under the high sun. Many stopped now to stretch, to soothe their dry throats with cold water and catch their breaths. But Saadia kept going. Her new strength was noticeable, and not just to her. Several of the Martians exchanged impressed glances as she continued to work, her thin arms swinging without respite against the rock.

			“What the…?” One of the Martians rose to his feet, pointing at the nearest red cliff face. Gasps erupted from the other laborers. A nearby worker stopped the excavator tool to better watch what was happening.

			Axel had climbed, free solo style, up the red cliff face. Some homes had already been carved at the ground level, but he’d single-handedly begun work on the second floor, armed with a small drill. Digging his feet into a crack in the surface, he wielded the drill in his powerful arms and pressed it, one-handed, into the sandstone. The rock gave way, an initial hole beginning to form.

			“That’s impossible,” an older man gasped.

			“He won’t last five minutes like that,” a younger worker, a former Calypso miner, pronounced with confidence. “He must be using his core to stay balanced, but he’ll give out pretty quick.”

			But Axel didn’t. After carving deep and wide enough into the mountain, he climbed and stood within the newly formed room and continued to expand it. Even as his arms began to shake, the sun shining on his sweat-slicked neck, he worked without pause, an unyielding force that bent the mountain to his will. Like many Martians, he’d been given a name related to machinery and now, in an untamed world, he operated more like machine than man.

			The other laborers resumed their work, but continued to steal glances at the cliff face, their stunned faces shifting into smiling ones.

			“Who gets that unit?” someone asked, to a chorus of laughter.

			As the sun began to set, Axel climbed back down to a wave of applause from the wider city site. He wiped sweat off his forehead with a burly, trembling hand, his smile broad.

			“One full house down,” he said. “A main room and three bedrooms, for a family. All that’s left is plumbing. See, folks? We’ve got this. Remember those shithole apartments in Palmcorps that you had to crouch to enter, and scrape your knees every time you tried to sit on the toilet? Well, we’re not living like that anymore. None of us.”

			The crowd cheered and laughed, a new wave of applause breaking out. Several laborers used their last reserves of energy to climb the wall to the second level and see the new unit for themselves. They panted and pulled their bodies up with audible groans, with none of the ease and grace that Axel had showcased.

			Several Martians patted Axel on the back or shook his hand. But some lingered on the periphery in awe, and a trace of something new – fear, uncertainty – at the machine in their midst.

			Just as Barrett had hoped.

			* * *

			To Saadia’s surprise, her legs gave out on her this time. She expected the arms to go first, with all of the carving, but she’d clearly been crouching enough to put strain on her hamstrings and calves. Kezza’s virus had given her more strength than a woman her age had any right to have, but it wasn’t limitless, and Saadia had finally pushed those limits.

			“Need help?”

			Amit extended a hand. His dark, curly hair rustled in the strengthening breeze. Saadia let him pull her to her feet and leaned on him as they walked back to the tents. Their feet crunched against the gritty ground, a sudden chill overcoming Saadia as the final trace of sunlight disappeared over the horizon.

			“Who’s next?” Saadia asked in a low voice.

			“Evgenia,” he answered. “She’ll do something impressive in the Sulpherlands. Maybe protect some others in the process. Looks like we might be able to heal from injuries faster as well. Take a few burns without leaving scars.”

			“The wonders never cease,” Saadia said with a sigh. They had finally reached her tent and she leaned back into her sleeping cot, groaning as her rickety bones protested her kneeling descent. She began to massage her aching legs.

			“What do you think of Barrett’s plan?” she asked Amit.

			Evgenia, Barrett’s other long-term employee, would have reacted with suspicion to such a question. But Amit was an open book by nature, a man who hated subtext and deception. They had gotten to know each other well over the years, and Saadia sensed that he was as lonely as she was, needing a confidante.

			Amit knelt at the foot of her bed with a speed that confirmed as much. He ran a hand through his hair, staring at the ground.

			“I’m worried this will backfire,” he said. “Will people be happy that some of us can help them and build things faster? Sure. But the next question will be, why not me? Why are only Barrett’s people able to do all this?”

			Saadia nodded. “An association I think Barrett wants people to make. But to interpret in perhaps a mystical, divine way. Only the worthy will receive the gifts of Nabatea. To support Barrett’s plan is to be on the side of the divine.”

			“That doesn’t make me feel any better, Auntie,” Amit said. He’d called her that from the day they first met, first in friendly jest, and then as something more loaded, more sincere. “You and I are both on the same side on this one, I think. Barrett Juul is brilliant, but he’s not a god, and it scares me that he’s trying to become one.”

			Saadia sank her head back onto the pillow, playing with a curl of her hair. She was minutes away from falling asleep, but the importance of this conversation forced her eyelids open, kept her heart racing.

			“He’s afraid,” she whispered. “Barrett. He’s trying to control something that no one person can control, and a part of him knows that. It scares me too. He’s not at his best when he’s afraid. Look at what happened to that woman.”

			“Kezza,” Amit said. He sighed, burying his face in his hands.

			“You liked her,” Saadia said. A statement, not a question.

			Amit nodded. He wiped his eyes and pressed his palms to his forehead, as though trying to force an idea out of his head.

			“You know what I listen to every night before I sleep?” he asked. “Final goodbyes from my family on Earth, in Bangladesh. My parents, sister, brothers, aunts – they didn’t know where we were going, but all sent me something to listen to while I was on Mars.”

			“That’s lovely,” Saadia said. “And I’m sorry. I’m sure you miss them. And this being a one-way journey makes it even harder.”

			But Amit shook his head, as though missing them was the least of his concerns.

			“What hits me hardest is my oldest brother’s recording,” he said. “It’s all about the ways the new Bangladesh that Barrett designed doesn’t work. How all the successes he talked about in his speeches can become failures when you shine the light at a different angle. Unemployment is gone. Yes, but the new jobs don’t pay anything, and most people can’t afford basic necessities. Housing units are organized by community lottery, so no one is isolated. But no one was isolated before, and now families are broken apart under Barrett’s model. All jobs are green-based, designed to protect the natural environment. But the corporations that provide those jobs just shift their carbon credits to their other companies in Europe and North America, so they can keep polluting the planet where they always have. It was an angry rant at me, true. My brother had several axes to grind about my working for Barrett. But I couldn’t argue with any of his points. Do you see, Auntie? It looks good on paper, and I think Barrett means well, but when his rich allies are threatened, he backs down. He doesn’t let the real changes go all the way through, if the status quo might get disrupted for the powerful. So in other words, they’re not real changes. What does that say about Barrett? About us?”

			“All those powerful people on Earth aren’t here with us,” Saadia said. Her heart pounded loud enough in her chest that she was sure Amit could hear it. She wet her lips, her mouth suddenly dry. “We left them behind. I see what you’re saying, Amit. Barrett made compromises. He had to – it was the only way to get the power and influence he needed to get to where he is now. Where we all are now. This will be different, Amit. Trust me.”

			He exhaled slowly, appearing to chew on her words. Something settled inside him, the relaxing of his shoulders and smoothening of his features signs that he’d drawn comfort from what she said. With a slow nod, he patted her knee and left the tent.

			But despite her exhaustion, Saadia lay awake for hours before sleeping. When she told Amit that Barrett made all those compromises to get what he wanted, it was really herself she was speaking of. And it had been a journey as long, as epic as their wormhole crossing to this side of the galaxy. She’d come to Denmark a traumatized refugee with her mother. She’d tried to integrate, to eat their bland food, learn the unpronounceable vowels of their language, to act like her Western classmates. Their neighbors still cast her and her mother dirty looks, muttered about why they were here and not back home – unaware that Western governments were the cause and financer of all the troubles back home. They had made their home deadly, killed their family, and then complained when they came here for safety.

			This injected righteous fire in Saadia’s veins and she entered college in Copenhagen as an activist. She joined student organizations, wrote articles, attended marches. She challenged professors on their Western biases, their false framing of the colonized. But a part of her felt like an imposter. It screamed at her that she was fighting a battle she couldn’t win, that she and her fiery university friends couldn’t dismantle institutions so entrenched, a system so powerful.

			And then she met Otto Juul.

			But Saadia had no energy to go down that dark, winding road now, even though without Otto, she wouldn’t have Barrett. She wouldn’t be here. To this day, she couldn’t regret her choices, even though her mother never spoke to her again, her friends called her a sellout and brainwashed, and she had to drive a stake through her impatient, righteous heart to play the long game Otto offered her.

			When Saadia’s body finally won the fight with her racing mind and she began to drift away, she caught a glimpse of the stars through a parted seam in the tent. One of them blinked, winking at her from light years away as though sharing a cosmic joke.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Azad

			Outer Nabatean Solar System

			Year of Settlement 1209

			“We’re keeping up,” Azad said, scanning the radar. The Magreb remained on one end of the screen, their fierce little vessel on the other, matching pace.

			Ledo made a clicking motion with her tongue. “But we’re burning all our fuel to make that happen.”

			“Well, can we fire at her? Disable something in the ship and then board?” Azad asked.

			Ledo let out a high-pitched laugh.

			“So to defeat a Qursan, we must become Qursan,” she said, in perfect imitation of their old Township teacher when they were children on Nabatea. “Do you know what Zelle would do to us if we damaged her precious ship? Or Feisal, if Barry got damaged in the process? In all seriousness, we’re not equipped to bring the Magreb down.”

			“So we just chase her until our propellent runs out and then die in space?” Azad asked.

			“Something like that,” Ledo said.

			A frustrated growl escaped Azad’s lips, and he banged his head against the back of his seat.

			“Knock yourself out if you want,” Ledo said. “It’ll make the dying process less uncomfortable.”

			“Be serious, Ledo.”

			“I am,” she said. “I’m not painting a false picture here, Azad. Maybe instead of fussing at me like an angry child, you can bring some ideas to the table.”

			Azad closed his eyes, forcing the flames of panic inside him to retreat, to let him think. After several deep breaths, his racing heart slowed, just a little. He squeezed his clammy hands and reminded himself that panic meant he was still fighting. He was still alive. He was with Ledo, and they’d survived horrible odds together before. From the moment he’d left Nabatea City in search of her, he’d been pushed to his physical and psychological limits. He’d found his twin sister, only to nearly lose her again to the alien virus that had created the original Vitruvians – and transformed Ledo into one of them. They were still in danger, but they were also together, and whatever the outcome of this dire situation, there was nowhere else he’d rather be.

			He opened his eyes.

			“Let’s contact her,” he said. “Reach her on the intercom. We can do that, right?”

			Ledo turned to him, eyes wide.

			“We can,” she said. “I’ll let you do the talking, brother. She seems to like you.”

			She flashed him a devilish grin, but Azad refused to take the bait. After an agonizing minute, Farra accepted their call and her honeyed voice filled their tiny cabin.

			“Fancy meeting you two again out here.”

			“Let us board, Farra,” Azad said. They didn’t have time for ten minutes of banter with their dwindling fuel supplies. Farra knew this as well, so she replied with a twinkling laugh.

			“And why would I do that?” she asked. “If you had your way, I’d be a prisoner again on that drab asteroid.”

			“A prisoner?” Ledo’s voice rose and she rolled her eyes. “We’d have given you free passage if you’d waited a day. But you wanted to steal our tech.”

			“And that’s why we need to board,” Azad said. “You have no idea how to operate it. We do. If you turn a wrong dial, make the wrong adjustment, you could break it.”

			Though neither Azad nor Ledo could see Farra’s reaction, her silence stretched across the empty space between them. His words had clearly reached her, forcing her to rethink and scramble for a counterstrategy.

			Finally Farra spoke. “Or you just want to trap me once I let you onboard.”

			Ledo flashed Azad a wink and an encouraging nod. Go on, her eyes said.

			“Are we happy that you stole our ship and our quantum projector?” Azad asked. “Not really. But Ledo and I actually want to learn about Saadia Hamza – we’re not completely aligned with our captain on that front. So this is not a trap, but an offer – let us on board so we don’t die in open space. In return, we’ll come with you to the Styx and operate Barry at the spot where you think she was. Then we go our separate ways. That’s more than reasonable. Deal?”

			A sigh crackled through the speakers. “Deal,” Farra said.

			Only minutes later, the airlock door opened with a low hiss. Ledo and Azad stepped into the familiar low holding bay of the Magreb, inhaling its stale, sweet air. Farra greeted them on the other side of the room, crouching low with a long, elegantly curved Vitruvian dagger raised high.

			“Easy, there,” Ledo said with a trace of alarm, raising her hands. Not fully trusting his sister in this situation, Azad stepped in front of her and raised his own arms.

			“We’re unarmed,” he said.

			“Good,” Farra said. “Even among Vitruvians in my trade, I’m especially dangerous with this weapon. Things would end quickly for you if you make a wrong move.”

			“If you’re so deadly, how did your crew kick you out?” Ledo muttered, but Azad silenced her with a stony glare. They were back on the familiar ground of the Magreb, with all its tracers and communications with Zelle, and could make a move when the time was right. But for now, he intended to honor his promise.

			* * *

			The Styx, according to Zelle, had been named after a river in the mythological underworld, invented by the ancient Greek civilization back on Earth. It had been described by those Greeks as a small stream that trickled from a cliff into a dark pool, surrounded by rocks. Its water was said to be poisonous to human and mammal alike. Zelle had to explain to Azad that on Earth, they had a wide range of animals beyond the asps that had made their way to Nabatea during the Great Escape.

			The small, rocky planet that drew closer through the Magreb’s windows didn’t appear to have any water, but Azad could understand why it had been named the Styx. Dark, gloomy and barren, it looked like a landscape closer to the underworld than a place for the living. Black grooves cut into the rocky surface, revealing a network of caverns and caves across one side of the planet. The other side featured a small smattering of lights from the Vitruvian outposts, all facing away from the system’s sun and into the void of space, where explorers dared to venture. This was their final stop, an outpost and supply station, before Vitruvian vessels sped into the void or took one of the several wormholes created at the edge of the solar system.

			The Magreb turned away from the outposts and toward the caverns, barely shuddering as it broke through the planet’s thin atmosphere. Azad’s stomach plummeted as Ledo dropped the ship into a deep chasm marked by twisting boulders along its sides.

			“Over there,” Farra said, pointing to a flat area at the chasm’s base. “I don’t want to get too close to the spot, in case someone follows us. We’ll get to walk.”

			“Barry will love that,” Ledo muttered under her breath.

			Azad’s breath fogged against his vizor as they lumbered in their spacesuits across the rocky, colorless terrain. Barry walked himself now on his four spidery legs – one of the many upgrades Feisal had given him in the last six months, while he worked on his ultimate goal…capturing the sounds of the past. In the machine’s current state, they could see what occurred in the past, wherever observation occurred. Feisal had successfully leveraged the quantum concept that everything was probability until it was observed, and his invention could go back days, decades, centuries and eons to project what took place at that particular moment in space-time, but the projection was silent. They were able to see Barrett Juul delivering speeches and ordering massacres, but couldn’t hear a word of what he said. Yet.

			“Feisal gave him two retractable arms as well,” Ledo said to Azad. “See, right there? He’s practically a person now.”

			Barry did look more human, but no upgrade could take away from the unsettling lens in the machine’s center, which drew dark energy from its environs to run its wave function collapse algorithms. A lens of darkest black, the color of the void, of nothingness, never failed to hypnotize Azad if he looked too closely, drawing him into its depths.

			Barry tilted and swayed as he attempted to step over a mean, jagged pile of boulders. Azad came behind the machine and helped push him over.

			“We’re here.” Farra stood at the mouth of a cave, her wide, mischievous grin visible behind her vizor.

			Azad didn’t know what she was smiling about. The cave’s mouth rivalled Barry’s eye for sinister darkness, and led into a downward tunnel of steep slopes and jagged rocks.

			“This can’t be the place,” Azad said, face pinched in an uneasy scowl.

			“It is,” Farra said cheerfully. “My crew was scouting for a place to hide supplies from the authorities and came across this cave system. One of our surveillance bots scanned the area for human activity. No people, of course, but they found traces of non-native minerals, which turned out to be the necklace after I dug around in the dirt.” Through the fog of her vizor, a mistiness clouded her eyes, as though she were reliving the moment her fingers curled around that ancient, and no doubt very valuable, artifact.

			Azad tried to catch Ledo’s eye, but his sister sprang into the cave’s mouth without hesitation.

			“Come on, Barry,” she called to the machine, as though he were a child she was taking on a walk through one of Nabatea City’s parks. Barry whirred and obediently followed, his teetering body disappearing into the dark. Farra followed behind and cast Azad a wink over her shoulder.

			“Coming, adventurer?” she asked.

			Azad groaned, mostly to mask the cauldron of dread bubbling in his stomach as he waded into the dark. But once inside the tunnel, the invisible hand clutching his heart relaxed its grip, and he began the descent. The light atop his helmet illuminated the winding path and cast shadows of their silhouettes across the cavern walls. Farra jumped with light feet from rock to rock, while Ledo extended her arms for balance as she slid down the steepest slopes. Only Azad and Barry seemed to have a sense of caution and respect for their surroundings.

			Finally, the tunnel flattened and opened into a cavern. Dim blue light glowed from the walls of rock, illuminating the stalactites that hung like chipped fangs above them. Azad drew in a sharp breath.

			“That blue light,” he whispered. “It’s just like Mars, where they found…”

			“It’s not that,” Ledo said. She climbed atop a boulder, scanning the open space. “I know what you mean, brother. But this isn’t the same as what was on Mars. No alien goo or viruses…just a type of rock that absorbs light and glows.”

			“And produces nitrogen and oxygen,” Farra said. “We can breathe down here if you want to get that helmet off.”

			Azad grimaced. “Who’s we? I’m not a Vitruvian. And Ledo – no!”

			But Ledo had already pulled off her helmet, shaking her long hair with a contented sigh.

			“You should be fine, brother,” she said. “We’re far enough down to be protected from the Styx’s surface. It’s just a little cold.”

			“I’ll pass,” Azad said. “I like my helmet.”

			“But I do wonder if this is why the good Doctor Hamza came down here,” Ledo mused. “Maybe she was looking for something and the light lured her in. One way to find out, right? Farra, where’d you find that necklace?”

			“Here.” Farra knelt down in a smooth area in the center of the cavern. Her gloved fingers traced a pattern in the sand. Azad let out an involuntary shiver. Had the small but regal woman he’d seen in the past on Mars, the mother of their founder, really been in this lonely cave? And if so, why had she come here?

			Muttering under her breath, Ledo set up Barry, pointing his dark lens at the spot on the floor. She flipped a switch, toggled dials. Feisal had spent a good deal of time making her his apprentice with all things Barry, and it had paid off.

			The machine whirred to life. Blueish light burst from the lens, projecting a holographic image of the cave that flickered in and out. Ledo turned the dial, taking them back in time.

			And there was Farra – a past version of her, kneeling in the sand and digging excitedly underneath a drone. Other members of the crew, all suited up, strolled around the cave.

			Farra yelped, jumping backward before collecting herself with a nervous giggle. Despite his lingering irritation at the Qursan captain, Azad patted her arm. He’d been just as amazed and startled the first time he saw the quantum time projection in action – especially seeing a past version of himself.

			“So you found this about five sols ago,” Ledo said. “Things went bad for you pretty quick after this.” She glanced pointedly at Farra.

			“You can tell how far back it was?” Farra breathed, her gaze still transfixed on the holographic version of herself moving around the cave.

			“To the day,” Ledo said. “It’s on this little monitor, see? Now if we want to go back to Saadia Hamza’s time, that’s going back centuries. One thousand and two hundred years ago, roundabouts. Hang tight – I’m going to rewind us. It can feel a little jarring.”

			“So we’re not…in the past, in any way?” Farra said with a nervous glance at Barry’s depthless eye.

			Ledo snorted.

			“We’re just observers,” Azad said in explanation. “We can’t change anything from the past. We can’t interact with it, and the people in the past can’t sense us. All we can do is see. Witness. Which is incredible enough.” His cheeks warmed. He was beginning to talk like Zelle, only without her gravitas.

			Barry vibrated, his metallic body trembling as clouds of light swirled in the lens and the projection spun further back in time. Ledo sped them through past centuries. Most of it was black, with little flickers of activity within the cave. It was a lonely cave, the majority of its presence free of any direct or indirect observation. When the image of the cave through time reappeared, it was fleeting – a Vitruvian explorer wandering through, or no person at all, perhaps a byproduct of a passing ship or satellite. Ledo kept turning the dial, going further back.

			And then, life.

			Two figures in the dark.

			“Stop!” Farra cried.

			“Easy there, pirate queen,” Ledo muttered, adjusting some dials. “I’m taking us to the beginning.”

			The image came through slightly grainy, but clearer than their observations of Mars. The stalactites looked different, longer and less worn by erosion, but the cave was otherwise identical to their present day. Two figures stumbled into view on the holographic projector – both suited, but one with a helmet removed, revealing a long mane of dark hair and large, sunken eyes.

			Azad’s heart leapt to the base of his throat. It was her. Dr. Saadia Hamza.

			“That is her, right?” Farra said. Her voice wavered with emotion. “I recognize her face from all the stories, the pictures in our Archives.”

			“All the propaganda,” Ledo muttered. Her mouth twisted in a bitter scowl.

			“But she looks so normal,” Farra said, almost in a daze.

			A memory of Captain Majred leapt into Azad’s mind, the reverential tone and distant eyes that overcame him when he spoke of Dr. Hamza. A larger-than-life figure, a founder of their home planet and a scientific genius far ahead of her time. Someone even greater than Barrett Juul, as the Vitruvian authorities were now trying to convince the public – the woman who brought the great civilizationist into the world, who guided him into the man he became, for good or ill.

			But Azad had to agree with Farra. Dr. Hamza looked quite normal. Beyond normal – she looked tired and overcome as she fell to her knees, setting up some old-fashioned equipment. Her companion, still helmeted, wandered around the cave in a stiff, evenly paced shuffle. Saadia studied the readings on her machines, paying her companion little mind.

			Then she stopped and rose slowly to her feet. She stared at the other, suited figure.

			She pulled her companion’s helmet off. It was a man, or someone who presented as masculine. A person with dark skin, a bald head and handsome features. A rivulet of sweat ran down his forehead, his face dull and expressionless.

			Azad finally took off his own helmet. He needed to see this as directly as possible, unobstructed by double-layered glass. Farra had also inched closer, the two of them advancing and narrowing their eyes as they scrutinized every detail of what they were seeing.

			Saadia spoke. Her lips moved, but no sound from the past reached them. Azad cursed under his breath. Could Feisal have not unraveled that upgrade before they’d embarked on this unexpected daredevil run to the Styx? Azad ached to decipher their conversation, to make sense of this moment…

			“I can lipread quite well,” Farra said. “But I might need to see it a few times.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m recording,” Ledo said. Her body was unnaturally still behind Barry, her eyes sharp like a snake’s. “We can watch it later. What are you picking up so far?”

			“She’s saying that she didn’t want this,” Farra said. “That it had to be this way, but she wished it hadn’t happened. Something I can’t fully…it’s too fast, and the dialect is weird, very old-fashioned speech. But something about making it right.”

			And then Saadia Hamza reached for something in her suit’s front pocket. Something small and glinting.

			Ledo screamed.

			The man raised his hands in a meek gesture of self defense. Saadia’s arm flashed, an unnaturally quick movement that could only be done by a Vitruvian. The man’s body jerked back, his mouth widening in shock. With his eyes still fixed on the ceiling, his shaking hand traveled up to the spot on his chest where Saadia’s blade was fixed between his ribs. His fingers tried to curl around the handle, before his hand fell to his side.

			Farra clapped her hands over her mouth.

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said in a low moan. Azad frowned, momentarily confused what Farra was sorry for, before he took in Dr. Hamza’s moving lips, forming the same shapes over and over again.

			I’m sorry, she was saying to the man she just stabbed. I’m sorry.

			The man lunged forward again, hand outstretched to her chest. He caught the chain around her neck and as she rose to her feet, it fell in silence to the ground. Dr. Hamza didn’t even seem to notice, her face twisted in horror and sadness, as she kept repeating those words. The man leaned back again, relaxing in that resigned way that indicated death was near. Dr. Hamza doubled over, a silent retching motion that made Azad’s own stomach twist and burn, a shared horror centuries apart. But after many agonizing minutes, after her companion appeared dead, she dragged him to a far corner of the cave and covered him with loose rocks. A quick, undignified burial, with no Archiving or recitation of the Dusharan funeral rites. Nawalle, the most religious of the crew, would have been horrified.

			And then, Dr. Hamza grabbed her equipment and fled back to the cave’s entrance, her strides long. Barry went dark as soon as she disappeared from the cavern.

			Azad, Ledo and Farra stood in stunned silence as Barry wound down, giving a shudder before returning to stillness. The lens stopped swirling but retained that unsettling darkness in its simmering center.

			“Did you record it all, Ledo?” Azad finally whispered.

			“I did.” Ledo rose from her crouching position at Barry’s side, flexing her hands. “Zelle will have a field day with this. And that weirdo captain who’s trying to convince everyone that Saadia Hamza is the heroic mother of Nabatean society? I wish I could see his face when we first blast this across the system.” She let out a harsh laugh.

			“Farra?” Azad asked.

			The Vitruvian pirate stood motionless, her eyes dull and fixated on the spot where, over a thousand years ago, Saadia Hamza plunged a knife into a man’s chest, hid his body, and ran away.

			“The body!” Ledo cried out. “I wonder if we can still find it.” She ran to the far corner of the cavern, where Saadia had dragged it behind the stalagmites.

			“Nothing,” she pronounced, but fell to her knees and began to dig at the ground with her gloved hands. As Azad approached her, she let out a sharp, triumphant cry.

			“Bones!” she yelled. “Look, that’s a hand. He’s still here. Unmoved after all this time. Like she would have wanted, I’m sure. And I guess we should do the same and respect the dead. Let’s get back to the ship and plan our next move.”

			Azad couldn’t have agreed more with Ledo’s suggestion. In the aftermath of the violence this cave had witnessed, its walls felt narrower, the silence suffocating. He needed to get out of this place and back on the ship. Fastening his helmet back on, he returned to the still-stunned Farra and nudged her shoulder.

			“Time to go,” he said.

			Farra jolted, as though breaking from a deep Dusharan meditation. But her movements were slow and listless as she rose and reattached her helmet.

			“What’s she so upset about?” Ledo asked Azad as they made their way up the steep path to the Styx’s surface. She cast a contemptuous glance at Farra over her shoulder. “You’ve got your proof. That necklace you found is a bona fide Dr. Saadia Hamza artifact. You’ll make a fortune.”

			Farra rounded on her. “Did you not see how we know the necklace is hers? The way that man ripped it off her while he was…dying? How am I supposed to hawk this necklace without showing that evidence? No one’ll touch it – not before handing me to the authorities and getting me a lifetime ticket to Saydar Prison.”

			“Maybe they’ll Blank you instead,” Ledo chimed in cheerily.

			Farra’s eyes narrowed into angry slits. “They don’t Blank Vitruvians,” she said. “Even ones like me.”

			Her motives were selfish, steeped in greed and opportunism, but the way her tall, lean shoulders slumped, her eyes stripped of their usual humor, made Azad pity her, just a little. There was clearly more to her sulkiness than a lost business opportunity. What they had seen in that cave had, once again, shattered a foundational truth they all carried about their world. Even Azad felt it. He knew what Barrett Juul was, but the Dr. Hamza he’d seen on Mars was a regal scientist, even radiating moments of kindness in her interactions with Kezza Sayer. Before her son butchered the aerialist, of course.

			“Maybe all isn’t lost for you, Farra,” Azad said, doing his best to inject optimism into his voice. “What we saw in there was…shocking. But we’ll take this evidence back to Zelle, and she or some Vitruvian benefactor on Balcazar might have an interest in getting the necklace. There might be a reward in it for you.”

			Ledo made a sharp, exasperated gasping sound that rang in Azad’s ears through their intercom system. He turned to his twin to find her shooting him a warning look. He blinked, confused, before he understood. He had said that ‘we’ could share what they’d seen, but maybe there shouldn’t be an ongoing ‘we’ that included Farra. She’d sneaked off Balcazar, stolen their ship and most prized piece of technology, and had only prevented them from dying in space out of tactical necessity. They had done what she wanted, they had their ship back, and now was the optimal time to let the Qursan fend for herself.

			Through a silent exchange, this shared understanding passed between them. What was Azad thinking, making Farra offers after Zelle explicitly stated that she had no interest in pursuing this line of history? Their next best course of action was to lose her, quickly. Farra continued to walk ahead, oblivious.

			They’d reached the cave’s entrance and returned to the Styx’s barren surface. The Magreb was a short walk away through the valley. Only…

			“It’s gone,” Ledo said. “The Magreb. Where is it?”

			Azad stared at the spot on a low hill where their ship ought to be, emitting a faint glow like a moon through a cloudy sky. But it wasn’t there – only the monotonous terrain of black soil and twisted rocks. He blinked several times as though he could will his eyes to stop lying to him. A storm of panic surged through his body, his heart racing and his mind spinning.

			They were trapped on a small Vitruvian outpost, with no backup oxygen or supplies, and no way out. Just him, Ledo, a Qursan and a rickety machine that could show them eons of the past but no way forward.

			“No!” he shouted. “It’s impossible. How?”

			“Someone stole our ship,” Ledo said. Ice clung to every word she spoke in a cold monotone.

			And then Azad saw them. A line of figures, their suits gray to match the landscape, emerged from a cliff line above them, weapons pointed down.

			Radio static crackled in Azad’s ears as their attackers linked into their comms system.

			“Farra, you just don’t know when to give up and die, do you?” a male voice said. One of the figures on the cliff top stepped forward, likely the speaker. “We motion-tripped the cave. Didn’t think you’d be the one we’d find here.”

			“That’s because you lack imagination, Jerash,” Farra said.

			“That’s Captain Jerash now,” the man shot back.

			“That’s funny,” Farra said. “Because I’m still here and we never reached the stage where you could properly challenge me for the title. Stuffing me in a pod after drugging me isn’t part of our code for determining leadership. Was it the tea you spiked? You know I need my evening tea, you boot-licking hadir bastard.”

			A nervous energy rippled through the line of armed Qursan, visible even through their concealed faces and spacesuits. This Vitruvian, Jerash, had clearly given them a different version of events on the mutiny against Farra.

			“You talk too much and say nothing,” Jerash replied coldly. “Shoot her and her new friends.”

			“Wait!” she cried. “The necklace! I know its origins. That’s why I’m here. It’s Saadia Hamza’s – and I can prove it.”

			The man raised his arm, and the crew lowered their weapons.

			Azad let out the breath he’d been holding for the last minute, small red stars peppering his vision. Still dizzy with adrenaline, he stole a glance at Ledo, whose face looked small and pale behind her helmet. The sight of his sister frightened snapped him out of shock and sent a surge of anger through his limbs. He’d had enough of Vitruvians treating them like toys or nuisances to be swatted away. And to steal the Magreb under their noses…they wouldn’t leave this planet without their ship, and these thugs being taught a lesson.

			But how? They were outnumbered and had nowhere to go.

			“Let’s talk on the ship,” Jerash said.

			“Let’s talk in the Outpost,” Farra countered. “Neutral territory. Get a drink in the tavern. You can keep the necklace on the ship. We might be able to come to an arrangement and go our separate ways.”

			Azad’s rage at having multiple weapons pointed at him by a band of Vitruvian pirates, while not gone entirely, was being replaced by another emotion – bafflement. A tavern? He and Ledo were fugitives. And what kind of tavern would there be on the Styx?

			Jerash laughed. “Why should we do that when we can just grab the three of you, throw you in the brig, and squeeze this evidence out of you through means most violent?”

			Azad clenched his fists.

			“Because,” Farra said, “if you take another step closer to us, we’ll activate our weapon” – she gestured to Barry – “and vaporize you through means most ingenious.”

			Several of the Qursan crew took a step back, while others faltered, lowering their weapons. Farra’s delivery of the lie was convincing, but Barry’s ominous center, with the dark void in its lens, also sold the threat. Azad surveyed Farra with a new surge of respect. Right now, she was the enemy of their enemy, and that was enough for him to be silent and let her try to get them out of this.

			“Fair enough,” Jerash said. “You’re buying drinks, though. You owe me that, after everything. Let’s move!”

			Trust me, Farra mouthed to Azad, and then to Ledo on her other side, before walking up to the hill where the Magreb had been. With a final, baffled glance at each other, Azad and Ledo followed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Saadia

			Planet of Nabatea

			Year of Settlement Zero, Eve of the First Year on Nabatea

			Saadia’s footsteps echoed across the narrow halls of Calypso One, hopefully for the last time. The ship had once housed most of the population from two Martian cities. Now it was occupied only by the most stubborn and fearful, those struggling to imagine an existence in open atmosphere after a lifetime on Mars.

			They were the minority, though. The speed of construction on Nabatea City had skyrocketed since Axel’s first daring stunt along the cliff faces. Thanks to his efforts and those of the others who had been injected, not to mention the battalion of robots and ordinary citizens who worked through storms and heat, there were now enough dwellings for every family. The community also had a small clinic, a bartering square, several grocery stations where crops and other foods brought from Mars were sold. All buildings were now powered by solar panels and had basic plumbing. Cooling was still a challenge – they needed to expand the water rivulets that ran through every neighborhood, and would need a long-term strategy for waste management that Amit was hard at work on. But overall, it was a functioning community. There was food, water, shelter, basic utilities. And, most importantly, a shared sense of purpose. A community coming together to build something new, from the ground up.

			And they had, faster than she’d thought possible, and not just because a small cohort of them now possessed unnatural strength and speed. Barrett had been right – everyone had come together for a common purpose, doing labor that they would directly benefit from. The Martians were no longer toiling to increase the wealth of Calypso Corporation and Palmcorps shareholders, to do little more than survive while its Corpsboards got richer. They worked now for their own well-being, and it made a world of difference.

			A galaxy of difference.

			“She’s here.”

			The voice came from a shared sleeping quarters room with an open door. Inside, the Calypso circus troupe stopped their packing to stare at their visitor. Jen the fire dancer, the one who’d been injured in the Sulpherlands, was back on her feet. A topography of raised pink scars and blister scabs ran diagonally across her face, covering part of her upper lip and running through one eyebrow. Many winced or reacted with sympathetic smiles at the sight of Jen’s face, but Saadia thought the scars gave the young woman a fierce look, only enhancing the intensity of her bright blue eyes.

			That icy stare was now directed at Saadia. Sergei, another circus performer, crossed his arms and leaned sideways against the bunk beds, his mouth fixed in a puckered scowl. Waiting, to see what Barrett Juul had sent Saadia to say. Saadia stared back. She’d faced more powerful and dangerous people than a bunch of acrobats, and wouldn’t be shamed for Jen’s unfortunate accident.

			But LaValle stepped forward, greeting Saadia with a polite nod.

			“We’ll all be down for the ceremony,” he said. “We just had some final things to pack up before we select our homes. And some goodbyes to say.”

			“To the ship?” Saadia asked. “Most people couldn’t wait to get off it, once we got the city running.”

			“To specific places on the ship, yes,” LaValle said. “Memories. The way of life it represented. I think it deserves a proper sendoff. Can you understand that?”

			“I can,” Saadia said, and she meant it. Her childhood home had its share of problems and inconveniences. But on quiet nights in her sterile Copenhagen apartment with Otto, her stainless-steel fridge filled with lingonberry jam and Nordic cheeses, her living room perfectly lit to hygge standards, she longed for home. The chaotic traffic of its streets, the smells and sounds of busy kitchens, the loud laughter that erupted from cafes where old men played backgammon and argued politics. A world of circulated air and low ceilings was what these Martians had grown up with. As strange as it was to Saadia, she understood that it always hurt to lose the familiar, however good or bad it might be.

			“Walk with me, please,” she said to LaValle.

			The rest of the circus troupe let out a collective exhale, their bodies relaxing, as though she had granted them all a reprieve. LaValle nodded again and stepped out of the quarters, his head ducking through the doorway.

			Saadia and LaValle turned the corner into the canteen, a two-story complex that fed the ship’s forty thousand inhabitants. Martian cities were small by Earth standards, but that was still a good number of mouths to feed. Neon lights flickered on the upper walkways, where the hungry with some extra money could choose from a variety of options. Ramen, pierogis, pizza and pasta – all offered with flashy lettering and inflated prices. A luxury for those who had made the journey from Earth to Mars. For their voyage from Mars to Nabatea, through a wormhole and across the galaxy, everyone ate simpler fare. Blocks of processed nutrients, filling but tasteless. Now, on Nabatea, they would grow wheat and corn, fruits and vegetables, as well as a variety of spices. They would have it all.

			“Cafeteria’s been picked clean,” LaValle noted. “Not just the food. Pots, pans, utensils. I’ll admit, I was tempted. I can’t wait to have my own kitchen and do my own cooking. Did Kezza ever tell you about our diet on Mars? How the circus regulated every calorie we consumed?”

			“She didn’t mention it,” Saadia said, avoiding LaValle’s eye. “We really didn’t speak that much to each other. Not as much as I would have liked.” Acid swished and rose from her stomach, leaving a harsh burn in her throat. It wasn’t an accident, LaValle bringing up Kezza Sayer again. It was a disarming tactic, designed to knock Saadia off her feet before she could deliver her message.

			And it worked. Saadia cleared her throat and swallowed, trying to chase away the burning sensation, but she couldn’t expel the image that flashed in her mind’s eye. The aerialist Kezza, standing at Juul’s side after the fall of Calypso. The way her face beamed in that moment, a woman triumphant and unaware of what was to come.

			“You’re ready to perform for the ceremony?” Saadia asked LaValle. “All of you?”

			LaValle nodded. “We won’t have all of our usual setup down there on an open field, but we’ve got a plan and will do our best,” he said. “We’ll have the fire show, contortion act, some tumbling and balance work. Just no heights.”

			“That sounds lovely,” she said.

			“Well, the heights are why people come to the circus,” LaValle replied with a wry, sidelong glance. “They get that rush every time we fly through the air and clap when we connect with our trapeze, or whatever else we’re reaching for. But there’s that dark little part of them that hopes even more that we fall.”

			They slowed around the corner. Ahead was that quiet spot where she’d been found. Kezza, cut and maimed. LaValle’s jaw tensed, a vein visible on his smooth forehead, but he said nothing. Taking his cue, Saadia kept walking to the disembarking platform, more emotionally neutral ground.

			“I’ll get right to it,” Saadia said, turning to face LaValle. “Barrett believes that artistic expression will be critical to building a strong, vibrant community on Nabatea. He hopes it will feed into a new culture we form organically over time. A culture that reflects us all. But he also has some concerns about the content of your performance and—”

			“There will be no mention of Kezza Sayer,” LaValle interjected. “Nothing obvious, anyway – we’ll have her lyra hanging from a beam off to the side, just to remind us of her. But no speeches, no scattering her ashes into winds. I don’t have any more ashes to scatter.”

			They stood on the upper mezzanine of the disembarkation zone. Metal-grated floors formed a circular walkway over the main level, where the ship’s inhabitants would enter and exit Calypso One from the gigantic airlocked doors on the room’s far end. Now, those doors led into space. The only way out was through the shuttle that descended like a disembodied elevator to the planet, and back up.

			“Are we good?” LaValle asked, his voice rising a hair. “Done? You can take that back to Mr. Juul.”

			Saadia sat on the edge of the walkway, letting her legs dangle in the air. A faint twinge of vertigo followed; she never loved heights. As a girl, she’d had an epic meltdown on a gondola lift at a ski resort outside of Beirut, and the urge to panic in high places lingered. But she needed to reclaim some power in their interaction. Remind this man who she was, and also remind him of his own place in this burgeoning world. A less ruthless part of her also just enjoyed his company. She gestured for LaValle to join her.

			With a faint sigh, he sat beside her.

			“I’m a little surprised you have no desire to make a political statement out of this event,” she said. “The one-year anniversary of our settlement. It’s a big moment. I thought you’d be the type to say that all art is political, or should be.”

			“And why’s that?” He rounded on her, quick as a cat. “Because I’m poor? Or because I’m black? Some idea you’ve gotten about Martians from your couple of months there? Well, my existence is political, and I’ve been aware of that all my life. How can my art not be?”

			So he did have a temper, with the right triggers. Even when LaValle had hijacked Barrett’s public address to scatter Kezza to the wind, he exuded a controlled, righteous anger that Saadia respected. A man who could channel his rage at the world into action. But she’d unintentionally succeeded in poking him.

			She could back down, apologize and admit fault. Listen, learn. But she pressed on.

			“Because of what you did during the groundbreaking ceremony,” she said. “Past behavior is the best indicator of future action, LaValle. You had an audience and you pulled a stunt. A stunt I understood, and even empathized with, but it ruffled Barrett’s feathers. All I’m trying to understand is what we can expect this time. To avoid any surprises.”

			The sound of heavy footsteps behind Saadia raised the hairs on the back of her neck. The rest of the circus troupe stood at the mezzanine’s entrance, arms full of equipment and personal bags. Sergei cast Saadia a mocking grin, his gold teeth shining. Jen surveyed her with cool appraisal.

			“I’ll be down in a minute,” LaValle said. “The doctor and I are finishing up.” He said the word doctor with particular bite.

			But when he leaned toward Saadia, his voice lowered and his face softened.

			“Look, I’ll be as direct as I can be with you,” he said. “I’m angry. I’m angry that Kezza died and I think there’s more to her death than the official story. I want real answers. But I don’t want to burn everything to the ground in the process. I want what’s being built down there – what we’re bleeding, sweating and getting burned to build – to succeed. And I get that a part of that is keeping people energized. Unified, right? Look, we did the same thing on Mars. You said I’m the type to see all art as political. Do you think I got to express myself politically in the Calypso circus? We did what we were told, every damn day. People need a show right now. They need fun and celebration. We’ll give it to them. But the next day, I’m going to keep asking my questions about Kezza. And I’m going to wait and see what Barrett Juul’s so-called perfect society starts to look like. If it’ll include a better life for people like me. And Jen. Everyone.”

			Saadia rubbed her arms, scratching an itch that flared over her skin. Unease prickled across her scalp.

			“I’m sorry for how I spoke to you,” she said. “I’ve had my own experiences being talked down to, told to tone it down. My ex-husband, Otto. He liked the idea of marrying an Arab woman, and an activist. But he introduced me like a trinket at his fancy parties, and lectured me afterward if I got too heated talking about my own life. If I said something he agreed with and supported, but in the wrong way.”

			LaValle nodded with a knowing smile.

			“If he made a bigger deal about how you said something than what you said, did he really support you?” he asked.

			“No,” Saadia admitted. “That’s part of why I left. And that was ugly. I saw a side to him that he’d kept well hidden before. It was frightening, especially with Barrett so young.”

			A deep well of memories bubbled to her mind’s surface. Shouts and broken glass. Crying on a balcony while the city sirens wailed below. A large hand wrapped around her throat, quickly retracted, but not before she’d felt the air cut from her windpipe. Horrible things.

			He got their apartment, and she moved to a smaller place near Nørrebro. But she got something better in the custody deal. Several of his friends. Connections in high places. A settlement from the university, since she was a vulnerable student, and he a professor, when the whole mess began. She vowed to take those tools and use them by every means she could. Barrett would climb to the top of the ladder on which she’d stepped the first rungs.

			LaValle studied her as though seeing her for the first time. Why had she opened up to him so quickly? She rarely talked about her divorce, even among her circle back home. Even to Barrett. She squeezed LaValle’s wrist and rose to her feet.

			“Just remember that tonight is bigger than you,” she said. “Bigger than all of us.”

			* * *

			Everything was perfect. The night air was cool, free from the harsh winds that made construction so difficult those many months. The sky was cloudless, a perfect canvas of stars and distant, swirling belts of blue light. Lanterns lined the way for the crowds. Volunteers directed everyone to natural seats on the cool rock. Amit had found the place next to the lake they were pumping for water and promised they would one day build an entire arena out of the rock. But for now, the sea of faces, illuminated by the gentle lantern light below, shone with the same awe and joy that Saadia felt with sudden, overwhelming force. She sat in the front row with the rest of Barrett’s core circle, craning her neck to survey the crowd behind them. Every face smiling, every pair of eyes alight with hope. Tears sprang to her eyes and warmth radiated from her chest to the tips of her fingers.

			The tears began to flow in earnest as Barrett walked to the center of the crowd to roaring applause. People stamped their feet, raised hands and fists, and many wept openly as he began his speech. Like his address after the liberation of Calypso, the words themselves flew into one of Saadia’s ears and out the other. She could never hold on to his rhetoric, so abstract and far removed from the world of numbers and physical laws she occupied herself with. But she drew energy from the crowd, from their nodding heads and glowing faces, and knew that he had reached them once again.

			The circus troupe stood to one side, hands clasped behind their backs in a polite, waiting posture. They occasionally broke from this pose to join in the loudest rounds of applause from the crowd. As LaValle promised, a lyra hung from a nearby dormant construction machine, dangling from the robot’s extended arm like a hangman on the gallows. But when they began their performance, it stayed in place, unacknowledged and untouched. The crowd gasped and cheered as the troupe flipped, somersaulted, twisted and spun within the open space, their lithe forms framed under moonlight. When they gave their final bows to thunderous stamping and applause, Saadia let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. LaValle walked back toward the lyra, his head down, but caught her eye. Saadia mouthed thank you.

			“That went better than I expected,” Evgenia muttered into Saadia’s ear. “No drama.”

			“I believed him,” Saadia said. She leaned closer to Evgenia. “He strikes me as someone who can sense the broader pulse of things, beyond his own agenda. Someone who can bide their time and wait for the right moment to strike.”

			Evgenia snorted. “Not unlike Barrett. He’s a master of that game. Maybe our twisty little circus friend thinks he’s some kind of opposition leader.”

			Evgenia’s cruel laughter was drowned by rising chatter from the crowd. At first, Saadia assumed it was the usual noise that accompanied the end of a large event, as everyone gathered themselves and readied for the walk back home. But fingers pointed to the sky, accompanied by gasps and low cries.

			Saadia’s eyes turned upward. Above them, Nabatea’s moon hung low, and a strange shape, black and perfectly spherical, traveled across its crescent. It moved at a steady, even pace, flying in a perfect line. She stilled, something inside of her coiling and drawing inward, as though to protect her from whatever they were collectively witnessing.

			Barrett had seen it as well. He narrowed his eyes and followed the object’s path, his face oddly unreadable. Axel stood at his side, arms folded and jaw tense. They spoke, neither breaking their gaze on the round object.

			It completed its path across the moon and disappeared. Either the dark night had hidden it from view or it had truly vanished. The tension in Saadia’s body uncoiled, but the people around her erupted into shock and panic. Cries cut into the air, exclamations of disbelief and shock. Some ran down the winding path back to the settlement, back into the shelter of their new homes.

			But Saadia didn’t need shelter. She shivered, her senses tingling with an old passion, one first kindled as a young girl on her family’s roof in Lebanon.

			She needed her telescope.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Azad

			The Styx

			Year of Settlement 1209

			They crossed the barren landscape of the upper Styx in silence. Azad trusted that Farra had a plan of some kind. Whether it was a good plan, and one that included his and Ledo’s safety, remained to be seen. The Qursan crew flanked them, keeping a careful distance from Barry but close enough to shoot them in a blink. Their shuttle, the Saracen, flew overhead, disappearing over the nearest hill.

			Panting as they ascended the hill, Azad finally muttered the most careful question he could manage into their comms channel.

			“Where’s the best place for us to be once we get to the tavern?” he asked Farra.

			“Stay with each other outside,” Farra said curtly. She climbed the steep terrain with apparent ease, but kept her eyes trained ahead. “We’ll need Barry eventually, but first Jerash and I need to talk out a few things. In private, in the way that only a noisy, crowded tavern can provide.”

			Azad understood. Away from the crew. And in a busy public place, any attempts to overhear or record their conversation would be lost in the general noise.

			The only issue was that they were on a barren planet. Nothing around them suggested any place where they could find a crowd.

			“Oh, now I see,” Ledo said. She pointed to the sky.

			A full-sized Vitruvian vessel hovered in the distance.

			And another. Several smaller ones, parked within geostationary orbit around the north side of the planet.

			They reached the top of the hill. In the valley beyond lay a block of white structures with round domes. Smoke rose from a larger structure at the far end, on which several shuttles landed. Suited figures walked outside from building to building in small groups. A narrow, pointed shape, like a pale finger, rose from the ground in the center of the settlement’s square. A true outpost – small enough to make Cerata look like a metropolis. Farra picked up pace on the way down, Azad and Ledo doing their best to keep up.

			“A supply store, a tavern, a memorial building and a fueling station,” Farra said. “Anything an explorer could need before leaving the solar system. Or coming back.” A note of sadness crept into her voice.

			Up closer, the narrow, fingerlike shape turned out to be a statue. A marble arrow, broken near the top but still pointing to the sky. At the base was a plaque with a more formal inscription.

			A memorial to the first Vitruvians to leave Nabatea and seek their destiny in the stars. Courage, friends, on your journey. Remember, wherever you go, you are home. Remember, wherever you are, you’re not alone.

			Azad traced a gloved hand over the carved text. The tribute moved him, even though it wasn’t meant for him. He was an orthodox Nabatean, destined to live on the home planet, work whatever jobs were assigned to him, and fuel the insatiable machine of Vitruvian power.

			And yet here he was. He and Ledo stood in the belly of the beast. With that realization dawning on him, he pulled at a toggle on his helmet’s side, near his ear, to fog his vizor from the outside. Ledo quickly followed his example. They were fugitives.

			“Good,” Farra said. “Go stay near the graves. Pretend you’re looking for a name or something. And try not to look too conspicuous.”

			A difficult task with Barry in tow, his mechanical legs curling inward as he sat, but Azad and Ledo obeyed. Farra, the Qursan crew all around her, strolled toward the tavern, marked by a rotating hologram of a wine jug. Azad winced, recalling the vicious headaches that a chilled apricot wine always gave him, although he wouldn’t say no to a pomegranate red blend right now.

			A large holo-screen in the center of town broadcast Voice of Nabatea, the primary news channel of the solar system. Run by the authorities, it featured everything from the news to cooking shows, but always with the party line. Its documentaries showcased an idyllic version of life for orthodox Nabateans, working in gardens, factories and clinics, while celebrating the discoveries of Vitruvian vessels. At present, it appeared to be running a documentary on Nabatea’s ingenious waterway system, which kept the city cool even on the most extreme summer days.

			The Qursan who’d kept their distance from them on the walk also dispersed. A few walked into the tavern behind Farra, a larger group headed to the supply store, and a contingent of two lingered near Azad and Ledo.

			Azad gritted his teeth. They were under guard. Under guard, surrounded by hostile Vitruvians and with no vehicle to escape. The tension from Azad’s jaw stretched to the back of his skull, a headache building around his temples. Farra’s plan, whatever it was, had better work.

			In the shadow of the memorial statue, a small white structure rose from the dirt. The authorities must have kept it clean, or the planet’s winds worked wonders, because it appeared spotless amid the otherwise gritty Outpost. Azad ran his fingers along the shiny walls, over thousands of names carved in neat rows. Rolled-up pieces of paper had been jammed into cracks in the wall – messages, perhaps, for fallen comrades. And small triangular flags had been stuck into the ground around the structure, the flags of various Vitruvian vessels.

			“For the ones they couldn’t bury properly,” Ledo said, so softly that Azad could barely hear her through the comms. “These people were all lost in space.”

			Azad swallowed. From his earliest days in Township as a child, he learned the importance of respecting the dead. If the dead’s memories couldn’t be saved through Archiving, at least their bodies could be treated with dignity, preserved and honored with the Dusharan funeral rites. But for these explorers, Unarchived and unburied, they could be honored only with their name written on a slab.

			Ledo patted Azad on the shoulder and held his hand. Azad stilled, confused and touched by the gesture, until he noticed her finger tapping his palm in an offbeat rhythm. Code.

			He stole a glance sideways at his sister, but Ledo kept her head down, the picture of a solemn, mourning visitor to the Vitruvian shrine.

			He paid attention now to the tapping, struggling to remember the code they’d all learned together on Balcazar. But after another round, he understood the message.

			Look at screen. Don’t react.

			He tapped an affirmation back. She let go of his hand and moved to the other corner of the structure.

			Azad looked up at the giant screen. The documentary had been replaced with a breaking news report. Illegal Community Raided, Agitators Arrested, screamed a headline in red text. Two newscasters, a stony-faced orthodox woman and a Vitruvian man with a dyed henna beard, spoke to each other while a smaller reel in the corner showed authorities dragging people with bound hands onto a ship. There was no sound, but as the thumbnail footage expanded and filled the screen, Azad had all the information he needed.

			Those were the tunnels of Balcazar. The faces of the arrested ‘agitators’ belonged to people he recognized from the asteroid’s community, Vitruvian and orthodox alike.

			The authorities had found and raided Balcazar.

			The ground spun. Zelle, Nawalle, Feisal. All of them could already be in Vitruvian custody, under interrogation. Zelle, especially. An orthodox woman who dared to command a ship and expose their lies would be made an example of.

			Azad drew a steadying breath. Across the memorial structure, Ledo pointed from Azad to the tavern building, her head bobbing in a curt nod.

			He understood. Azad spun around and walked with long, fast strides toward the tavern.

			“No.” One of the Qursan spoke to him through his comms feed, extending an arm to block his way. “You stay here until they’re done.”

			Azad sensed, rather than saw, Ledo approaching them, Barry at her side.

			Panic clawed at the edges of his mind. He needed to be quick.

			“You see that?” he said, pointing at the screen. “They’re doing raids. This outpost could be next. We all need to be ready to move.”

			“Those are freaks and outcasts,” the nearest guard said, but he faltered, taking a step back, and Azad seized on his hesitation. Qursan were outcasts too. He pushed forward, marching to the tavern.

			“Stop!” the second guard shouted.

			“Shoot me,” Azad said, not looking back.

			His body vibrated with adrenaline, blood pounded in his ears, but he kept moving. He ascended the rickety metal steps to the tavern and twisted the handle to the airlocked door, but no shot rang out. A tight, triumphant smile curled his lips. When challenged, they had blinked. So would the authorities one day.

			He passed the second airlock door, immediately assaulted with bar-room chatter and a jukebox blaring an old-fashioned song with a double oud solo. A screen above the bar broadcast the same breaking news as outside, this time with sound.

			“Leaders of the community have been arrested and charged with violating the Juulian Code of Core Conduct, which if guilty, carries the minimum sentence of fifty years in Saydar Prison. Authorities have launched a system-wide search for agitators who escaped the raid.”

			Azad barreled through the crowded bar with his full spacesuit on, earning bemused stares from Vitruvian patrons who sipped their drinks from thin flutes, snake figurines coiled around the stems. After stumbling sideways and nearly colliding with the dartboard, Azad unlatched his helmet vizor. Warm, recycled air blasted against his exposed face and he pulled his scarf over his mouth to conceal his identity as best he could. Most of the patrons paid him little mind, too focused on their drinks and downtime, as he weaved through the tables in search of Farra.

			On the live news feed, Captain Majred – the Vitruvian hell-bent on purging opposition to the authority’s order – was speaking to a reporter.

			“We know there’s more of them out there,” he said. “People who want nothing but chaos and a complete collapse of our social order. They weren’t content with those vicious smears of our Founder. Violence is next, if we don’t stop them.”

			They found each other at the exact same moment. She sat at a small corner booth opposite a man with short, curly black hair and heavily kohled eyelids, dressed in a way that even Feisal would find bold. Captain Jerash’s eyes narrowed at the sight of Azad charging them.

			“Time to go,” Azad said. He grabbed Farra by the wrist, pulling her to her feet. Her mouth formed a surprised O and she yanked her arm back.

			“What are you doing?” she said in a low rasp. “Have you lost your mind?”

			Azad jerked his head in the direction of the nearest screen.

			“They’ve raided Balcazar and taken everyone captive,” he said. “They’ll be here next. We need to leave. Now.”

			Jerash snorted but Farra’s eyes flew from Azad to the TV screen and back again. He could see the wheels turning behind her eyes, the connections forming. Cameras. Interrogations. Ship logs. Tracers. Her smirking face was no doubt somewhere in Balcazar’s camera archives, which some Vitruvian desk clerk was rigorously going through. They would look for the Magreb and in the process, find her.

			“Shit,” she said. “You’re right.”

			Jerash lunged to his feet. His red sequined jacket flapped open, revealing the flash of a clean blade in his holster. A Vitruvian dagger.

			“You know, I don’t think I actually need this so-called proof of Saadia Hamza’s necklace,” he said. “I can probably make more money by turning you lot in. You’re not Vitruvian,” he added with a cold nod at Azad. “Don’t even think of trying anything, or my blade’ll open your neck before you finish blinking.”

			Azad glared back at Jerash, stepping close enough to smell the stale beer on his breath.

			“You see that man on the screen?” he asked Jerash. “He boarded my ship. He’s a fanatic who’ll cut down anyone who stands in his way. You think you’ll be rewarded for turning us in? You’re a Qursan. You break authority law every sol before breakfast. They’ll take our evidence, lock us all up or Blank us, and you’ll never earn anything from that necklace. Don’t be stupid.”

			“He’s right, Jerash,” Farra said, but before she could continue, a siren’s wail cut through the bar noise. The chatter ceased and chairs screeched against unpolished wood as patrons rose to their feet in confusion. Someone kicked the jukebox, silencing it at last.

			A robotic voice blared over the speakers.

			“Your ships have been locked for a random, customary inspection, in accordance with the Vitruvian Exploratory Code 113-58,” it announced. “Please return to your vessels and prepare to be boarded by the authorities.”

			The bar erupted into chaos. A hundred chairs scraped and full glasses tumbled as Vitruvian crews rushed to their feet, shouting orders at each other. Hands fumbled to zip up suits and refasten helmets, although some Vitruvians charged straight outside with their faces exposed to the Styx’s open atmosphere – an experience that would be uncomfortable, but not remotely lethal. Azad gaped at the frantic scene. Even if they weren’t Qursan, the majority of the bar’s patrons clearly had something to hide from the authorities – smuggled goods in their ships, perhaps, or crewmembers who hadn’t paid the right taxes for their expeditions. The authorities, Captain Saje had once explained to Azad, always expected a cut out of every expedition, which most Vitruvians wanted to minimize.

			Jerash joined the fray, barking orders into his earpiece. His voice rose in panic.

			A hand gripped Azad’s wrist. Farra.

			“Let’s go,” she said.

			Azad’s exit from the bar was even more disorienting than his entrance. He stumbled and collided against a rushing mass of bodies more powerful than his, shouts ringing in his ears, as they pressed together toward the airlocked door. His helmet was secured – somehow, he’d gotten it refastened without remembering the motions. Farra was several people behind him and then she was there, locking her elbow around his. Then, the outer airlock door flew open and everyone spilled outside in a tangle of elbows and heavy boots.

			Against the backdrop of open space, people in suits ran and glided across the open terrain. Gravity was lighter here, just enough to give a jump some extra distance, and the charge of Vitruvians highlighted their surroundings. Crews rushed for their landing shuttles, to the loading station where some had parked their smaller ships.

			And in the heart of the memorial, Ledo fought the two Qursan guards.

			Azad’s heart seized with horror as the taller one swung a fist at Ledo, which she barely dodged by arching herself backward. Her vizor glinted under the Outpost’s strobe lights but revealed nothing of her face. Was she terrified? Or having the time of her life?

			The wild laugh that crackled in Azad’s ear demonstrated the latter.

			“Come on, brother, cover me!” she shouted. The other Qursan near her jumped straight up, swinging a leg around to land a decisive kick on Ledo. She crouched again, quick but not quick enough – the pirate’s foot collided with her shoulder and she fell to the ground, bouncing against the hard surface.

			“Ledo!” Azad cried. He ran toward her, but another threat flashed in the corner of his eye. A trio of Qursan, wearing the same gray uniforms, had descended on Barry. They pushed the machine in the direction of the hills. Barry’s arms shot out and began swinging at his would-be attackers.

			“I’m fine,” Ledo yelled, as the two Vitruvians pinned her to the ground. “I can take them, but don’t let them get Barry.”

			Red streaks seared Azad’s vision. He broke away from Farra and charged toward Ledo, raising his arms for a fight he couldn’t win.

			But Jerash was also screaming something. It was clear enough from the way he raced toward them, arms waving and a finger pointing at the hills they had come from. An order to retreat. To hide away from the Saracen, since the Qursan couldn’t afford to deal directly with the authorities. Ledo’s two attackers abandoned her, running away.

			But smaller shuttles had landed in the heart of the chaos and figures in red spilled from their side doors. Authorities. They wielded heavy stunner guns, their commanders armed with long Vitruvian daggers. The nearest group tackled several Qursan crewmembers to the ground while two more ran to the memorial, streaks of scarlet against the black earth, to confront the trio of Qursan trying to steal Barry.

			Azad faltered. Jerash had turned tail and fled toward the hills, apparently unconcerned with whether his people succeeded in escaping with Barry. Ledo scrambled to her feet and raced to rescue Barry, who was now under attack from all sides. Authorities, Qursan and now Ledo, small and fast, racing to converge at a single point around the machine.

			Azad lurched forward, ready to join his sister, but a force yanked him back. His head snapped with a violent jerk and he spun in place. Farra pressed her face close to his, close enough to reveal her stern scowl through the vizor.

			“They’re going to arrest us all,” Farra said. “We have to hide out in the hills like Jerash until they leave. Forget the machine.”

			“I can’t leave Ledo,” he said. He vibrated with fury and urgency, his hands itching with sweat under his thick gloves. Maybe they could scurry away with Barry while the authorities arrested the Qursan. Maybe if they were fast and lucky, they could escape through the chaos.

			But he couldn’t abandon Ledo. Whatever happened, however poor their odds, running away would be impossible.

			Farra bared her teeth and let out a cry of frustration.

			“Then enjoy Saydar Prison with your friends!” she snapped.

			Azad wrenched his arm away, breaking from her grip. The Qursan formed a line together as the authorities fired their stunners. One of the pirates pulled out a Vitruvian dagger, wielding the long blade in front of his chest and repelling a stunner shot with an artful flourish. The second shot knocked him backward.

			Barry sped on rickety legs toward Ledo. She reached him and slid behind the machine, pushing him along. Azad, panting, joined her on the other side. Behind them, a silent battle between the gray-suited Qursan and the red-robed authorities raged.

			“Stop!” a voice boomed in Azad’s ear. He turned around. One of the authority officers pointed his long dagger directly at his sternum. “Step away from the machine. You’re under arrest.”

			Azad’s skin tightened, goosebumps spreading across his arms. He knew that voice.

			“Captain Majred,” he said.

			The man stepped back, knocked off guard by the comment. Good. Maybe Azad could buy some time. But for what? What miracle could get them out of this mess?

			“You know me,” Majred said. He delivered it as something between a question and a statement of fact.

			Azad leaned against Barry, fighting back a wave of dizziness as his heart raced. “You’ve never seen me, but I’ve seen you,” Azad said, voice thick with anger. “You raided our ship. We hid. You were looking for Vitruvian pirates. Looks like you found them.”

			Majred’s arm, the one holding the dagger, relaxed a fraction. “I remember that ship,” he said. “I knew something wasn’t right. You’re not Vitruvian. I can see that even through your suit. You’re traitors. Deviants.”

			“And proud of it,” Ledo snapped back. “At least we don’t lick the boots of a mass murderer who died a thousand years ago. A tyrant who lied to people.”

			“Shut up!” Majred shouted.

			“And his mom was no better,” Ledo continued, her breath shallow through the comms system. “Your precious hero, Saadia Hamza. She was a murderer too. And everyone in the system is going to know it.”

			Majred raised his dagger higher and charged.

			Azad shrank back, a primal reflex against something so powerful, so fast and intent on murder. His back pressed into Barry’s sharp edges, but he barely noticed as his body went into a state of shock. He couldn’t run fast enough. He couldn’t fight. He could only die.

			Something flashed in front of him, a blur of white. For a split second, it blocked the charging Vitruvian captain from view, before taking form. Farra. She collided with Majred, knocking him to the ground and wrestling with him for control of the dagger.

			Azad’s heart leapt, only to immediately sink again. The other authorities had finished subduing the Qursan and four of them now advanced on Farra, Majred, Azad and Ledo. Ledo leapt in front of Azad, crouching with fists raised.

			Barry roared to life.

			Only roaring failed to describe what Barry did. His fans whirred, whipping air against the surrounding ground with a fierceness Azad had never seen. He kicked glittering black and gray dust into the air around them. It spread like a fog, blinding everything within its radius. And everyone.

			“What’s happening?” Majred said through the din. “Team, cover me!” But his last words died with a sudden shriek.

			Through the rush of wind and sand, Barry’s lens spun with dizzying speed. It swirled in a thousand shades of black, its outer ring pulsing with an eye-searing bright white light. The light expanded, spreading into the dark circle. Barry rattled and shook under the force of whatever was powering him – dark energy, his own centrifugal force, or whatever had brought the quantum projector to life. A buildup of power, a concentration of energy tightly coiling in a finite space but awaiting release.

			And then it erupted. A visible pulse of energy burst from Barry’s center, spreading out in every direction. It bent light and air, passing through people and knocking them off their feet. The strobe lights overhead died upon contact. The lights on the authority shuttles went out. The Qursan and the authorities all lay on the ground, clutching their helmeted heads and writhing.

			Azad flew backward as well. He lay splayed on his back, face pointed to the stars. He’d fallen so fast, it felt like the universe had snapped its fingers and reoriented him as horizontal. He couldn’t hear anything. His world was foggy and faint, except for the now dim light spinning in Barry’s lens.

			Then a face hovered over him, visible through a glass vizor. It smiled at him, the mustache curling with its lips. Feisal’s eyes twinkled. He extended a hand.

			“Found you idiots,” he said. “Time to go, before they come to their senses.”
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			Most people were happy after that first year. We picked vegetables from our little community farms and swapped shirts and cooking utensils at the Bartering Center. We swam in the lake after work. We were sheltered, fed, connected to our neighbors.

			But many of us also felt like we were sleepwalking each day, as though the sun was frying our brains. We didn’t know what to think of the fact that everyone close to Barrett Juul, all his friends and employees, were the ones who had ‘evolved’ on the new planet. Stronger, faster, tougher. For the people who started to see Juul as some kind of messiah, it made sense. But the rest of us also couldn’t help but notice that when people started asking questions, we got another distraction – the object in the sky.

			From The Journals of LaValle, a Citizen of Nabatea

			Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.

			James Baldwin

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Saadia

			Planet of Nabatea

			Year of Settlement One

			The sirens broke through Saadia’s first deep sleep in weeks, puncturing her dreams. She groaned and slid out of bed. Her bare feet were silent as she crossed the cool, smooth floor of her one-bedroom dwelling. In the galley kitchen, a half-drunk pot of tea sat on the counter next to the sink, which was full with dirty clay pots and bowls. She rubbed her neck, forcing her bleary eyes open. Assuming the sirens didn’t spell her imminent death, she’d tidy the kitchen tomorrow.

			She threw a shawl over her shoulders and stepped into the night. Small lanterns illuminated the hilly rows of homes they’d named the Khazneh district, after the iconic Treasury structure in Petra. It sat in the shade of the carved cliff dwellings populated by mining families, so the name seemed fitting. From every home on her block, her neighbors emerged from their front doors and huddled together in the street, wearing shawls and coats over their pajamas, arms folded against the evening chill.

			A baby, the third born on Nabatea, wailed. Another child bounced excitedly on her heels, pointing at the sky. A contrast that also played out on the adult faces down the street. Some shuffled with tense shoulders and tight faces toward the makeshift shelters at the base of the cliffsides. Others turned their gazes to the sky, their moonlit faces alight with awe.

			But instead of joining the spectators, Saadia ran to the patch of dirt that constituted her backyard. Her personal telescope waited for her. Pressing her eye against the scope, she held her breath. The moon’s crescent was partially hidden by clouds, but as they parted, the familiar sight of the small black sphere emerged, which some had begun to call the Monolith, after the classic movie about alien contact. It crossed the moon at its usual steady, clipped pace.

			Cries broke out, along with sporadic cheers and the occasional prayer. Farther down the hill, a chant broke out that Saadia couldn’t quite decipher, but the anger was evident in the rising voices. She rejoined the spectators on the street. In the distance, across the city, a cluster of lights moved down a quiet street in unison. The protestors, out again.

			The sirens continued their plaintive wail. This was the real reason they’d started – officially, the sirens rang for extreme weather or a sighting of the mysterious object that orbited the moon. A warning for those who were frightened by either event and sought the shelters of the cliffs. But the sightings also triggered a new danger on Nabatea – public discontent.

			A light flashed on Saadia’s arm and she raised her wrist to her face. Underneath her skin, the monitor of her personal JuulPal lit up and displayed a new message.

			Emergency meeting at Evgenia’s. ASAP. Avoid crowds.

			Saadia sighed and returned home to get her slippers. By the time she left out her front door again, the crowd of protestors in the distance had grown, in size and volume. Their chants rose above the humid air, decipherable from a decent distance.

			“Down, down with exploitation. Up, up with liberation.”

			“People’s rights, not alien fights. No slave labor so Juul can be savior.”

			“Barrett, Barrett, can’t you hear? Martians will not bow to fear.”

			They lacked the poetry and power of the Arabic chants she grew up with, as the uprisings against corruption and sectarianism spread across Lebanon in her childhood. But they were effective, and the message was clear. Barrett’s directive that Nabatea City’s residents all work in twenty-four-hour shifts to support the building of the short-range ship, and weapon, to neutralize the Monolith, would not be universally obeyed.

			Saadia reached the cliff face in short order. Most people had already evacuated the shelter areas but a few families lingered at the entrance, casting fearful glances at the low-hanging moon. Everyone possessed some level of fear about the Monolith that made its monthly appearance like clockwork, but opinions varied on what to do about it. Ignore it? Attempt contact? Try to capture it and study it for research? Or, as Barrett and the council were leaning, shoot at it and then study it once its fiery remains crashed onto the moon’s surface?

			Saadia paused at the base of the cliff, letting her forehead rest on the cool, jagged rock that led up to Evgenia’s isolated home. Most of the homes were along a switchback path that had been carved up the cliff, enabling anybody to walk up past rows of houses to the very top, where produce and spices were grown. Evgenia’s cave, on the other hand, could only be reached by climbing – a deliberate strategy on her part, to limit access to only the very determined, or those who’d been enhanced by the virus.

			Saadia, as part of that elite circle, heaved herself upward and began to climb.

			Despite the late hour and the drowsiness that lingered in her body, she made quick work of the ascent. Her fingers knew which protruding rocks to grip, her toes pressing into the right crevices and cracks. Her muscles came to life and her legs propelled her upward with an ease that should have been impossible for a person her age.

			But the virus had changed the rules of what was possible. The virus that thrived within a dark Martian cave, entombed in a glowing blue substance. An alien substance they still didn’t understand.

			The black sphere, sharp and bold against the moon’s glow, passed across her mind’s eye. Is it you? The thought raced in her mind as she pulled herself up the flat entrance to Evgenia’s home. Did we follow you from Mars? Or is the universe just more crowded with intelligent life than we realized?

			Inside Evgenia’s living room, most of the group had already arrived, seated around her dining table. Axel, Evgenia and Barrett, all emitting the wiry energy of the sleep-deprived. Barrett was barefoot but dressed in loose pants and a white t-shirt. Had he gotten here quickly, or spent the night with Evgenia? Saadia had long suspected they were sleeping together. The subtle things only she noticed – the little, silent exchanges the pair of them shared, the way they always sat beside each other in meetings. Or was that unconscious, internalized misogyny on Saadia’s part, to assume that the only other woman in the inner circle must have been sleeping with the boss? Evgenia was talented, driven and ruthless. If she hadn’t taken the two-year assignment on Mars to prepare for Barrett’s arrival, she’d likely be running a small country by now.

			The wooden front door swung open and Amit joined them, bleary-eyed and disheveled. He looked ill-tempered, beyond the inconvenience of being woken up in the early morning hours. His eyes softened briefly as they met Saadia’s, but his scowl deepened as he pulled up a chair beside her.

			Barrett cleared his throat.

			“This Monolith is becoming a problem,” he said. “More than a problem. How we handle this situation – these protests – in the coming days is going to determine the trajectory of life on this planet. What kind of society we create, and who has a say in it.”

			Amit snorted. “The word ‘we’ is doing a lot of work there, Barrett. Are you asking for our input? Or is that a royal ‘we’ you’re talking about?”

			Barrett matched Amit’s glower. “Would I have called you into a meeting if I just wanted to talk at you in the middle of the night? I’m talking to people who I thought had a vested interest in our future. If that isn’t you, Amit, I’d like to know that now. Have you learned anything about the object above us? Have you done anything about the protestors? Or would you rather spend the remainder of your life on this planet skulking around and feeling sorry for yourself?”

			“Maybe we should chop up the protestors with scalpels, or have Axel be an executioner again,” Amit said, a shake entering his voice. “Go full police state! Drop all the pretense you used in the Koreas, Estonia and Bangladesh.”

			“Tea,” Evgenia said, loud and sharp. Her maidmech sprang to action, emerging from the kitchen with five clay mugs of herbal tea rattling on a metal tray. Then Evgenia rose to her feet and slinked to a basket in the room’s corner. From the basket, she pulled out two long snakes with a black-and-red pattern, sliding them casually over her shoulders. She returned to her seat, stroking their heads. Saadia stiffened. Her father had to kill a snake during a family picnic in the Jordan valley after it had bitten her mother, and she’d never forgotten the way it bared its fangs, body jerking under the weight of the stick pressed against its neck, before the rock came down on its skull.

			If Evgenia intended to distract and de-escalate the rising situation between Amit and Barrett, it worked, at least for the moment. Amit’s head disappeared behind his large mug and Barrett took one of the snakes from Evgenia, wrapping it around his own shoulders. They made quite the pair.

			“Don’t they ever bite?” Axel asked, amused.

			“Sometimes,” Evgenia said with a dismissive wave of her wrist. “But I heal fast now. You should all try for yourselves.” She cast Axel a cold, malicious smile.

			Barrett’s most trusted advisor had become something of a hermit over the last year, suspicious of all but Barrett, and consumed by an obsession with her new abilities. She tested herself, body and mind, to the limit through early morning expeditions to the Sulpherlands, returning in varying states of exhaustion and injury. She could be seen running across the domes of the city’s ground dwellings, her long legs stretching in dramatic leaps from rooftop to rooftop.

			But her focus wasn’t only on strength and speed. She’d go swimming in the large lake on the edge of town and dive to the bottom, kicking beneath the murky surface until she was forced to draw breath. She’d emerge agonizing minutes later, spitting water and grinning wildly at the alarmed spectators who gathered to witness her latest feats of endurance. Her secrecy, mixed with her daring, had made her a celebrity among the Martians. Kezza Sayer had once wowed them by spinning on her lyra and leaping through the air on her trapeze. Evgenia had filled that void in their Martian hearts; the distant but powerful woman who fought every constraint put on her.

			I should befriend her. The realization struck Saadia with sudden force. She always had a soft spot for Amit, but he was losing his grip on reality. If she was going to save Barrett from himself, she would need to enlist Evgenia to her cause.

			The council’s debate resumed, more subdued and thoughtful than at its volatile start. They couldn’t outright crack down on the protestors, they all agreed, without appearing as tyrants and recruiting more agitators to the cause. Nor could they completely neutralize the protestors with slander and discrediting strategies, although the fact that the entertainers from the Martian circus made up their numbers might present opportunities. Creating divisions between hard laborers and artists, entertainers and performers proved highly successful for Juul’s efforts in Southeast Asia. But it likely wouldn’t work as well here, after the circus troupe had rolled up their sleeves and joined the rest of the Martians in building this city. In addition, the protestors’ grievances were shared by many, as Saadia was quick to remind them.

			“This mandatory job rotation model of yours, Barrett, worked well on Earth, but it’s got bad associations for the people of Mars,” Saadia said. “I talk to my neighbors, and I listen to their fears. Their lives were run by corporations that forced, or at least forcibly steered, them into career paths where they saw none of the benefits of their labor. That’s what this feels like to them – that they’re toiling over a weapon and a spacecraft so that a small group can go risk antagonizing intelligent life in the skies.”

			Axel nodded, casting a meaningful glance at Saadia out of the corner of his eye.

			“As a Martian-born, I agree,” he said. “Our people mined ore from the Martian desert but saw none of that wealth. It didn’t even go back to our own health care, our education and living conditions. The Corpsboards and their shareholders got richer. They’ll work hard, believe me, if they think they’ll benefit from it.”

			“I know all of this,” Barrett said. “The benefit is that they’ll be safe from whatever’s out there. Remember how terrified the crowd was that first night? The sirens are working, keeping people aware of the danger. Why are these protestors refusing to see it?”

			He slumped back into his seat, his mouth twisted in a petulant scowl. If he weren’t a six-foot-tall man with a snake around his neck, Saadia could have mistaken him for a child, the little boy who protested in their small Copenhagen kitchen when she first tried to introduce him to maqlubeh and other traditional Levantine dishes. In the end, he loved the food after she forced it down his throat. And he would listen to her, even if she had to shove the truth into him one bite at a time.

			“You can’t keep running sirens and hope that people stay afraid, Barrett,” she said. “It’s not working. In fact, as more time passes and the Monolith doesn’t rain fire and brimstone on them, the more people are starting to realize they may have nothing to fear – except you.”

			Barrett turned to her. If her words offended him, he didn’t show it. He seemed more pensive, lost in the challenge of how to solve his problem.

			“You can come out with a statement,” he said to her. “People trust you. They like you, even more than me. Can’t you say it could be dangerous?”

			Saadia sipped her tea. They’d had this conversation before, in private. He knew what she thought. She’d leveraged her best equipment back on Calypso One to study the passing object as best she could. There wasn’t much to decipher. The object was black and perfectly smooth and spherical, and appeared to be made entirely of obsidian, meaning it came from a place with volcanic activity. Not Nabatea, in other words. It was alien, to them and this planet. But that didn’t make it dangerous.

			They locked eyes for a minute, his light blue against her large, deep brown. Something pleading and desperate flickered across his face. An old ache rose in Saadia’s chest in response. She loved him, in spite of everything. She’d raised him through her own years of trauma, of flashbacks and nightmares, and he had done his best to pay her back with his success, his life’s work to remake broken places, however imperfectly. Saadia couldn’t humiliate him in front of his followers. Not now.

			Saadia’s fingers drummed on her tea mug. An old nervous tic that Amit immediately picked up on. He leaned toward her, squeezing her shoulder. But Saadia straightened in her seat, basking in the rapt silence of the room.

			“It is definitely not a natural object,” she said. “It is something constructed and alien. A satellite or other form of surveillance, or maybe an old transport of some kind. Whatever it is, what I’ve observed suggests that it is dormant and no longer active.” Barrett’s face fell at those words. “But, that doesn’t mean that it’s no longer dangerous. It could be a trap, something rigged to explode or send a signal to wherever its creators are based. It’s also possible that I’m wrong and it is still something active, monitoring us and observing our presence. We won’t really know until we inspect it up close.”

			Axel and Evgenia nodded, apparently satisfied. Amit sat in sullen silence. But Barrett’s face lit up and he clapped his hands in triumph.

			“That’s the truth,” he said. “We. Don’t. Know. If the people of Nabatea City want to be safe, if we want to live in peace and grow this city unmolested, we need to make the upfront effort to deal with this threat. That requires that the majority of people put in the work while a smaller group – those with the skills and gifts to do the dangerous work – go up to this object and learn what it is. Whether it’s a danger or part of the nighttime scenery.”

			“I’m glad you said that, because that leads to the crux of the matter,” Axel said. Saadia could tell he’d been waiting since he first burst through the door for this moment, to share his latest idea. “That smaller group is currently very small. Everyone in this room, in fact, except for you, Barrett. We were all sworn to secrecy before we took the leap and injected ourselves. But if you’re serious about this vision of a two-part society, of regular people and whatever we are, then I think it’s time we increase our ranks.”

			He leaned back in his seat, letting his words settle across the table. Evgenia’s frown deepened and she stood, putting away her snake and then coming back for Barrett’s. A sign, perhaps, that she was ready for the conversation to rise in temperature again.

			“I hear you, Axel,” Barrett said carefully. “And I’m not saying no. But you know this from your organizing days on Mars. The greater the ranks of your inner circle, the more risk. Of infiltrators, or just the weak.” He managed to say this without looking at Amit, though his intent was clear. “Our plan depends on a tight-knit group committed to secrecy.”

			“I have people I trust,” Axel said.

			“But they’re not my people,” Barrett said.

			“Neither are Martians,” Axel shot back. “You sold them a good story with a few stunts, some pretty speeches, and a lot of inside help. And because they were desperate for a savior, they were willing to get taken along for a ride across the galaxy. But now we’re here, and the situation’s changed. If you want to make us the explorers and the inventors and warriors, you need to build the ranks.”

			Barrett nodded, his downturned eyes deep in thought. “We could make them part of the crew that goes to the object,” he said. “Captures it, brings it home for Mother to research. Homegrown Martians turned heroes on this new planet. Or…”

			His voice trailed, but Saadia knew where his thoughts were leading him. Martyrs. If they died during the operation, if something happened to the ship, they became convenient fallen heroes and also a risk removed.

			What kind of man had she raised?

			“I’d like to be on that crew as well,” she said. All eyes flew to her. “I should inspect the debris on the moon. Discover what I can. My research got us here and my calculations about this planet proved correct. I have the credibility to report back on this object.”

			Barrett looked ready to muster a counterargument, but when Saadia shot him her best warning look, he fell into sullen silence. Heat crawled to her face. If he let her get injected, to let an alien virus into her body, then he had no right to lecture her about safety.

			Evgenia nodded. “I want to go with you as well,” she said to Saadia. “I have tests I want to run up in space, tests on myself. And I can keep an eye on the new…what are we going to call ourselves? If we’re something new and different from the people out there, we need a name.”

			“Vitruvians,” Barrett said. “After da Vinci’s Vitruvian man. A perfect being, in perfect proportion and balance. A representation of evolution and progress. That’s what you are, my friends.”

			But as the group finished their tea and parted ways under the early light of Nabatea’s magnificent sunrise, Saadia did not see a tier of superhumans making their way down the cliff face. She saw tiredness, uncertainty and doubt. A group who had taken a bold gamble by allying with her son, and were about to reap the rewards, or the ruin, of what they had all sowed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Azad

			Inner Nabatean Solar System

			Year of Settlement 1209

			Feisal, Ledo, Farra and Azad tore across the barren, rocky hills. Azad couldn’t recall getting to his feet, nor what happened when they escaped the Outpost, still teeming with authorities. Ledo sprinted ahead of him, her helmet gone and black hair whipping through the low-gravity air.

			Then everything went black.

			An airlock hissed and Azad fell to his knees. He wheezed and gasped, breath fogging his vizor. The ground beneath him rumbled, sending vibrations through his kneecaps. Someone lifted his helmet away and everything went dark again.

			He awoke on his side. Everything hurt. His muscles ached and his joints throbbed. Distant voices reached his ears, but he couldn’t make out the words through the dull ringing. He felt dizzy, weightless. His shaking hand traveled up to his chest, feeling for a heartbeat. Was he alive? Yes. He had a heartbeat, fast and fluttering.

			“Breathe,” a female voice said, clearer than the earlier sounds. “You’re panicking. Just slow down and you’ll be fine, Doctor.”

			Azad squeezed his eyes shut. A wave of vertigo seized him, twisting his stomach.

			“I’m going to faint,” he said.

			“Then faint,” the voice said, amused, and Azad opened his eyes to find Farra smiling down at him. She held his hand, her grip surprisingly gentle.

			“If you faint, you’ll lose consciousness and wake up again,” she said. “But I think you’ll be fine if you remember to breathe.”

			“Ledo.” Azad bolted upright. Another wave of dizziness followed but he struggled to his feet. “She didn’t have a helmet, is she—”

			“She’s fine,” Farra said. “Goodness, you need to stop babying that woman. She can take care of herself. Although I’m curious how she can handle atmosphere like a Vitruvian when you’re…well…not.”

			Azad didn’t take Farra’s bait. That was a story he’d have to share if she was going to remain a part of their fight. But not yet. His heartrate steadied and as he inhaled, he surveyed his surroundings with a new clarity. They were in a ship’s med bay, but a poorly maintained one. Drawers lay open, syringes scattered across the counter and a stain that looked alarmingly like dried blood streaked across the opposing wall.

			“I know,” Farra said with a shrug. “We never had a dedicated doctor in our crew, and most of our healthcare was what I might delicately describe as improvised.”

			“You’re here,” Azad said. “You came back.” His memory returned to him in static fits. A blade raised to slice him in half. Falling. And a flash of movement as Farra tackled Majred to the ground.

			Farra shrugged with a melancholy smile.

			“I came back,” she said. “I almost didn’t. But I couldn’t let go of the sight of that man getting stabbed, falling to the ground. The way you ran back for your sister, knowing what would happen if they caught you. I saw that, and then saw how my old crew ran in different directions and got picked off, one by one. They’re all captured. And we’re not.”

			As Farra led Azad out of the med bay, his knees weak and wobbling, she explained what had happened. They were on her old ship, the Saracen. The Qursan had left it beyond the hill and flown the stolen Magreb to the landing docks instead, so the Saracen hadn’t been locked by the authorities when they began the raid. The crew, however, had been captured by the authorities, leaving it ripe for Farra and their group to seize. They departed from the planet as fast as they could fire the engines.

			“So the Magreb is gone,” Azad said, the realization hitting him with more sadness than he expected for a collection of metal and composites. But it had saved his life more than once, literally breaking his fall when he leapt out of the Library of Souls, and taken him on the greatest journey of his life. His heart ached at the thought of the authorities stripping it for parts, or worse, using it for their travels.

			Unease gathered in Azad’s churning stomach as he rescanned the messy med bay.

			“But we’re in a Qursan vessel,” Azad said. “We’re an easy target. And that man, Majred, will want to find the ship that belonged to his prisoners, right?”

			“He will, but he’ll have to outsmart your buddy Feisal,” Farra said. She burst out laughing at Azad’s reaction to Feisal being described as his ‘buddy’, but continued with a broad grin. “As we flew off, he hacked into the ship’s registration logs. Scrambled the past voyage coordinates and gave it a different registration tag, so it reads to outsiders as a completely different ship. Obviously, if we’re boarded, we’re going to run into trouble, but it should allow us to fly through the system without a big target on our backs. I’m impressed, I have to say, that’s quite a feat.”

			“He’s good at what he does,” Azad admitted, before leaning against the wall. “Why am I like this? I feel like I’ve been hit by a boulder and drowned in Fallow Lake.”

			“That’ll be what Feisal did with Barry.” Ledo’s boots thudded along the ship’s corridor as she approached with swinging arms and a beaming, confident smile. “Glad you’re up, brother. You look like death, by the way.”

			Azad felt like he’d come back from death, without his full faculties and memory intact. The past continued to visit him in short, kinetic spurts – Barry sending a terrifying pulse of energy through the Outpost, bringing everyone to their knees, then a race through the open land of the Styx to the ship, followed by a frantic boarding. Periods of time where his memory was blank, veiled by a dark curtain of fear.

			Ledo came to Azad’s left and locked arms with him before leading him down the hall. Farra followed closely behind. Together, they entered the Saracen’s control room.

			It was unlike any steering and command center he’d seen before, although to be fair, his experiences on space voyages were limited. The bones of the room were the same – monitors, radar, a comms system, an array of buttons, switches, screens and gears – but everything noncritical had been given a Qursan flair. A black-and-violet flag with two twisting snakes hung on the wall, surrounded by handprints made in red paint. The crew’s signatures, perhaps? A throttle valve had been crowned with a skull, a snake head on the brakes. Colorful signs with slogans and quotes adorned the room, but the largest hovered over the main control panel. Obey no law but the laws of physics, it read in an antiquated script.

			On the opposite side of the wall, someone had stuck a series of still pictures of faces. One of them, Azad recognized – Jerash, the first mate who’d kicked Farra off the Saracen and left her to freeze to death. Farra waltzed across the room with something jagged and metallic cradled in her palm. A throwing star. She spun around and flung it across the room, right at Jerash’s face. The bladed weapon landed cleanly between his eyes with a sharp twang.

			Feisal sat in the captain’s command chair. His long legs flew outward as he spun in the rotating seat.

			“We get it, you’re scary,” Feisal said with a mocking salute to Farra. “You can aim a sharp object at a motionless target. Truly a testament to Vitruvian power.”

			“I’m not making a point,” Farra said, pulling the throwing star out of the wall. “This is how I relax, now that I’m back on my ship.”

			“Look who’s up, Feisal,” Ledo said. “Azad’s alive and kicking again.”

			“Alive indeed,” Feisal said. “Looks a little dazed and grumpy, but that’s nothing new. Interesting that you had the worst reaction. I wish it’d been Barry’s thief who’d suffered the most.” He shot a downright murderous glare at Farra. Azad shifted the weight between his feet and rubbed his neck to mask his unease. They must have worked out their differences while he was unconscious, since they were all coexisting on Farra’s former ship, but Feisal clearly had an understandable sore spot over his precious Barry being stolen.

			“As I said before, I was only going to borrow it,” Farra said with an amused shrug. She threw the star again with a smooth, graceful arc of her arm, hitting her target directly on the nose. “And if I hadn’t, where would Barry be right now? In the custody of the authorities. You should be thanking me.”

			“Settle for me not stabbing you in your sleep,” Feisal said, his eyes two malicious slits. His mustache quivered. “You’re lucky Barry’s intact and unharmed.”

			“It’s still weird to me that you treat this machine like a person,” Farra said. Apparently satisfied with her target practice, she pocketed her throwing star. She slid to the secondary command seat and ran her fingers over the radar, an oddly affectionate gesture.

			But Azad’s attention turned back to Feisal. “How did you find us?” he asked. “And what happened down there with Barry?”

			The memory of their fight on the Magreb lingered in the air between them, but Azad held his tongue where the past was concerned. Feisal may have saved their lives, and there were more pressing issues to address.

			“Barry has a locator tracker,” Ledo said. “You know that, Azad, from our time on Mars. Once Feisal escaped from Balcazar, he followed our path to the Styx.”

			From her seat, Farra let out a low whistle. “That’s quite a long-range tracker,” she said.

			“It has no range at all,” Feisal said, pride creeping into his voice. “It’s instantaneous. Barry runs on a quantum-based computing algorithm that allows for quantum entanglement. You know how when two particles become entangled, they’re connected instantaneously, even if they’re on opposite ends of the known universe? Barry’s locator is rigged the same way. I turn it on, and Barry answers in real time. No radio signals through asteroid belts to find you lot.”

			“And what happened? That…pulse?” Azad’s stomach performed a somersault that would have made Kezza Sayer proud. The recollection of Barry’s lens expanding, the strange light, sent a shiver of goosebumps down his arms.

			“A fun little trick I built in case it was needed,” Feisal said with unmasked glee. “Barry pulls in dark energy from his surroundings to run the complex simulations of past probabilities, as well as to harness the entanglement feature. It can overextend itself. But if I reverse the mechanism and push that energy back out – ” Feisal’s hands flew together in a violent clap “ – it creates an energy wave that can, for a brief moment, freeze time.”

			Azad blinked. “Freeze time?” he said. “So we were all suspended in time? For how long? How far across the Styx?”

			“So many questions,” Feisal said with a groan. “Not long, my highly strung crewmate, but long enough for you to feel it. It knocks out power, disrupts magnetic fields and has the wonderful effect of disorienting everyone in its radius – just in time for me to come charging to everyone’s rescue like the mighty hero I am.”

			The anxiety that had been squeezing Azad’s lungs since he woke up on the ship relaxed, just a little. There was nothing wrong with him. The fabric of space-time had rippled around him and he hadn’t reacted well to the sensation. Understandably.

			But with that revelation, his mind had space at last for a more pressing question.

			“Zelle,” he said. “The raid on Balcazar. Nawalle. Saje. Are they ok?”

			Ledo sucked in air between her teeth. Feisal leaned forward in his seat, his long, lean body bent in an awkward angle as he fidgeted. Azad bristled. How long had he been out, to be the last person on the ship to know what was going on?

			“Well?” he demanded.

			“They took Zelle,” Feisal said. “Arrested her during the raid. It’s clear she was a target – a squadron moved directly to her quarters, I heard. It was early morning, most people still in their beds, so they caught us off guard. Saje too. They’re both in the latest broadcast, being dragged away. They’re in Saydar Prison now, if I’m betting.”

			Azad had braced for that news, even expected it. But at the mention of Nabatea’s feared prison, his insides turned cold. A heaviness settled over him, a weight on his chest that made breathing a sudden labor. Zelle, their captain, a political prisoner. The woman who sent him down a path that made him question, and ultimately reject, everything he knew – and had become the only leader he’d ever follow again.

			“We don’t know yet about Nawalle,” Feisal continued. “But she’s smart and scrappy. If she made it out in the chaos, we’ll find her at our safe house.”

			Through his scrambled brain, Azad clawed through his memories and pulled out one of a meeting in Zelle’s dimly lit room. Warnings and precautions they needed to take, should the authorities come. Places they could go and hide, if Balcazar was no longer safe.

			“Cerata,” he said. “We’re going to the Shadow Moon?”

			Ledo nodded.

			Next to Azad, Farra stiffened.

			“Not that anyone’s asking my thoughts,” she said. “But Cerata is a lunar rock’s throw from Nabatea City. The belly of the beast. Is that the best place to lie low?”

			“You’re correct that no one asked you,” Feisal snapped.

			But Ledo shot him a pointed look.

			“Cerata’s close to Nabatea, but far from the planet in every other way,” she said. “We have allies there. Other outcasts. We can lie low and regroup. And then strike back. Rescue our people.”

			Ledo’s voice trembled at those last words. The centers of her eyes shone from within, alight with fury and unmistakable purpose. It was Nawalle who she feared for most now. Did she feel guilt over leaving her partner behind when they chased after Farra? Azad reached out and squeezed her shoulder. When Ledo turned to him with a tight smile, tears welled in her eyes.

			“We’ll find her,” Azad said. “And if she was captured with Zelle and Saje, we’ll free them all.”

			* * *

			It took two sols to reach Cerata. During that time, Azad’s body grew stronger and his thoughts drifted like the space debris they passed as they drew closer to the Nabatean Core. He thought of Zelle, Saje, and possibly Nawalle languishing in dark prison cells, or enduring the cruelty of the Vitruvian authorities. Saje would be treated better, as a Vitruvian, but even she wouldn’t be spared if that deranged Captain Majred had any say. His voice rose through the crackling static of the radio as they ate silent dinners in the mess hall, promising pain and punishment for orthodox and Vitruvian alike.

			“Make no mistake – there is no place in this solar system for traitors,” he bellowed during a heavily scripted Voice of Nabatea interview. “These agitators claim that orthodox Nabateans are second-class citizens, that the authorities are out to get them. Ridiculous! We honor the labor of our orthodox citizens who grow our food, build our ships, keep the administration of Nabatean society running, just as Barrett Juul and Saadia Hamza intended. We keep his promise of peace and safety alive. And that is why we will show no mercy to the Vitruvians among us who betray that promise, who sow discord and manipulate vulnerable orthodox with Problems. It’s shameful. If we’re discriminatory, why are we treating Vitruvian and orthodox traitors the same?”

			“That’s a lie, by the way,” Farra said, her mouth full of eggplant porridge. “About punishing everyone the same. They don’t send Vitruvians to the same prisons. I know because I’ve been in one. The main prison is on Cerata, underground. My guess is that’s where my former crew is. And maybe your friend Saje.”

			But Azad also thought of other things as he roamed the ship’s corridors. Of an ancient woman in a dark cave, ending a life with the flash of a blade. And at the end of their journey, as the silhouette of the Shadow Moon drew closer through the portal windows, Azad realized where he recognized the man.

			“He was a member of the same circus that Kezza Sayer was in,” he told the rest of the group. “When Kezza and Barrett Juul returned to Calypso and seized control, she ran up and hugged him. They were friends.”

			“Wonder what he was doing with Mother Murder, then,” Feisal said with a pensive frown. “Did he know what she and Juul had done to her? Was he about to get his revenge, before Saadia got him first? Or maybe he was a prisoner of hers.”

			“We don’t know enough from one sliver of time,” Ledo said. “She did look upset to be stabbing him. Not that it stopped her. But it’s interesting.”

			It was interesting in many respects. Why was Saadia Hamza on the Styx, alone except for a man she then killed? Where was she going?

			But woven into these questions was a thread of guilt for posing them, when their friends were suffering, possibly being tortured. Part of Azad felt that Zelle would be proud of him for following her example, for seeking answers in the past. But what was the point in chasing down what happened in a cave if Azad couldn’t save those he loved, in the here and now?

			Azad’s stomach flipped and his skull rattled as the Qursan ship began its descent into Ceratan atmosphere. They landed on the edge of the habited side of the moon, where sunlight and shadow met. The entire community on the moon lived on the moon’s perpetual dark side, to escape the sun’s fury. It had jarred Azad on his first journey over a year ago to see a place so vibrant and alive, even in perpetual night. Now, his fingertips tingled with adrenaline at the prospect of setting foot on the moon again and finding safety within its dark, winding alleyways.

			Ledo flung open shelves in the mess hall, pulling dry foods and supplies into a large bag. Farra and Feisal raided the ship’s weapons cache, a required part of any self-respecting Qursan ship, according to Farra, and packed as many weapons as their bodies could carry.

			But Azad lingered in the control room. The Qursan’s slogans covered the walls around him. Obey no laws. He clenched his fists. For the first time since he left in search of Ledo, he was back in the belly of the beast. Closer to Nabatea than ever. He’d left this moon frightened, naïve and fearful of the people who governed him.

			Now, Azad returned to the Shadow Moon with more than he ever thought possible. He found his sister, and a crew that had become family. A family that was now fractured and in danger. And in that danger, he vibrated with defiance and unparalleled clarity. He understood now that they could never dismantle an evil system by following the system’s rules. They couldn’t win within the boundaries and terms set by their enemies, those who sought their annihilation and subjugation. They would need to invent their own rules to win this fight.

			And so Azad activated the ship’s comms system and began loading the last footage Barry had taken. Saadia Hamza, stabbing a man and running away into the infinite recesses of space and time. He set the footage to broadcast to every open channel in the Nabatean system.

			And before he hit send, he added a message to the broadcast.

			“History mirrors the present. What happened then is still happening now. We will never bow to a society founded by killers, liars and thieves.

			Authorities: You can’t stop us all. You can’t stop the truth.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Saadia

			Planet of Nabatea

			Year of Settlement One

			Saadia was in the communal gardens, planting lemon trees, when the explosion happened.

			The ground shook and rattled. Cries rang out and heads spun, scanning the horizon for the source of the fearsome sound. Saadia rose to her feet. Shielding her eyes from the sun, she searched the sky, then the ground. And she saw.

			Near Fallow Lake, black smoke billowed into the clear blue sky. Visible flames roared from the site. The explosion had been a crash of some kind, leaving behind burning wreckage. But of what? Saadia stilled. The Monolith?

			People began running to the crash. Around her, gardeners dropped their tools, abandoned their seeds and watering cans, and made their way down the hill. Saadia followed – slow at first, but quickly gaining speed as the fire raged even brighter. Her lean, powerful legs burned as she overtook the other runners in a desperate charge to the crash site.

			Saadia’s heart sank. Up close, the wreckage was a smoldering, melting pile of metal. The lettering on the side revealed it to be the Sugar Shuttle. The city’s only transport to and from the Calypso One ship, now aflame.

			Screams rang through the smoke. Saadia stumbled as someone shoved her aside and ran past her to the wreckage. Others joined, frantic, struggling to find a way past the unbearable heat in search of survivors. Two people dragged a limp body by the arms and pulled it closer to the water. One attempted CPR, but Saadia could see it was hopeless. She’d seen enough dead bodies to know the special kind of stillness they carried.

			“Here, Dr. Hamza!” Through the smoke and screams, a voice called to her. Saadia’s heart fluttered. LaValle, from the circus troupe. He grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward the water, where several people knelt around a body.

			Only this one was a survivor. The whites of the man’s eyes leapt out against the charred, ash-streaked skin of his face, the pupils darting around wildly. His clothes had been burned away in places, the tatters welded to his flesh in others. The smell of burned hair, of seared flesh, was sickening. Saadia pressed her lips together to avoid vomiting. Or screaming.

			“Pulse is weak,” said a brave soul who grabbed the poor man’s wrist.

			The man’s cracked lips parted, a terrible, gurgling rasp escaping from his throat.

			“Please help,” he said in a faint croak. “Oh god, it hurts.”

			“You’re going to be ok, help is on the way,” LaValle said, and his baritone was so calm and soothing, Saadia almost believed him. “What do we do?” His eyes bored into Saadia’s.

			Saadia shook her head. “I’m not that kind of doctor,” she said. “I’m a physicist.”

			Her lip trembled. It sounded so pathetic when spoken aloud. She had brought them here by conjuring a wormhole but now, as a man lay dying in front of her, she could do nothing to help.

			A siren screamed, cutting through the gathering wind. The city’s lone ambulatory hovercraft raced toward the scene. LaValle stood up, waving his arms to grab their attention.

			A medical professional leapt from the vehicle’s side, followed by two medmechs. Any horror she felt at the scene, of the chaos and death, was well concealed as she sprang to work.

			“Water,” she commanded at LaValle, throwing him a plastic bottle. He ran to the edge of the water to fill it while the medmechs began loading the survivor onto a stretcher. The man screamed as their metallic arms closed around his sides and groaned as his body fell onto the stretcher. The EMT had begun injecting painkillers and applying ointments on some of the worst open wounds. LaValle made soothing sounds as he brought water to the man’s lips.

			The man drank desperately, his smoke-coated chin quivering. His lips moved and LaValle leaned closer to listen. To take in his final words. Saadia knew it was coming. Her body reacted before her mind put it together. The medmechs lifted the man up and his cry was soft, pitiful. Her clammy hands vibrated with adrenaline. Her head felt light, like it could float away from the rest of her, disassociate from this terrible scene. He was going to die, any second now. Her knees became heavier than lead, dragging her down.

			Someone was shaking her, a soft hand tapping her face. How long had she been asleep? She opened her eyes.

			Saadia lay on her back. A plume of dark smoke flowed overhead, creating a shadow against the cloudless blue sky. The sun seared her chest and bare forearms. Her head lolled. She had fainted.

			LaValle pulled her into a sitting position.

			“You ok?” he asked. His strong hand rubbed her shoulder. His tone was kinder than she deserved.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know why…old memories. It hit me. It’s…I don’t know what I’m saying.”

			LaValle let out a low, sympathetic whistle. A breeze rippled through the air around them.

			“It happens to the best of us,” he said. “You can’t outrun those bad memories, even across the galaxy. Thanks for your help.”

			“I didn’t do anything,” Saadia rasped. “I’m sorry. That man…is he dead?”

			A shadow crossed LaValle’s face. “It didn’t look good when they took him away,” he said.

			They sat for a moment in silence. The crowd had shrunk, but a good number of people still lingered at the crash site, trying to put out the fire and clean up the debris. The metal scraps could be salvaged, repurposed. Materials, like people, were limited. It took time to build things anew.

			* * *

			“They wanted to do what?” Barrett Juul leaned forward in his seat, his face flushed in barely contained anger. Evgenia’s fingers traced along the snake across her shoulders as she glowered around the table, as though they were all to blame.

			“Either shoot down the Monolith or capture it,” Axel said. He massaged his temples. “A group of eight people took the Sugar Shuttle and flew it toward the moon. Idiots. That shuttle’s designed for ship transport. Straight up and straight down. And they tried to take it on a voyage to the moon. Of course they didn’t get far.”

			“Idiotic, but also desperate,” Amit said. “People are scared, because we convinced them to be with those stupid sirens in the middle of the night. They were afraid of the Monolith and when nothing was happening, some people tried to take matters into their own hands. Is anybody really shocked?”

			“We’re building a ship,” Axel countered. “We have a plan. All they had to do was stick to it. Trust the process.”

			“They don’t,” Saadia said. “They don’t trust us, and they shouldn’t.” Her words quavered with the force of her anger. Amit was right. They had created this situation. Barrett drummed up fear as a unifying force, to put people to work on the vessel. Of course, a subset of those frightened people chose to take matters into their own hands. That’s what people did.

			Barrett sighed, but the look he cast his mother was laced with concern and kindness.

			“So how do we change that?” he said. “We’re trying to mobilize the entire city against this threat. Everyone has a role to play. The Vitruvians are the ones absorbing the threat by going up there, and that’s how we’ve messaged it.”

			“Because people aren’t stupid, Barrett.” From the room’s corner, Amit glowered with folded arms. Soot from the crash site was still streaked across his haggard face, his hair uncombed and wild. Every time Saadia saw him, the hollowness carved into his eyes deepened.

			Barrett clasped his hands atop the table. “Continue.”

			Amit emerged from his corner and began circling the table as he spoke.

			“We’re on a hot, dangerous planet a galaxy’s distance away from everything we’ve ever known,” he said. “And the Martians chose to do this because they were promised something that made hellish winds and pools of sulfur worth it. An end to oppression. Dismantling a system that put power, wealth and decision-making in the hands of a small elite.”

			He paused for effect. When Barrett Juul didn’t stop him, he pressed on.

			“And what have they gotten in our first year on Nabatea?” he asked, voice rising to a near shout. “A leader surrounded by a group of secretive sycophants with supernatural powers, climbing cliff faces and smashing rocks. The rest of the city’s inhabitants, who do not possess these powers, are told not to question it and just focus on building a big spaceship that looks to be able to do a lot more than take down a small black orb that passes around us once a month. They’re seeing what I see – a repeat of life on Mars, from the red sand all the way to the feudal system of powerful and powerless, only with this crowd in charge instead of a Corpsboard. And it all started with a public execution without trial over a woman’s suspicious death. Suspicious to everyone but the people in this room, of course.”

			A knot formed in Saadia’s throat. At those last words, Barrett rose to his feet, his face splotched with crimson.

			“That’s enough!” The air crackled with energy as he exploded with righteous fury of his own. “You want to question my strategy and tactics, Amit? Go ahead. We’ve done plenty of that over the years. But to question my motives – to accuse me of being an aspiring dictator and oligarch? That’s obscene.”

			Amit laughed. The laugh didn’t light up his handsome face as it normally did. It made him look wilder, even frantic.

			“You never became a dictator on Earth,” Amit said. “But you got very rich, didn’t you, Barrett? You made lots of rich friends. That’s your North Star. That’s what you’re doing with that vessel.”

			“Amit, stop it,” Evgenia said softly. To Saadia’s shock, she actually looked despondent about the fight unfolding between two people she had worked with for many years. Risked her life with, traveled across the galaxy with.

			But Saadia could see that Amit had built a chasm between himself and Barrett that no apology or dialogue could clear.

			“It’s become apparent to me that the pressure of the last year has gotten to you,” Barrett said, more in control, and therefore more dangerous. “The trauma of the wormhole passage, as well as the unfortunate death of Kezza Sayer, have clearly taken a toll on your well-being. You’re becoming radicalized in a way that doesn’t help the people, yourself or the friends around this table who would all put their bodies on the line for you. I recommend a break, Amit. Rest and healing.”

			“You’re expelling me,” he said, and laughed again.

			“We’re not, Amit,” Saadia said. Some of the wildness faded from his expression as she held his gaze. “You’re like a second son to me, and I think Barrett is right when he says that you’re struggling. I think he’s not right on some of the direction we’ve taken in the last year, and don’t you worry – I’ll talk to him about that, too.” Barrett kept his face neutral as she spoke, but he closed his eyes and smirked at that gentle threat. “Take a break. Work on the farms, spend time swimming in the lake, meditate on the southern hills at sunset – whatever you feel you need right now.”

			“Maybe avoid the farms,” Evgenia muttered with a snort, back to her usual cold demeanor. “We don’t need our crops poisoned. Or those on the farmer’s shifts getting poisoned by his garbage.”

			Saadia shot her a warning look, but relief flooded her body, a pressure valve releasing air into her lungs. Amit wouldn’t be expelled. Time had been bought for Saadia to reason with him.

			And Barrett as well.

			That night, she made Arabic spaghetti.

			She roasted pine nuts in one pan, releasing their fragrant scent into the kitchen. In another pan, a block of synthetic meat sizzled with a mixture of sumac, coriander, cumin and paprika. Saadia stirred the boiling pasta while Barrett grated garlic for the yogurt mixture. Now that production from the farms, the greenhouses and 3D printers was at full swing, ingredients had become more reliably available. Saadia planned her meals accordingly.

			“I think he was in love with her,” Barrett said, low and sullen. He added the garlic to the yogurt and stirred with more vigor than necessary.

			“You mean Amit and…Kezza?” Saadia asked. “That seems like a stretch. I think he liked her. You don’t have to love someone to be upset about what happened to the girl.”

			“Do you think I’m not upset?” Barrett said, rounding on her. “I didn’t want it to go this way. It was horrible, what happened on the ship. But I couldn’t let Kezza ruin what we spent years – no, decades planning for. She didn’t understand how difficult it was going to be to build a world from scratch. She was naïve about what it would take, because she didn’t fundamentally understand human nature like you and I do.”

			“I wouldn’t call her naïve,” Saadia said, keeping her tone as mild as possible. She stirred the spaghetti. “She wanted you dead initially. She didn’t trust anyone, including her fellow Martians. That virus forced her to think differently and put her faith in a world beyond Mars. I’m sure in her last moments, watching you through the window, she regretted that decision.”

			Why was she being so harsh on him? The man who, as a boy of eight, promised her a place where she would be safe and able to heal, and never wavered on that vow, no matter how much wealth and power he acquired? He said it was all a strategy, a long game to bring them to the most ambitious expedition in human history. And sure enough, here they were.

			But she was harsh on him because it needed to be worth it. All the lives ruined, all the experiments and gambles on Earth that hadn’t paid off. All the dead, including Kezza. To fulfill his vow, he couldn’t fail now.

			Barrett scowled. “Did you invite me for dinner to remind me that I’m a murderer? Like I don’t know?”

			“Kezza was the final puzzle piece that made the plan whole,” Saadia said. “We didn’t plan for her. Amit and Evgenia didn’t know she was there. But we wouldn’t have seized control on Mars without her help. And in return, we killed her and cut her up like leftover gristle. If you don’t see how that might demoralize your troops, Barrett, I don’t know what to tell you.”

			“Ah, but she did more than that,” Barrett said, suddenly animated. He pointed his spoon at Saadia, yogurt dripping onto the counter. “That virus she carried changed everything. I had to rethink the entire model for Nabatea on the fly. Did she really think that a virus that evolved its subjects into a stronger, better human wouldn’t require some kind of hierarchical system? I’m choosing the most benign way possible to handle that technology. The Vitruvians have the responsibility to defend, to use their strength and agility to advance humanity’s position in the universe through exploration. And everyone else – let’s call them the orthodox humans, the carryovers from Earth and Mars – they make that exploration possible. They build, they feed, they care for each other. How is that evil?”

			Saadia took the spoon from Barrett and licked off the remaining yogurt. She cleared her throat.

			“You could let everyone become a Vitruvian,” she said. “Let us all care for each other on equal footing. Don’t you want the virus, Barrett? Why deny it for yourself, and others?”

			Barrett sighed. “We’d destroy each other, Mother. You know that better than anyone else.”

			Saadia faltered. Her insides turned to ice and her ears filled with the sound of distant screams. Screeching tires. Gunfire.

			After they’d cleared their plates, Saadia insisted on the two of them climbing to her rooftop. They sat atop the dome, her with a wineglass in hand, and surveyed the city stretched across the hills. A maze of lights from houses and streetlamps. Distant laughter. And no cars. The only vehicles that moved through the streets were ambulances, trash pickup and supply transport to the co-op grocery stores. In the stillness, Saadia could hear the wind rustle, and drink in the beauty of the glittering, starry sky.

			“It’s so peaceful,” Saadia said. The only interruption to the idyllic scene was the trace of smoke rising from the crash site, smoldering on the edge of the black waters of Fallow Lake.

			Barrett cast a sidelong glance at his mother, his smile wide and mischievous.

			“What did you used to tell me when I struggled with my calculus homework?” he asked. “Do you remember?”

			“Better than you, probably,” she said with a soft laugh. “Don’t let perfect be the enemy of good. Just get something done.”

			“That’s what I’m trying to do here, Mama,” Barrett said. He grabbed her hand suddenly – a gesture both sweet and strangely desperate, as though he were asking for her permission, her understanding. “I’m trying to make something better than what we came from. Everyone’s a critic. Protestors with their old Martian grievances, Amit with his paranoia, Axel with his impatience. I finally told him he could add to our numbers, if he picked carefully and wisely. I need you on my side. That doesn’t mean never challenging me, or speaking against me publicly – I actually like the message that sends. But in the end, I need to know it’s you and me on the same side. Us against the forces trying to break us. Do you understand?”

			Saadia closed her eyes. She knew that she’d traumatized Barrett that wintery night in Copenhagen when she woke up screaming, and ran to his bed. What kind of mother was she? It should have been the other way around – the child running to his mother for comfort after a nightmare, not taking on her burdens.

			But that night, she sobbed at the foot of his bed and told him about the desperate drive to Turkey after Beirut had fallen. She left out the details a child couldn’t understand – that the chaos had been caused by Western intelligence, by foreign forces looking to destabilize a country that could have gone another way, about oil and trade ports and the military industrial complex on which the world turned. Things even she didn’t fully understand until she finished her degree. Instead, she told him about fighters with guns and grenades, who shot tires and set up checkpoints. How on that last checkpoint out of the country, her father had been dragged from the driver’s seat, his polished shoes dangling in the air as he was yanked through the open window. Saadia would never forget that image – his feet there, then gone. How they let her sobbing, shrieking cousin continue to drive, but not before they saw the distant ditch in the fields, where the prisoners could be shot and discarded on the ground.

			And later in the journey, as they hid in an abandoned house, another memory that always returned in her worst nightmares. A short, stout woman tied to one car by her arms, to another by her ankles. The way she screamed as the engines started and the cars surged forward, both too fast and too slowly, in opposite directions. Saadia, then a girl of eleven, buried her head in her arms and curled in the back seat, but it was too late. She had seen and heard too much.

			How had her father died? Saadia never knew, and that was the worst part. She’d hoped it was quick – a gunshot to the head, his body rolling on a pile of other corpses before the bulldozers covered them in dirt – but she would never know for sure. And in that gap, her imagination could conjure the worst.

			“Mom, are you ok?” It was Barrett, his dark eyes shining and his face solemn. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

			Saadia wiped her eyes. Even as an old woman, with all her achievements and joyful memories, her life had been dominated by a few days along the Mediterranean coast. Years later, the memories still made her heart hammer and her blood scream in her ears. It was too much for one person to bear, so she had given some of that burden to the one person she was supposed to shield from the world’s evils. Ending her trauma, or at least avenging it, had become Barrett’s life work.

			“It’s all right, Barrett,” she said. “And yes. It’s still you and me, always, against this broken universe.”

			The smoke from the wreckage had finally begun to dissolve. Tomorrow, the air would be blue and clear, as though no destruction had come to that place.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Azad

			Moon of Cerata

			Year of Settlement 1209

			Azad crouched low, keeping his steps lighter than air. In a single file and armed with their cache of weapons and supplies, the crew navigated through the dark, narrow streets of Cerata. Feisal took the front – tall and nimble, he stood out, even with the dark coat that concealed his more flamboyant attire. Farra took the rear, her long legs sliding across the cobbled roads and grimy alleyways as she scanned for any pursuers. She winked at Azad and flashed a broad, mischievous smile. Azad smiled before his face fell into a wince as Barry bumped against a protruding cobblestone, making his entire mechanical body rattle. He grabbed the handles and pushed it forward. With all of Feisal’s upgrades to the projector, why couldn’t he have given Barry hoverglide capability?

			They just had to reach the safe house. The safe house that only Feisal knew the location of. If he got captured or shot at, they would be vulnerable in the city’s never-ending maze. Ledo moved with smooth, efficient strides, staying close behind Feisal, and Azad felt a small surge of comfort in his sister’s newfound abilities. And fear – for her, now more capable but also a target. Surrounded by Vitruvians, Azad realized he’d never felt safer and more ineffective at the same time.

			“Over here,” Feisal whispered. He dipped low, waving his arm in a beckoning gesture, and darted down an alleyway to their left. The group followed, picking up the pace. Azad skidded along the slick path as he tried to wheel Barry around a tight corner.

			Panting, they convened at the base of a narrow flight of stairs that ran under a building to a lower-level unit. The safe house was an underground, basement dwelling – a good start.

			“Stand back,” Farra said. She shifted her jacket and a long blade glinted from a hidden sleeve. Azad shivered. Farra raised her Vitruvian dagger with a steady arm, ready to neutralize any danger that emerged from the door.

			Feisal knocked twice.

			After a pause, light footsteps pattered from the other side of the door. With a creak, it parted, and the upper half of a face peered around. Dark, almond eyes underneath strong, low brows.

			The door flung open and Nawalle flew into Ledo’s arms. The two women clung tight to each other, laughing and crying.

			“Careful,” Feisal said in a loud, urgent whisper. “Let’s have our joyful reunion inside. Azad, you’ve got Barry?”

			Smiling, Azad steered Barry around Ledo and Nawalle, who had softened their voices but still pressed their foreheads together, Ledo’s arms wrapped around Nawalle’s neck. After another minute, the entire crew, Barry included, settled in a dimly lit room.

			“Home sweet home,” Farra said as she dropped a stack of guns onto the floor. “I was born on this moon. Never thought I’d be so glad to be back, and definitely never thought I’d be back with the likes of you all.”

			“What’s she doing here?” Nawalle asked in a low hiss. She glowered at Farra.

			“She’s with us now,” Azad said.

			“She stole our ship, and Barry,” Nawalle said, her teeth bared as she spoke with barely strained patience.

			“A noteworthy observation,” Feisal said to her with a nod.

			Ledo spoke to Nawalle in low, reassuring tones. After several minutes, Nawalle relented with a wave of her hand, and the crew resumed their unloading.

			“We’ve got some absolute gold here,” Feisal said with undisguised glee. “Stunners, pulse guns, surveillance drones, camouflaged flares. But here’s the best ones. See these grenade-shaped things? They’re terror bombs – pure fear in a can. You unleash one in a crowded space and the gas it emits overstimulates the nervous system, causing panic. Works just as well on Vitruvians as it does orthodox. Perfect for stunning your enemies or creating a panicked scene to make an escape through.”

			“That sounds lovely,” Nawalle said.

			After another ten minutes, as the crew piled the supplies and weapons against one wall and settled into their own seats, Azad’s surroundings came into focus. A cozy room with framed digital pictures lining the walls. The room was circular, like many homes in Nabatea City, a main room for socializing and relaxation, with a galley kitchen connected to one side. Narrow round stairs led up to a second level, likely the bedrooms. A tall, curved bookshelf ran from the floor to the ceiling in the main room, filled with a variety of printed books, magazines and digital archives reminiscent of what Azad found in the Library of Souls. Only presumably, if he pulled at one of the labels, he wouldn’t find a severed head staring back at him.

			Azad rose from his seat, groaning in the process. His legs and back ached, his entire body protesting his renewed movement, but curiosity overcame him. He wandered to the framed photographs. A family, waving from the familiar cliffsides at the edge of Nabatea City. Two parents, three children. They smiled, shielding their eyes from the glaring sun. The picture changed to another scene – camping at the edge of Fallow Lake. Another, of a Light Night show, the children now adolescents and smiling with glasses of apricot wine.

			Azad frowned. It wasn’t uncommon for siblings to stay close after childhood. Everyone went to the same Township creche for classes and skills training up into adulthood, and bonds formed. Azad and Ledo were perfect examples of that. But parents faded into the distance around the age of five, when children became part of wider Nabatean society, free from individual parents who could mar their development. A directive of Barrett Juul’s, like most elements of Nabatean society.

			But these children had done something different. The parents remained a part of their lives, joining them for excursions and Light Nights. Hadn’t their Osbournes advised against that, or not even presented it as an option? When Azad and Ledo had each gotten the chip, they were quickly steered to form new attachments, to seek the other children and the Township teachers for connection and emotional support.

			He trailed to the next walled photograph. Portraits of the two parents, gray-haired and smiling with kind but cautious eyes. And then the image shifted to a young woman with dark skin, darker eyes, and an elegant wreath of dreadlocks around her head.

			“Zelle,” Azad whispered.

			An arm wrapped around Azad from behind, making him jolt. Nawalle laughed, the sound rich in his ear. She joined him at his side, leaning her head affectionately on his shoulder.

			“This is her place,” she said. “She moved here once she decided to stop doing the shifts, and become a historian. She took what she could from the library in Nabatea City and stored everything here. She was nineteen.”

			Azad let out a low whistle. When he was nineteen, his focus was on his doctoring studies, shifts at the outlying Nabatean clinics, and whatever else Osbourne had told him to do. Zelle had figured out at that age what he’d taken another decade to realize.

			His fingers traced the scar on the back of his neck, where a small computer chip called Osbourne had governed his every waking hour, until Nawalle had cut it out of his skin in a mess of pain and blood. He’d lost so many years to that life. Zelle had found her purpose and never looked back. Azad had found freedom, but in some ways, he was still chasing that purpose.

			Once everyone had a cup of Turkish coffee or tea in hand, curled in chairs or stretched across divans, Nawalle caught them up. She’d fled in one of the smaller low-range shuttles in Balcazar harbor as the raid began. Through the chaos, Saje had shoved her into the teeming crowd running to the entrance, ordering her to leave no matter what. They’d both lost Feisal by that point in the maze of tunnels. Nawalle obeyed, flying straight to Cerata, and had holed up in Zelle’s safe house ever since.

			She’d ventured out once to find food at the open markets. In the process, she’d connected with an old contact of Zelle’s, one sympathetic to the anti-authorities cause. They had seen the footage from Calypso One and reconnected with other activists, forming a network across the Shadow Moon. That became Nawalle’s limited contact with the outside world as she lay low in darkness, eating bread and tinned vegetable paste, waiting for others to arrive.

			“Thanks a million for bringing the food,” Nawalle said, opening a jar of lebneh balls with zeal. She grabbed one of the olive oil-soaked yogurt balls with a piece of bread and stuffed it in her mouth.

			“It’s mostly tinned,” Feisal said with a resigned shrug. “But better than those disgusting pastes. I hope that person’s a true friend of Zelle’s and not someone trying to assassinate you with barely edible garbage.”

			Nawalle punched Feisal’s shoulder before leaning against Ledo. After eating another lebneh ball, she resumed her story.

			“I found out a couple of things, some more surprising than others,” she said. “Zelle’s in Saydar Prison, Saje’s somewhere else. Rumors in the network are that they want a public trial so that crazy captain – the guy who raided our ship – can expose all of our lies about Barrett Juul and Dr. Hamza. And then, they want to execute Saje.”

			Feisal shot from his seat and unleashed a sputtering stream of curses. When he took in the group’s stares at his outburst, he gathered himself, pacing around the circular room.

			“Why Saje and not Zelle?” Ledo asked. Her long hair draped over the armchair as she massaged her neck, her face tight with worry.

			Nawalle shrugged. “Make an example out of a Vitruvian traitor, I guess. Saje worked on the Axel ship that went to Mars. She’s the sole Vitruvian survivor, so it’s powerful that she’s joined our side.”

			“She’s too dangerous to keep alive,” Azad agreed with a grim nod. “Majred will want to discredit her, as much as he can, and then kill her. And maybe they’ll kill Zelle, too.”

			Heat crawled up the back of Azad’s neck. He could see it now. Zelle and Saje in the court docket – separate seating, of course, because Vitruvians and orthodox couldn’t be seated as equals. Captain Majred, his smug face twisted into every contortion as he tried to tell the entire Nabatean solar system not to believe their own eyes and ears. That up was down, that every person was equal despite being placed into castes with different roles from birth. That Barrett Juul was a model human above error or reproach, despite the evidence that he ordered people executed, poisoned half a city and killed a woman for catching on to his lies.

			“What about the arrests on the Styx?” Farra asked Nawalle. “Any word on what they did with the people they arrested?”

			Nawalle nodded. “According to the news bulletins, they let the minor offenders go,” she said. “But your Qursan are still in custody, at the prison here in Cerata.”

			Farra leaned back in her chair, eyes cloudy and distant. She feigned coolness, but Azad had spent enough time with the pirate to sense that she was calculating what to do with that information. Her former crew, and her mutinous first mate, on the same moon as her. With her stolen necklace.

			“What does it take?” Azad exploded. The group turned to him, startled. Even Feisal stopped his pacing.

			“What d’you mean, Azad?” Ledo asked, her voice soft.

			“Let it out, man,” Farra said with a delighted laugh.

			“We broadcast the truth across the system,” Azad said, continuing as though no one had interrupted him. “The ugly truth of our history. Then they tried to change the story and make Saadia Hamza a saint. And I just broadcast the truth about her, too. Right before we left the ship, I blasted the footage of her stabbing someone across the system. But what’s the point, if people just sit there and accept the lies the authorities feed them? What does it take to get people to rise up?”

			“It doesn’t work that way, Azad,” Nawalle said. “People have a lifetime of stories and lies to unlearn. And once they unlearn, it still takes courage for them to do something about it. Building a movement, forming resistance, it takes time. We have the start of a movement here on Cerata. And with the right action, it’ll grow.”

			“You forget yourself, hadir,” Feisal said with a venomous smile. “You didn’t wake up one morning and decide to turn your back on the sedentary life. I remember when you whimpered over the idea of losing your little computer consultant. You think you would’ve taken to the streets with a blade in your hand, if you hadn’t met us?”

			“But I did decide to get up and leave one day,” Azad protested, his face burning. “One morning, I decided I needed to find Ledo and instead of going to work, I got on a shuttle to Cerata. And here I am.”

			“Because of Ledo,” Nawalle said, her eyes shining as they met Azad’s twin. “You had something to risk it all for.”

			Farra shrugged. “A catalyst does wonders for the unimaginative mind,” she said. “Maybe we can find something that agitates this moon a little bit.”

			“That’s not a bad idea,” Feisal said. “Nabatea City, the planet, is the heart of Barrett Juul’s vision. It’ll be the last to fall. But if we stir up trouble here, the agitation will make its way down to the planet. You said you broadcast more from Barry’s recordings?” He nodded pointedly at Azad.

			“What, a dumb hadir like me, do something bold?” he snapped back at Feisal, who raised his hands in mock surrender.

			“Azad, let it go,” Ledo said. “We’ve got Zelle and Saje to think about. Share what was on the recording. Please.”

			Azad sighed. He recounted the strange scene that he, Ledo and Farra had captured in the Styx’s caves. By the end of the story, Nawalle sat transfixed and Feisal had resumed his pacing, his bald head almost grazing the low ceiling.

			“So your Qursan crew has the necklace?” Feisal asked Farra.

			Her face twisted in a scowl and she nodded.

			“Who are now in the custody of the authorities, here on Cerata,” Feisal continued. “Meaning they now have an ancient artifact of Saadia Hamza’s.”

			“That weirdo captain’s probably licking it and muttering sweet nothings to it right now,” Farra said. Ledo let out an appreciative cackle.

			But Nawalle exchanged a knowing look with Azad and Feisal.

			“It’s proof that the history happened,” Nawalle said. “We can rally people around something. Demand the release of the Qursan and proof of Saadia Hamza’s pendant. Make them acknowledge it exists.”

			“And there’s more,” Azad said, rising from his seat. “Zelle said they were starting to destroy records from the Library of Souls. People on this moon are proud of their library, and the free thinking it represents. Spread that story, along with the additional shady work of the authorities, and people have something to mobilize against. Protecting their library, and their way of life on the moon.”

			“Lead one group to march on the prison and demand the Qursan’s release,” Feisal said with a nod. “While a smaller group sneaks into the library to save the remaining records. We rally people there if there’s danger.”

			Ledo pursed her lips, but excitement fluttered in Azad’s chest. It could work. Growing up, he’d learned the barest minimum about the founders of Nabatea for a reason. History was something only the eccentric preoccupied themselves with. There were no stories that humanized Barrett Juul and Dr. Hamza, and no artifacts from the past, no trinkets or possessions in an exhibit that linked the present to the past. Until now, with that necklace.

			A smile crept across Azad’s face. He’d been thinking about this all wrong. They didn’t need to prove that Dr. Hamza or Barrett Juul were evil, irredeemable people. They just had to prove they were real. Real, flawed humans, who lived long ago and left traces of themselves behind. That alone would puncture the narrative. That proof, the presence of a simple artifact, would make Saadia Hamza real, not a figurehead in a story.

			And as she became real in the public’s mind, the questions would follow. The myth would begin to shatter, and the real history would begin to emerge through the shards.

			* * *

			Azad woke at an unnatural hour. Space travel always threw his body clock off, blurring night and day. Being on the dark side of a moon, in an underground apartment, probably didn’t help. The bed squeaked as he slid to his feet. Zelle’s childhood toys and trinkets lay scattered across a black-and-pink granite desk, family photos adorning the wall. Across the room, Feisal snored as he lay on his back, his long legs comically stretched over the edge of the other twin bed. Ledo and Nawalle shared a room down the hall. Farra got her own room – partly for privacy and partly for everyone else’s sense of security. Though Azad trusted her now, her Qursan reputation lingered among the rest of the crew.

			Passing the other bed, Azad glowered at Feisal, his feet itching with the urge to kick the arrogant Vitruvian in the ribs. Knock some air out of his lungs, heighten whatever nightmare he was undoubtedly having. No one as arrogant, as malicious as Feisal could have pleasant dreams. He hadn’t forgotten Feisal’s disrespect, persistent in spite of everything. Once they freed Zelle, Azad had decided his future would take him as far from the man as possible.

			Azad’s stomach rumbled and his shoulders ached. The kitchen called his name, but their food supplies were limited, so he staved off the impulse to eat by wandering through the sleepy rooms. Through the door behind the kitchen, Azad found a smaller study room that included a Dusharan prayer rug. On the other side of that room was another door, this one leading to winding wrought-iron stairs that led even deeper underground. Interesting. Azad descended.

			Cold, damp air immediately greeted him as he made his careful way down, the humidity pleasant on his skin after several days of space travel. Blue light glowed from the ground below. It was a pool or an underwater spring of some kind. The sound of dripping water echoed through the dark, cavernous space and another, stranger sound followed. Laughter.

			Azad reached the base, the floor comprised of hard, slippery lunar rock. In the center of the pool, a figure bobbed in the water, hands running over wet hair. Farra.

			“Joining me for a dip?” she asked with a wide grin. Her shoulders rose over the surface. Water glistened on her skin under the ethereal blue light, bringing the snake tattoo across her chest into focus. It looked cold. The crystalline water, Farra’s sly smile – both were daring him to come in.

			Azad kicked his shoes to one side and pulled off his nightshirt. Still in his sweatpants, he hovered at the end of the pool.

			“I’m not a prude,” Farra said with a roll of her eyes. “Strip away.”

			She drifted on her back and Azad let out a sharp gasp. He turned away, his face burning. The Vitruvian woman was completely naked. Even through the rippling water, that was very clear.

			“That artfully averted gaze better not be for my benefit,” Farra said in response. She tilted her head backward, letting her hair splay across the pool’s surface. “But if you’re shy for yourself, I’ll be a gentlelady and not look as you get in.”

			She was trying to bait him, and it worked. Azad tugged at his sweatpants and boxers, letting them drop to the floor. Kicking them aside with one foot, he stood at the edge of the water for several seconds, calling Farra’s bluff. Daring her to look up and see him exposed, vulnerable. She kept her eyes trained on the ceiling, humming softly. Azad jumped in the pool.

			The cold struck him like a sudden, ruthless slap. It knocked the air from his lungs and seized his heart. Underwater, he panicked. Just for a fraction of a second, as he wondered if the cold would paralyze him, prevent him from moving and getting his head above water. But then his fingers curled and his feet kicked, and Azad pushed himself upward with one powerful stroke of his arms.

			He gasped and spluttered, jerking his arms and legs to tread water.

			“How are you so calm?” Azad asked through chattering teeth. “You’re barely moving. It’s freezing.”

			“Oh, it gets better once your body adjusts,” Farra said, her tone amused and light. Her head lowered and she blew several bubbles in the water, like Azad and Ledo did as children in Fallow Lake.

			“What if you’re not Vitruvian?” Azad asked, sullen. The realization had just struck him and the embarrassment made him want to disappear under the water. Of course, Farra had an advantage over him in adjusting to extreme cold. When he’d met her, she had survived several days floating in an abandoned space pod, ice frosting her lips.

			“Oh, I imagine it would be harder,” Farra said, giggling. “But come on, it’s refreshing, isn’t it?”

			Now that his breath had steadied and he found an even water-treading pace, it was nice. Not refreshing, but certainly invigorating.

			“What do you think of Feisal’s plan?” Farra asked.

			Azad scowled. “It’s a decent plan. I’m worried, though. They know we’re here, because they’ll have traced the broadcast origin by now. They’ll have more guards than usual at the prison. They might even guess the library is a target as well. They could overrun us quick.”

			“You’re thinking like a Qursan,” Farra said with an approving nod. “But I do think you’re overestimating your enemy. They’re arrogant. They see you as an inferior, in every way. They probably think you wouldn’t dare attempt to rescue records from the library and breach a prison. And that’s a true Qursan strategy right there – do something so crazy, so stupid, that no one expects it of you.”

			Azad nodded. He waded to the edge of the pool, resting his elbows on the rock to pull his body somewhat out of the water. The cold was catching up to him again.

			“On to more important things,” Farra said, joining him. “What’s going on with you and Feisal? Why does he keep calling you a hadir?”

			“Because once upon a time, I wasn’t perfect,” Azad snapped. “I believed what people told me and wanted to be safe over anything else. I was afraid of being flagged as a Problem by a neighbor, and disappeared in the night. Because even though I told myself that life on Nabatea City was as perfect as life could be, part of me knew that I was never fully safe there either. I was cowardly and naïve. And no matter how much I’ve changed since then, Feisal wants to see me that way and he’ll never let me hear the end of it.”

			His loud exhale turned into a low growl at the end of his speech. He felt warm again, an indignant fire in his chest.

			“You were a product of your upbringing, the same one every orthodox in Nabatea got,” Farra said, soothing. For once, there was no mocking edge to her voice. “And Feisal’s a product of his conditioning. He flies with a mixed crew, but can’t shake the belief that he’s better than the orthodox. In that way, you’ve come a lot further from your origins than he has.”

			Azad turned to her, surprised. He never thought of it that way. And he was learning things about Farra as well. She was shrewd, of course, but also observant of people. She’d figured them all out. A thought that he oddly found more comforting than frightening.

			She’d gotten closer as they conversed.

			“What are you thinking?” she whispered.

			So many things. His eyes darted in panic to the stairs, as though the rest of the house would burst in on them any minute. How that idea filled him with shame and fear.

			Azad wet his lips. Farra mirrored him, an unconscious move.

			“I think I still have a long way to go,” Azad said softly. “I…you’re amazing, Farra. But just being here feels like I’m breaking every natural law in the universe. I know, rationally, that’s not true. It’s Juul, it’s the authorities and their lies. I know it, but I don’t fully believe it.”

			Farra glided directly in front of him, resting her hands on his shoulders. Her skin was warm, despite the water’s persistent chill. She wrapped her long legs around him and his body gave an involuntary shudder, but he pulled her in closer. His face nearly touched hers, and he noted the curl of her wet lashes, the small freckles across her nose. Her warm breath against his face.

			“You’re not going to unlearn all that by talking nonstop,” she said, leaning closer. Their lips met, hers firm, almost urgent. He returned the kiss, sliding his hands up her smooth back. The fear and doubt evaporated from him like steam from a hot spring. The more they touched and moved closer, the more his body took over, leaving his mind and all its false beliefs behind. And with that shift, a sudden boldness, desire mixed with joy, overtook him.

			“Can we unlearn out of the water?” he whispered in her ear. “I’m going to freeze to death.”

			Farra paused, momentarily stunned. Then she burst out laughing and kissed Azad again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Saadia

			Planet of Nabatea

			Year of Settlement One

			“People of Nabatea,” Barrett’s voice boomed over the megaphone, “together, we have shown that anything is possible. We’ve crossed a galaxy together, surviving a wormhole and a perilous journey. We survived the first year on this planet, building a thriving community atop a strange, hostile land. And now, together, we will protect the home we’ve built.”

			The crowd roared. Saadia scanned the sun-kissed faces for LaValle, Jen or others from the rebellious circus. No sign – not that it meant they weren’t there. The majority of the city appeared to have gathered around the open desert near the lake, forming a circle around the platform where Barrett and the crew of Operation Vitruvia stood.

			She hated the name. So pretentious and forced. But the line of people on either side of her all had something undeniable in common – an altered chemistry, a deviation from human evolution. A gift, Barrett assured the new inductees, before they took the injection of the alien formula. And with gifts came a price. Secrecy, and sacrifice.

			Saadia scanned the faces of her comrades, the elite cadre of humans destined for Operation Vitruvia. Evgenia, a smile hidden in her dark eyes, her body rigid and alert. Axel, relaxed and confident. And their new inductees, the newly infected friends of Axel, staring at the vessel that would take them off planet. Their faces were waxen, almost dazed. No doubt, their bodies were adjusting to the virus, the sudden surges in energy that Saadia struggled with in the confines of Calypso One.

			Barrett had turned it into a ceremony. A dark room with candles, a snake in the center. The same snake that Barrett brought to Mars and was worn by Kezza during her final act. They now had a snake farm on the edge of town, an outdoor enclosure where the elegant reptiles thrived but few dared to wander.

			Their families were injected as well; Barrett decided that for a superhuman caste to thrive, they couldn’t have spouses and partners who were part of the other caste. What would their future children grow up to be? Would their spouses talk to others, and reveal why some people had developed remarkable abilities while others hadn’t? It would have to be all or nothing.

			“This crew will lead the way,” Barrett said. He pointed to them, and on cue they waved to rapturous applause. “They assume great risk in their mission. As they should. We were all changed by the journey through the wormhole – some in mind, others in body. We don’t know why and we may never know. As you all know, Kezza Sayer, one of the early heroes of our Martian revolution, had been changed by contact with an alien substance in Arabia Terra, but I was exposed to the same substance and remain unaffected. I don’t question why, and I don’t mind. The universe has a plan for me, just like it had a plan for Kezza. Some of us will have the ability to venture on to the edge of the universe, to unlock its mysteries and keep humanity safe. Others will stay here and keep humanity thriving through farming, commerce and industry. Neither is right or wrong, neither is better or worse. We all have a part to play – we must find it and play it until the very end.”

			The corner of Saadia’s mouth curled in a lopsided smile. It was a good mixture of lie and truth, one that Barrett could sell in his special way. No one knew why some of Nabatea’s population was evolving in remarkable ways, but it didn’t matter – what mattered was keeping the community safe from an alien threat, and to make the most of the situation.

			While the applause was loud and sustaining, it lacked the rapturous response to Barrett Juul’s past speeches. A solemn air rippled through the crowd, evident in tear-stained, entranced faces. The people who believed in his vision, in the salvation of Operation Vitruvia, believed it wholeheartedly now. And for those who didn’t – that would be where Barrett would be tested next.

			But this was all theater. This was what Barrett did. He manipulated people on large scales, bent societies to his will. He had a plan for Mars, and then the alien virus and Kezza Sayer forced him to modify his plans.

			Now, once again, something alien was changing his plans – and serving as a catalyst for building his perfect world.

			Saadia glanced skyward, searching for breaks in the clouds. What are you? Why are you? If Barrett’s destiny was to forge a new kind of society, perhaps the stars were where Saadia’s fate lay – finding the lifeform that created the Monolith. Understanding them.

			They boarded the gangplank to cheers and well wishes. It was a beautiful ship – sleek, powerful, versatile. This mission would be the first of many.

			One of the new Vitruvians buckled into his seat next to her, teeth chattering. Saadia rested a hand on his knee.

			“It’ll be all right,” she said. “This isn’t the Sugar Shuttle. And you’re with the best of the best.”

			Her stomach twisted after she spoke, as the memory of Kezza’s mangled body leapt into her mind’s eye. What would ‘the best’ mean in Barrett’s perfect world? The fastest, the strongest, the most daring? Likely not the kindest.

			“Prepare for launch!” Axel shouted from the command room. “You know the plan, the backup plan and the contingencies. Whatever we encounter up there, we’ll be ready.”

			Saadia closed her eyes. While those around her clenched their jaws, whispered prayers or forced their breathing to slow, she sat in serene contentment as the familiar lurch of liftoff began. A sense of certainty overcame her, something she’d never felt before in her life – faith. A woman of science, Saadia didn’t put much stock in prayer and surrendering to a greater force than herself. But every particle in her being screamed in unison that she was where she was meant to be, whether this journey ended with resounding success or a fiery crash into Nabatea.

			“Having fun?” Evgenia sat across from her, between two new inductees who looked ready to lose their lunches all over the shuttle floor. She cast Saadia a knowing, secretive smile.

			Saadia opened her eyes and returned the smile. “I feel full of purpose,” she replied. “Which is the same thing as fun for me.”

			Evgenia let out a wild, gleeful laugh.

			“This is the most fun I’ve had since we overthrew Palmcorps on Mars,” she said. “You know what it is? I need an enemy. The Corpsboard were evil, greedy assholes. They deserved what they got. But the last year, what enemy did we have? Windstorms and sulfur? My biggest enemy was boredom, and I’ve been at war with it for ages. Bring on these alien satellites. I’m ready for them.”

			The man to her right vomited all over his zero-grav boots.

			Saadia wrinkled her nose, but not at the vomit. As far as she was concerned, and as she stressed to Barrett, this was a scientific mission. Not a military operation, or whatever Evgenia wanted it to be. This was not a time to play warrior, when a potentially remarkable technology lay within their reach. But she was trying to get along with Evgenia, so she gave her an appreciative chuckle and followed the ship’s ascent through the portal window.

			The ship had broken atmosphere. Saadia’s stomach became light at the abrupt change in sensation, her body now weightless in zero gravity. She unfastened her safety belt and slid out of her antigravity boots to glide across the passenger bay. Grabbing the outer rim of the portal door, she pushed herself into the command room.

			Axel operated the ship’s manual steering, his eyes fixed on the radar. Saadia leaned over his shoulders and her heart leapt in her chest. There it was – the object, moving in perfect orbit around Nabatea’s moon.

			“No sign of a change in course?” she asked.

			“Not yet,” Axel said, not taking his eyes off the radar. “And we’re catching up fast. Prepare the drone for launch!” he shouted to one of the Vitruvians. The woman sprang to action, entering commands onto the nearest monitor.

			Saadia leaned closer. “I know safety is paramount,” she said to Axel. “And in tandem with that, I hope we can keep the focus on capturing this object for research. We could learn incredible things, advance our technology beyond imagining, if we can take this thing…alive, as it were.”

			“It so happens that I agree with you,” Axel said, finally breaking his stare at the radar and turning to face her. “We just increased our numbers with a lot of good people, and I don’t want to lose them doing something stupid. Don’t worry about Evgenia. Amit passed along the same warning to me, and I’ll give you the same reassurance I gave him. I’ll keep an eye on her and deal with her if need be.”

			Saadia nodded, relieved and slightly surprised to find an ally in Axel, for once. The man was a brute and an opportunist, but even on Mars, he carried a strong sense of justice and loyalty to those he perceived as his people. And it was encouraging to learn that Axel had listened to Amit, the two men in agreement on something. It boded well for Amit’s return to Barrett’s good graces. He remained on his mandatory break, not part of the crew on Operation Vitruvia, not acknowledged by Barrett in any of his recent addresses. Hopefully he was enjoying his solitude at home, perhaps listening to the live broadcast of the operation like a regular citizen.

			But Saadia missed him. If he were with her, on the ship, he’d be another voice of reason. They needed informed, compassionate voices like Amit Reddy’s.

			“It’s there!” someone cried.

			The ship rumbled with the heavy clang of fifteen pairs of zero-gravity boots charging toward the ship’s side window. Saadia joined them, still floating and weightless. Only Axel and his second-in-command remained at their posts.

			Through the window, the moon glowed a brilliant yellow, thousands of craters visible on its bright half. The dark side of the moon still carried its form against the glittering backdrop of space. And in front of the moon, a black oval flew alongside the ship.

			Several gasps and faint cries of fear broke out. But the majority of the crew just stared, in hushed awe, at the strange object.

			Up close, several details were confirmed from Saadia’s months of observation through her telescope. It was entirely smooth and black, a geometrically perfect oval with no sign of doors, windows or any other point of entry. If there was a way to break it open or access its interior, the Monolith’s design gave away none of its secrets.

			But up close, its perfection only made it more unsettling. The surface was a black deeper than space, deeper even than the Vantablack coatings designed on Earth to absorb as much light as possible. This color didn’t just absorb light – it transfixed all who stared at it. It made terror curdle in Saadia’s veins but was so beautiful, she couldn’t look away. The more she looked at it, the more she questioned her own eyes. Was it really a satellite, a relic from some alien civilization, wandering around a random moon? Or could it be a portal, a small black hole into another universe, ready to draw them in?

			They moved in tandem now – the ship and the object. From the command center, an unfazed Axel shouted his orders.

			“Deploy the catchers!” he said.

			His second-in-command spoke into the radio frequency that all of Nabatea City was now glued to. A decision of Barrett’s, to do traditional radio instead of a full video broadcast, in case things went south and a narrative had to be managed.

			“We’re in line with the object,” she said. “There are…no words to describe it. But now that we’re on the same orbital trajectory, we’re going to attempt to capture the object and break it from its orbital path. The drones, with their nets, are being ejected from the ship now.”

			Saadia closed her eyes and when she opened them again, two small drones flew directly at the Monolith. The closer one sped up and a wide net flew from its center, tethered to a metallic rope. One of the oldest tricks of their ancestors. Catch and reel.

			The net flew directly at the Monolith.

			And the Monolith vanished.

			Startled shouts erupted from the crowd around the window. From the command center, Axel swore.

			“Is it on the radar?” Saadia called out.

			“It just disappeared,” Axel said. He stood and ran his hands through his cropped hair.

			The drones continued their trajectory forward, to the spot where the Monolith was supposed to be.

			But then, something happened. Both drones shot past the space and fell into lunar orbit, careening to the moon’s surface. Crashing.

			And then, a perfect oval of deepest black reemerged through the window, as though it had never left.

			“It’s back,” Axel said, more a moan than a statement of fact. Saadia tore herself from the window and glided back to the command center.

			“It’s on the radar?” she asked.

			“Yes,” he said.

			Evgenia joined them, marching with her heavy boots. Arms folded and brow furrowed, she knelt to examine the radar, then joined the crowd at the window.

			“Did it change speed or trajectory at all?” Saadia asked. “Have the quantum computers run the analysis. I want to know down to the last nanosecond whether it slowed down or sped up to avoid our drones, or if it just…disappeared for several seconds but stayed on the same course. Do you understand?”

			Axel seemed beyond the realm of comprehension, at least where advanced astrophysics were concerned, but he nodded and pointed Saadia to the nearest open monitor.

			While his beleaguered second-in-command tried to explain to the planet what had just happened, Saadia began running machine learning queries and quantum algorithms. Her eyes flew across the array of calculations across the screen.

			“It didn’t adjust,” she said. “It kept pace, it kept the same path. It just didn’t contact with our equipment.”

			“So it disappeared?” Evgenia asked. Her forehead pressed against the window, staring at the object. “Like magic?”

			“Nothing is magic,” Saadia said, voice rising. She needed Amit here. “It changed state to evade detection. Or it did momentarily remove itself from this location and reemerge on the same trajectory. I suspect some kind of entanglement with another object, an instantaneous connection, that can call it away and back again. Remarkable, but not magic.”

			She spoke her thoughts aloud as she reasoned through them, and the result was a series of stony faces – some confused, others alarmed.

			“Connection to what?” Axel said. “Like there’s a mothership or home planet that called it back when it was in danger?”

			He really was shrewd. “Something like that,” Saadia conceded. “It’s just a theory, of course, but the best I can explain right now. It wants to stay on path, but knows it’s being observed, and is acting accordingly.”

			“I have an idea,” Evgenia said, but Axel cut her short by rising to his feet and speaking over the ship’s intercom. His deep voice boomed across the modest ship, making Saadia’s ears vibrate.

			“New plan,” he said. “This thing doesn’t want us to catch it in a net, but it also doesn’t want to change pace. We’re going to send the next scout right to it, to its place of orbit, and make it come out to play.”

			“The Monolith is proving one thing,” said the second-in-command into the radio. “It is intelligent, and trying to evade us. But Axel and this elite crew of scientists and revolutionaries won’t take no for an answer. We’re changing our tactics in real time to outmaneuver the alien threat.”

			Through the bluster and tough talk, Saadia saw what Axel was doing, and it was exactly what she would have done. Fly another drone to the object. When it disappeared, make the drone exist in the space and orbital path of the object, to see if it returned and subsumed the same space.

			The drone launched. The ship held its breath. And then, as Saadia predicted, it disappeared as the drone advanced on it.

			The drone shifted its direction and speed, following the ship’s commands with perfect execution. Saadia pressed her clasped hands to her face, managing the smallest of smiles. The people of Nabatea had really done well. All of their equipment, their tools, were working exactly as intended.

			The drone locked its trajectory and speed to stay in the space where the Monolith was meant to be.

			And then the Monolith reappeared.

			It resumed its exact position on the radar. And the drone, which had been in its path, vanished.

			“What happened to it?” someone cried.

			“It’s still there,” Axel said. “On the radar. Look.”

			Saadia leaned forward. Sure enough, the object had resumed its position on the radar. And right on top of it was the drone launched by Operation Vitruvia.

			“The drone’s still there,” Saadia said. “But maybe inside the object.”

			Evgenia’s boots thundered against the metal floor as she stomped toward the command center again.

			“If we can get inside it, you know what that means,” she said. “Send a small squadron with the next drone. See if we end up inside.”

			Saadia shook her head. “Too dangerous.”

			“I’m sorry,” Evgenia said, rounding on Saadia with flared eyes. “Do you have a better plan for capturing something that can appear and disappear at will, Grandma?”

			Saadia’s hand shot out faster than she could process her own motions. She struck Evgenia across the cheek with a forceful slap. Evgenia reeled, but only for a second. Then her face twisted with a cold, ghoulish grin.

			“I’ll take that as a no,” she said. “Everyone on this ship signed up for some risk. This is the moment to take that risk. We’re not going to get answers by firing nets and drones at this thing. But if someone can get inside it and steer it…”

			“Why do you assume there’s anything in there to steer?” Saadia asked. Her voice trembled and her body vibrated with fury. “You think there’ll be a little steering wheel inside, Evgenia? Based on what we’ve seen, it’s more likely to be some dense matter that kills you instantly, or a miniature black hole that’ll rip you apart. None of us know!”

			“Not until someone goes in,” Evgenia countered. She turned to Axel. “Make the call to Barrett. Now.”

			“Keep the radio broadcast going and stall with bullshit,” Axel ordered his second. “And set up a private line for us and Barrett.”

			Within seconds, Barrett was on the line. Saadia jumped in before Evgenia could rout her, laying out the situation as best she understood it, and advising a course that prioritized human life. The more she spoke, the more the emotion bled into her voice. She hated it. She hated that her feelings were a weakness rather than a natural part of her, an excuse to be dismissed. And she hated that her own son had the power to dismiss her, especially in a situation where they needed her knowledge, her expertise, more than that of anyone else on the entire planet.

			But she said her piece, and afterward Evgenia cut in, with her smooth, confident rasp. About risk and reward, and all that could be gained if they initiated that first contact. First contact. As though they hadn’t encountered alien life before, when Barrett stretched his hand out to the blue substance in a Martian cave, after scores of Martian prisoners died from exposure.

			It struck her, and she turned to Axel.

			“Remember how the Calypso Corpsboard let your own people die as guinea pigs while they studied the virus?” Saadia asked him. “Do you want to allow this? Send your friends out to danger?”

			“Do you have a better idea, Mother?” Barrett’s voice crackled from the nearest speaker. Saadia’s mouth twisted in a cold scowl. She became ‘Mother’ when he either intended to show her public respect or to put some formal distance between them in an argument – and there was no question which of those was now at play.

			“We can leave,” Saadia said. “Land the ship back on Nabatea, study the new information we have from this closer encounter and then come back when we’re ready. What’s the crime in waiting? What’s the cost in coming back when we’re smarter and better prepared?”

			“Money and time,” Evgenia said, matter-of-fact. Her fingers drummed on the command desk, her body almost vibrating with impatience. “You want to relaunch so we can sit around and think? We’re here now. This may be our only chance. This thing is aware of us now. Who knows what it’ll do next? Disappearing is the best option. What if it decides to go on the offensive?”

			“There’s no evidence to suggest that—” Saadia began.

			“We proceed,” Barrett said, with a tone that invited no further comment. “Evgenia is right. It’s time to take a risk and strike.”

			But Axel spoke up again. “If we’re going to throw my people to the wolves, she can go as well,” he said, with a pointed nod at Evgenia.

			An uneasy second of silence followed.

			“If you mean Evgenia—” Barrett began, but the woman in question slammed her hands on the counter.

			“Agreed,” she said. “Threaten me with a good time, Axel. I’m ready for a little fun.”

			Axel nodded curtly. Ignoring Barrett’s sputtering protests through the speaker, Evgenia turned around and marched to the suit rack.

			Within a half hour, the radio broadcast resumed with a breathless tale of a daring mission into open space. As the copilot spoke, three figures in white spacesuits floated on a connecting tether on the other side of the expansive window. Two new inductees and Evgenia in the rear, all advancing on the Monolith. The ship kept in perfect alignment with its orbit, but as they advanced outward, gloved hands gripping their tether, Saadia held her breath.

			The ship had a camera on its side that zoomed in, trying to capture up-close shots of the heroic explorers, but only Axel observed it from his command post. Everyone else chose the window, the most immediate point from which to witness the incredible moment of first contact between human and alien craft.

			“Closer,” Evgenia’s voice crackled through the comms system. “We’re going to poke it.”

			Axel obeyed, drawing the ship closer in parallel to the object. A shudder ran through the Vitruvians gazing out the window. Saadia felt it too. A knot in her stomach, a heaviness in her chest. Even a faint ring in her ears, as though she were attuning to some hidden frequency.

			The nearest suited figure released a small drone, which sped the remaining twenty feet toward the Monolith. Saadia frowned. They’d tried this before. Sure enough, before the drone could reach contact, the Monolith vanished in a harsh blink.

			Immediately, Evgenia relaxed the tether and the first suited figure flew forward, into the spot where the object was meant to be. The second person relaxed their tether, inching closer as well. They were a partnered couple, Saadia recalled from the launching ceremony, who had been inducted together. Whatever one of them risked, the other seemed determined to follow.

			The Monolith reappeared.

			It emerged exactly in the place where the farthest person floated.

			A bloodcurdling scream tore through the ship’s speakers. The crowd around the window jostled, pushing each other aside as they fought for a better glimpse of what was transpiring outside. The image on the monitor shook, the camera struggling to keep up with the action. Free of her antigravity boots, Saadia floated above the crowd for a clearer view.

			The first person was invisible, either inside the oval mass or lost to them all. But the second person had been partially in the space where the object had reappeared. Their legs were now gone, swallowed by the Monolith, while the rest of them was attached still attached to the ship’s tether. They flailed their arms and screamed bloody murder.

			Several spectators clapped hands to their mouths. From the command center, Axel buried his face in his hands as screams erupted from the speakers.

			“This means we can touch it,” Evgenia said, still holding on to the tether that connected her to the ship on one side, a screaming, horrified comrade on the other. “No signal from inside the craft, but that doesn’t mean our crewmate isn’t still there. Can you stop yelling? Tell me what you feel! Do you still sense your legs inside there?”

			The shrieks and sobs continued. The second-in-command struggled to narrate the horrific scene over the radio. Saadia’s fingers and toes tingled with adrenaline, her body processing the all-too-familiar experience of nearby human suffering.

			Are you happy, Barrett? She longed to scream at him through the microphone, across the airwaves, so every Nabatean could hear. Are you glad you listened to people who view their crewmates as disposable toys?

			“Pull back,” Axel commanded into the comms system.

			“Are you crazy?” Evgenia asked. “I’m going in.”

			And with a tug of the rope, she lurched toward the Monolith. Her arms extended, like a cat pouncing on a ball of yarn. Though her face was turned away from the ship, and hidden by a vizor, Saadia could imagine the wild excitement in her eyes, the triumphant grin of a fighter. Evgenia was in her element, more alive than ever in those agonizing seconds.

			The object vanished again at her approach. But instead of staying in hiding for the usual time, it immediately reappeared several feet backward, along the same orbital path. In the process, it released its captive, but kept the legs. The inductee twitched and spun wildly through open space, droplets of blood shooting out of the torn, severed stumps where their legs used to be. Dead or seconds from it, they let go of the rope and careened away from the ship, from the moon, into space.

			Saadia’s throat clenched. One certain death, another vanished or dead inside the object, and Evgenia remaining. She clung to the rope and remained motionless, feet in front of the object. Her legs bent and tucked backward, perhaps an unconscious move to protect her extremities after what they’d all just witnessed.

			“Pull back,” Axel said again. “This thing is dangerous.”

			“That just means we can’t leave it here,” Evgenia said. Her voice sounded light and thin, as though she were hyperventilating. “It needs to come down.”

			A small cry escaped Saadia’s throat. Her body tensed, her heart beginning to race. She didn’t like Evgenia. But she hated Death’s work, no matter who he was dealing it to.

			Evgenia swung her arm. A small orb flew near the Monolith. A silent explosion followed, flames spreading in every direction and licking the edges of the onyx alien craft. The grenade didn’t stop the object’s trajectory.

			Swearing, Evgenia threw a second grenade. It landed closer to the object’s center, and it rattled at the impact, threatening to veer sideways.

			“Stop!” Axel yelled. “You’re no good to anyone dead.”

			“Evgenia, no!” Barrett’s voice cut through the comms signal, deep but insistent. Saadia could hear the undercurrent of desperation in his words. “Please no.”

			But Evgenia yanked the rope again, pulling herself closer to the Monolith, until she was almost adjacent to its side, closer than she was to the ship. As her legs kicked through open space, her arm formed a graceful arc as she hurled yet another grenade at it.

			This explosion was closer – to both the Monolith and its wielder. Evgenia’s head snapped back, her vizor shattering from the impact. Several spectators cried out. Saadia finally stole a glance at the monitor. It captured a close-up of Evgenia’s face, now framed by jagged glass and exposed to open space. Her skin was frozen gray, her lips parted and eyes wide, not just in shock, but with something else. Wonder. Saadia’s stomach seized as she realized the woman was still alive, as the air was sucked from her lungs and her insides boiled.

			“Push her closer to it,” Saadia said to Axel. “Now.”

			Stunned, Axel shook as though releasing himself from a trance. Meeting Saadia’s eyes, he understood her intent.

			A long metallic arm extended from the ship, toward Evgenia. But instead of retrieving her, its end shot forward.

			Evgenia flew backward into the path of the flaming object. Saadia could make out her face, see the life still present in her eyes. How was the woman still alive? It was impossible. People lasted seconds under open space exposure, not the half minute that had transpired.

			But Evgenia’s arm jerked and grabbed something on her suit. The final grenade.

			As she nearly reached the Monolith, before it performed its usual vanishing, a final explosion spread red fury through the blackness of space. The Monolith tipped diagonally and veered away from the ship, as though it were fainting from the blow. It kept moving, falling out of its orbit, picking up speed, as it careened toward the moon.

			Evgenia had done it. The alien craft had been brought down.

			A terrible silence filled the ship. The crew remained transfixed at the window, only a few stepping away to pace in their heavy boots, numb with shock.

			On the surface of the moon’s dark side, a small explosion rippled across the cratered surface. The Monolith had landed. But was it intact?

			“What now?” Axel said in a dull monotone.

			While the crew remained in a state of amazement, a new sensation overtook Saadia. Hunger. A desperate craving for knowledge and answers. For a series of terrible deaths to have not been in vain.

			She seized the broadcast microphone from the dazed second-in-command.

			“Evgenia Zelenko, our hero of Martian liberation, has come to our aid one last time,” she said. “She sacrificed herself to make us safe. And now we’re going to carry on in her spirit. We’re going to land on this moon and find that craft. This mission isn’t over – it’s just begun.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Azad

			Moon of Cerata

			Year of Settlement 1209

			A week passed in the house on the end of a quiet Cerata street. The week felt like a decade to Azad, who never forgot that each passing hour was another hour of captivity for Zelle and Saje. The reality of their imprisonment clung to him like a sharp burr, invading his day with dark imaginings of sunless cells, interrogations, meager rations, and the endless unknowing that accompanied the life of a prisoner. One late night, Farra told Azad of her time in the Ceratan prison for Vitruvians, when she was held for theft and smuggling five years ago.

			“The worst part for me was not knowing when it would all end,” Farra said. “If it would ever end. The first few days were rough, of course. They questioned me for thirty hours straight, slapped my face every time I got smart with them, blasted awful music in my holding room so I couldn’t sleep. But once they imprisoned me, I had no idea how long I would be there. It was just staring at the walls, looking at the carvings other prisoners left for clues. No sense of time aside from the garbage meals they’d push through the door hatch. Being both incredibly bored and anxious constantly, not knowing if this was the rest of your life or if someone was about to burst through the door at any minute and sentence you to a boiling in space…that was awful.”

			“I can’t imagine,” Azad said. Across the table, Ledo’s lips curled in a knowing smile, but she didn’t look up from what she was doing – wiring a tennis racket. Her fingers moved with nimble efficiency as she twisted the wires into a crossing pattern.

			They made rackets to repel anything the authorities might throw at demonstrators – tear gas, smoke bombs, stun grenades – so they could lob them back at the enforcement lines. They programmed small drones to display protest slogans and messages to the demonstrators, so they could disperse, regroup or hold formations. And they crafted balaclavas to defend against tear gas and protect the identities of anyone who joined them on the streets.

			None of them, in truth, knew how to lead an uprising. Zelle had learned some history of Earth’s popular uprisings against tyrants and exploitative systems, but everything had been gleaned from Barrett Juul’s writings and teachings, which had an obvious bias. Then there was the Martian uprising that had brought their ancestors here, one they actually got to witness unfold. But that was also a fast and frantic effort, underscored by years of planning and exploitation by Barrett Juul.

			“He took people’s legitimate anger and frustration with the corporate tyrants of Mars and twisted himself into their savior,” Zelle had concluded one night on Balcazar. “There were local organizers of strikes and resistance who could have carved a truly revolutionary path forward, given time. But Juul seems to have sent some of his people – puppets and lackeys – to join those movements before he arrived, so they could steer that popular energy toward his vision. There’s no denying it – however much we may hate the world he created, he was clever and tactical.”

			With those words in mind, Azad and Nawalle had decided to pore over a series of files in Zelle’s library – files she’d stolen from the Vitruvian authorities. They carried details of how local law enforcement should put down any protests or mass public actions against the authorities. An instruction manual for oppressing the orthodox people of Nabatea, and any Vitruvians who allied with them. Azad pored over it for hours, drinking green tea and reading while Farra lay asleep next to him. It was a gripping read, painful but vindicating to see the truth of the regime’s brutality laid bare. But it told them what they needed to know – how their enemy would operate in a protest. They planned accordingly.

			Azad ran his hands through his hair and rested his head on the table with a defeated sigh. Ledo’s pointed smiles and knowing winks irritated him – he and Farra had done their best to be discreet in the last week, but nothing got past his sister.

			But far more disturbing was the fear that their efforts would be in vain. What if no one showed up when the time came tomorrow morning? Or worse, what if someone in Nawalle’s network betrayed them, and the people marched on the Cerata prison only to be greeted by the full force of the authorities?

			He believed in Nawalle and her abilities to agitate the local population – a group of people already ripe for agitation. But it was also true that the immediate cause they were trying to mobilize people for – the release of a crew of Qursan prisoners – wasn’t the most compelling one. Whether Vitruvian or orthodox Nabatean, most people across the solar system had no love for the Qursan, who operated with no principles beyond personal gain and a desire to profit from the labors of others. They weren’t a sympathetic group, even to Azad. Farra, obviously, being the exception.

			But that wasn’t what would really bring people out, Nawalle had reassured them. Azad’s additional broadcast of the footage on the Styx, where the Qursan were raided and detained, had spread like wildfire across the Shadow Moon. Without much prompting, ordinary Ceratans had drawn a connection between the two broadcasts. They wanted answers. Why had a supposed hero of Juulian society stabbed a man in a cave and run away? And why had the Vitruvian authorities raided that same planet, conducting mass arrests for an activity that, while frowned upon, was routine enough across the galaxy? What else were they covering up?

			And then there was the Library of Souls being tampered with, its records slowly erased. All Ceratans could agree that the library should belong to all.

			“I can’t sleep,” Azad said to Farra later that night after he’d tiptoed into her private room, leaving Feisal snoring in their shared quarters. His arm wrapped tightly around her as her back pressed against his bare chest. She held his hand, massaging his palm with her long, strong fingers.

			Farra let out a low, soft laugh. “That’s no way to operate before a daring break-in into the Library of Souls,” she said. “A riot and a break-in in one day. We all need some beauty rest – even me. Don’t worry. It’s a good plan.”

			“Hmm.”

			“Oh, with a slight change,” Farra continued. “Ledo’s going with you to the library and I’m joining the demonstration with Nawalle.”

			“What?” Azad rose upright in bed, untangling his arm from Farra. “Why? Who decided that?”

			“Ledo and I,” Farra said. She lay on her back and stretched, yawning. “We both agreed that it’s better for me to march on the prison, given that I’ve been in that prison before, know the crew and am also not a wanted fugitive like her. She can lend her new Vitruvian skills and help you just as well as I can.”

			“But…” Azad’s voice trailed away. She was right – it made more sense for Azad and Ledo to pair up, rather than for Farra to accompany him and Barry. It didn’t lessen the sting that the two of them, his twin sister and a woman who meant more to him with each passing day, had discussed this behind his back and chosen a direction without consulting him.

			Farra turned to face him. In the dark, her face was difficult to read, but a shine in her eyes told Azad that she had a good guess at his thoughts.

			“Let it go,” she said. “And if you’re worried about me, don’t be. I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time. Like your sister. We’re going to make our own choices, and it just so happens that we both factor your well-being into our choices. This is it, Azad. Your revolution is starting tomorrow. If you can’t sleep, it should be because you can’t wait for it to happen.”

			And with those words, Farra rolled away from him and sank into the bed. The subtle shift in her breathing told Azad that she had fallen asleep in minutes. He wrapped his arms tightly around her, drawing in the comfort of her assurance, of her faith in them all, as he struggled to rest.

			* * *

			The next morning, Azad laced up his shoes with tense fingers. The cold air prickled his skin and sobered his senses. Nearby, Ledo ate a reheated pastry, but Azad’s stomach squirmed in protest at even the thought of food. The day had come. If they delayed it, if they backed down, they risked losing momentum. It was time to strike.

			Something fell into his lap. Azad refocused his gaze, his hands running over soft, black fabric.

			“Put it on,” Nawalle instructed, as she pulled her own balaclava over her head. “It’ll look strange before we make our way to the square, but better than being identified along the way by authority cameras. We split up near the market – Azad, Ledo and Barry into the tunnels, the rest of us to the square, where we hopefully won’t be alone. Azad, are you going to eat anything?”

			Azad shook his head, swallowing back a surge of bile in his throat.

			“I’m fine,” he said. “I’m ready.” He stole the briefest of glances at Farra, whose eyes smiled at him through the slits in her balaclava.

			Feisal swung a heavy bag, full of defensive gear for the protest, over his shoulder.

			“I’d feel better if we brought some of our lovely weapons from the ship,” he said to Nawalle. “Remember those? We have guns and stunners to fight back with.”

			Nawalle shook her head.

			“Not for this,” she said. “This is a protest, not a street battle. We don’t want all the people who show up to be caught in the crosshairs, if the authorities decide to escalate.”

			Feisal scoffed. “Do you see any scenario where they don’t come down on the crowd with the wrath of a thousand Nabatean suns?”

			“She’s right,” Ledo said. She twisted her hair into a knot as she spoke, tucking it under her head cover. “They probably will come down hard. But the people who join us today may not join again if we show up ready for battle. They need to see that the authorities can’t be reasoned with. And then next time, we come fully armed and prepared, and help others arm themselves too for protection.”

			“If there is a next time,” Feisal muttered, his mustache disappearing as he pulled his own cover overhead. “You take good care of Barry,” he said to Ledo. He gave a pointed stare at Azad, who returned the Vitruvian’s gaze with a face of stone.

			“Enough talking,” Nawalle said with a nervous clap of her hands. “Let’s go.”

			Outside, the air was cold and biting. The perpetually dark city was darker than usual, no lights shining from the windows as most of Cerata’s inhabitants still slept. That would change soon.

			Streaks of ice clung to the cobbled alleyways as they made their way to the main road. Dim streetlamps cast dull ochre light over the slick street. The group moved quickly, Barry’s loud, clanging strides announcing their presence. Azad winced.

			They darted down another alleyway, taking a shortcut to the main souk. Azad’s breath heated the fabric around his face, the only part of him not stinging with cold. His stomach tightened at the stillness around them. Had they left too early?

			A whirring noise brought the group to a sudden halt. Azad held his breath. Next to him, Ledo crouched low.

			In perfect unison, two small flying drones emerged from either side of the alley’s end. Hovering ten feet in the air, they spun to face them, their lenses rotating and scanning.

			“Take them down,” Nawalle said in a low, frantic whisper.

			Feisal had started moving before Nawalle opened her mouth. He charged directly toward the two drones, Ledo close behind. With a long stride, he leapt diagonally at the nearest wall and pushed with his foot to propel higher into the air, facing the nearest drone. The drone shot upward, flying higher, but Feisal grabbed it with both hands and pulled it down with his full force. He wrestled it to the ground.

			The second drone dove at Feisal. Ledo formed her own graceful arc as she leapt high, colliding with the second drone before it could reach its target. She somersaulted as her body curled around the metallic object, pulling it down. But the drone fought her and with her lighter weight, it managed to stay in the air as Ledo wrapped her arms around it, legs kicking skyward.

			As Ledo struggled, Feisal had already punched his fist into the heart of the first drone and ripped out its insides. He shot to his feet and pulled Ledo and the drone down to the ground. Together, they made quick work disemboweling its intricate machinery.

			The rest of the group ran to them. Nawalle bent down to check on Ledo but she waved her away with a dismissive hand.

			“I’m fine,” Ledo said, slightly out of breath.

			“You did good,” Feisal said. “Now it’s time to move.”

			They continued their swift advance to the square, making less effort to be quiet. Speed was more important now than stealth. Signs of life stirred around them. Windows opening from second stories, vendors leading mechanized carts full of wares to their market stalls. Distant laughter, the occasional cough. A bakery with large, fogged windows, the silhouettes of figures moving inside.

			And ahead, a group of young people holding signs, standing at the edge of the market stalls. Azad’s heart leapt as he read the text of a woman’s sign, scrawled in bold red.

			Release all political prisoners!

			Her companion carried a sign of his own.

			Honor our Dead! Save our Library!

			They flinched as Nawalle rushed to them, but their faces lit up as she handed them a set of balaclavas from her backpack. A door swung open and a couple emerged, rushing with haste toward the group. They put on their own masks. Nawalle turned to Azad and Ledo, her eyes wide with excitement.

			Now larger, the masked group moved down the market’s main drag on the winding path to the central square. They drew curious stares, but figures also emerged from behind stalls and through doors, joining the swelling crowd. Azad grabbed Ledo’s arm with excitement and pointed to the open square, at the main fountain and statue. A small crowd had already formed there, starting an initial chant.

			“Free the people, free them all! Break the chains and watch them fall!”

			“Did you teach them that?” he asked in Nawalle’s ear.

			She shook her head. “They’re the people I was talking to before you found me. They’ve been underground for a while. Now they’re out in the open. It’s happening! But you and Ledo need to go now.”

			Azad paused. The tunnel to the Library of Souls. Nawalle had gone over the map with him and Farra several times in the days leading up to this moment, but now, amid the swelling crowd and the angry energy crackling in the air, he froze. There was an entrance in one of the nearby buildings, but they all became a blur.

			Ledo tugged at his arm.

			“Barry knows,” she said. “Feisal programmed the map into him.”

			“I remember now,” Azad said, and he did. The three-story building behind the spice stalls, through a side door in the alleyway. He led the way, Ledo and Barry close behind.

			The door opened with a heavy groan, a flight of winding white stairs leading directly underground. As soon as the door swung shut behind them, their surroundings fell into pitch black. Dripping water echoed down the dark path.

			Azad and Ledo activated their flares in unison. The crimson light shone down the smooth, white tunnel, which stretched into the darkness. This was how Zelle entered the library that fateful day when Azad first met her, descending a flight of curved stairs into a room of the dead. A secret tunnel system known to only the long-standing residents of Cerata, lore passed down generations. The winding maze underneath the city was old, possibly as old as the moon’s settlement.

			Under the bold glare of the flare light, Ledo grinned. Azad cast a final, pained glance at the winding stairs leading back outside, where Farra would be as the crowd swelled and the authorities descended. But Farra, as she reminded Azad last night, could fend for herself. And like Zelle, Azad had his own mysteries to unravel.

			“Follow me, Barry,” he said to the quantum projector, and led the way.

			The path was dark and winding, the air muggy and still. A fork would emerge in the path, and Barry would help them reorient toward the library. Occasionally, noise from above reached them underground. The rumbling of vehicles or the distant roar of angry chants. Azad and Ledo cast nervous, excited glances at each other. How many people had joined the first protest? And how were the authorities responding?

			Finally, they reached another flight of stairs. These were wide and straight, ascending to a higher level, though not yet above ground. They climbed, only to find another pathway and a second set of stairs.

			“It might have been easier to just knock out the people at the front desk,” Ledo muttered. “How dangerous can they be? It’s a library, not a fortress.”

			Azad pressed his lips together, saying nothing. They both knew it was more than a collection of stories. It contained the past, the most dangerous form of knowledge in the Nabatean system. Azad shuddered at the memory of pulling open a drawer, finding a severed head inside with an Archive Band around it. Memories. A collection of truths, that together told the story of all humankind.

			A small, arched wooden door appeared along the tunnel wall. Azad’s pulse quickened. He knew this place. Before he had a chance to pause, to hesitate, he grabbed the cold brass doorknob and twisted it open.

			The door led to the large Archive room where he’d met Zelle – they stood at the spot where Zelle once stood, in the middle level of the towerlike room. In a city of perpetual night and shadows, the room emitted a warm, cozy light, a series of ornate lamps lining the winding path up to the highest level. Rows and rows of shelves lined almost every part of the round walls, each one containing an archive of some kind – the remains of a long-dead person or a series of files and records. On the lowest level, a central round table hosted a spinning platform where Archives could be projected.

			And the entire room, thankfully, was empty.

			Ledo let out a low whistle.

			“Let’s save some history,” she said, clapping her hands together. “Where do we start? Maybe some of the Vitruvians we saw on the ship? The ones who killed Kezza?”

			Azad shook his head. He recalled an important detail from his last visit here.

			“There are no Vitruvians in this room,” he said. “They’re in another wing of the library. But I don’t think we want the memories of Vitruvians, if we want to know about the man Saadia Hamza killed. He was part of the circus, with Kezza. His name, if I recall Zelle’s research correctly, was something like LaValle. My guess would be that they weren’t turned into Vitruvians and died as orthodox humans. If they’re Archived, they’ll be in this room.”

			Ledo nodded. “But that still begs the same question. Where do we start? This room is massive. It could take us months of trips here to find the right name on the wall.”

			“I bet there’s a chronology to the placement of people here,” Azad said. “Most recent to oldest. Start looking at the dates. And let’s put Barry to work. See what this place looked like in the early days.”

			Azad led Barry down to the lowest level, next to the spinning display, while Ledo ran her fingers over a row of names.

			“Date of Death, Year of Settlement 944, Year of Settlement 955…you’re right, this section is in order,” Ledo said. “But then this area here jumps all the way to Year of Settlement 230 – really early, a couple generations into Nabatea City. I wonder if this is where they started destroying records.”

			Azad ran the dials, as Nawalle instructed him, and set Barry back a thousand years.

			The quantum projector whirred to life, the air around them shifting in the uniquely subtle way that always accompanied a visit to the past. The hologram spread from the center of the room, showing a reversing clock of activity through time. People walking backward, carrying Archive Bands, lights flicking on and off as each day came to a close, a medley of movement and color. Time sped up, and Azad expanded Barry’s range to project the hologram across the wider room.

			Then the reverse reel stopped, as Barry reached Year of Settlement 230. The library room looked fully constructed, though less decorated. A team of Nabateans were working in the central area, updating a large computer in the place where the more advanced projector now stood. Another figure entered the room and Azad gasped. A man in a white lab coat carried a severed head under his arm, his gloved hand gripping the hair. He moved with the calmness of a baker hauling a bag of flour into the kitchen.

			“Lovely,” Ledo said, as the man plugged the Archive Band into a port on the computer and typed on the keyboard. “Although I guess this is probably what we still do every time a Vitruvian gets Archived. No point in storing the entire body, right?”

			“What are they doing on the computer though?” Azad muttered, before his eyes widened. “Barry! Pause and focus in the center frame, right here.”

			To his amazement, Barry understood. The hologram’s scope narrowed and the resolution improved around the center of the room. Azad walked up to the ancient computer and stared at the screen. From his time on Balcazar, he’d studied enough of old writing to understand it, provided it wasn’t too technical or scientific.

			“They’re logging in the person’s name and personal details,” he said to Ledo. “Amber Liu, died age eighty-six. Family members, date of birth. But there’s more. Random words. Gardens. Aulula Hills. Teacher. Natural causes.”

			“Maybe they’re keywords?” Ledo offered, her eyes narrowing as she examined Amber Liu’s peaceful expression. “In case someone wanted to locate her later? I bet everyone in here is tagged with certain labels, to help with research.”

			Azad’s chest fluttered in excitement. He deactivated Barry’s projection, exhaling with faint relief to have his surroundings rooted in the clear present once again.

			“We search by keywords,” he said. “Circus. Troupe. Entertainer. See if we can find others from that group who might have been close to Kezza’s friend.”

			He rushed to the computer and touched the screen to activate it. A warning message popped up and a smooth, slightly chiding female voice filled the room.

			“Searches require a library account,” it said. “Please enter your password or confirm with an ocular scan.”

			Azad swore.

			“I wonder if Feisal has one,” Ledo said. “We should have brought him.”

			Azad shook his head, and not just because he didn’t want to interact with Feisal more than necessary. “Even if he did, we’d probably get flagged. We’re all fugitives, remember?”

			At those words, his ears sharpened to a surge of noise outside. A low rumble of distant voices. Chants. His fists clenched. The protest was going strong, even spreading – and moving toward the library. He strained his senses to catch the sound of something more sinister – sirens, gunfire, screams – but only heard the general chorus of a large crowd through the library’s thick windows and thicker walls.

			“We can’t linger,” he said. “We’ve already been here too long.”

			“Wait,” Ledo cut in with a burst of laughter. “We’re so stupid! This is easy. Remember how we found the formula on the ship? Same thing we’re doing now – looking at other people entering information.”

			Azad groaned. “We just steal a password, using Barry.”

			Minutes later, Ledo had successfully logged in and began typing keywords, while Azad tinkered with Barry’s settings.

			“Found them!” she cried in triumph. “Jen Morino and Sergei Medvedev. Both super early settlers – they arrived from Mars. Sergei died Year of Settlement forty-five. And wow – Jen Morino died on YOS five. They’re both on the third level.”

			While she ran up the stairs, Azad reactivated Barry and dialed him further back, two centuries more. The image became grainier, as it had done when they journeyed to ancient Mars. At some point, this library had been built where nothing but lunar rock had existed before. Curiosity overcame him. Who built it, and why?

			Ledo shrieked. Azad spun around, craning his neck to find her high above him, staring into a drawer.

			“What is it?” Azad asked.

			“Her face,” Ledo said. “It’s all scarred and burned, like she took a spa day in the Sulpherlands.”

			“Maybe she did get burned there,” Azad said. Annoyance crept into his voice. “Life was harder back then. Just get the Archive Band.”

			But Ledo’s gaze had shifted downward, to the center of the room where Azad stood. The room’s lower level had grown darker, as though its lighting had been stripped away. Frowning, he turned around.

			The hologram projecting from Barry’s abdomen revealed the landscape before the library had been built. A hilly terrain of gray dirt and lunar rock, under a dark, starry sky. The days passed backward in a slow reel without a rising or setting sun.

			“There’s no one there, but we can see it,” Ledo said. “Meaning…”

			“That this spot on the moon is being observed in some way,” Azad finished. He wet his lips, suddenly dizzy. “Barry, move forward.”

			They were coming on the moment, over a thousand years ago, when their ancestors first arrived on the dark side of Cerata. Azad could feel it in his bones, the way his extremities tingled and his breath grew shallow.

			And then, light flashed.

			Ledo shrieked. Azad took a step backward, nearly collapsing into the nearest shelf. The light was blinding, the ground around them erupting. If they had sound, Azad was certain the explosion would have been deafening.

			Smoke rose from a deep crater in the ground. An impact from space. A comet, an asteroid.

			Azad knelt and stared down at the floor, now ripped apart under Barry’s lens to display the crash site. Smoke continued to billow from the impact area. But deep down, in the crater, a perfectly black, perfectly spherical shape burned, cracked like a broken egg.

			And before Azad could speed Barry forward, two figures in bulky white spacesuits stepped into the hologram’s view.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Saadia

			Moon of Cerata

			Year of Settlement One

			“What do you see?”

			“Requesting report.”

			“Describe it, come on!”

			A chorus of insistent voices crackled over the comms in Saadia’s ear, and she ignored them all. Black smoke rose into the air from the crater, the area of impact oddly small. No heat reached her through the spacesuit, another odd development – the material wasn’t strong enough to completely block the elements, and certainly not a crash. Her breath stilled as she drew closer.

			Her companion, one of the new Vitruvians, inspected a series of atmospheric readings on his arm.

			“Oxygen and nitrogen levels are sufficient,” he said. “I think we can remove our helmets.”

			“Negative,” came Axel’s voice through the comms. “I hear you, and that’s encouraging for future settlement considerations, but you’re about to come upon an alien object. Keep your equipment on and proceed with caution.”

			“Mother, are you listening?” It was Barrett now, a hint of a whine in his voice. A child, still, always demanding to be the center of attention. Even in the most extraordinary of moments.

			Saadia bit her tongue. While she sat in Calypso, surrounded by the vacuous oligarchs of the Corpsboard, Barrett got to encounter the remarkable blue alien substance in the caves of Mars. And what had he done with it? Turned it into a weapon, to alter bodies and create a caste of powerful people out of his loyalists. Including her.

			But this was her moment. He wouldn’t take this from her.

			She stepped around the perimeter of the crater and fell to one knee, leaning forward. Her companion also knelt, peering into the chasm through a break in the smoke.

			“I see it!” he cried.

			Saadia pointed her camera down and zoomed in. The object was there – a large crack running down its side, smaller cracks running from its center and flames licking its edges. Even broken, it was still imposing, unsettling, to gaze at, but Saadia also couldn’t look away if she tried. She narrowed her eyes, trying to discern what lay beyond the large crack, what the Monolith’s interior contained. Through the smoke and shadows of the crater, she saw nothing.

			“Send in the explorer,” she said at last, her first words on the moon. Her companion leapt into action, and Barrett droned about transparency in her ear. Everything became background noise against the smoldering object below. A wave of exhilaration pulsed through Saadia’s veins, heat spreading to her fingertips. She hadn’t felt alive like this since she’d discovered Nabatea through the Obscura telescope, and first realized that a new home was within reach. The rush of hope when the impossible became possible.

			The explorer, a robot with a slinky body like a salamander’s, crawled over the edge and into the crater. Its cameras whirred to life and its thousands of tiny sensors began sending data back to the ship’s main computer on its surroundings. Temperature, gas composition, signs of organic matter.

			“I wonder if the leg is still in there,” Saadia’s companion mused. “You know, from…”

			Saadia cast a cold, contemptuous look that her companion couldn’t see through her reflective vizor. A leg would have been the least interesting detail inside that object. And so far, from the reports on the computer screen on her suit’s arm, there was no sign of anything carbon-based in the crater.

			“I’m more interested in why it’s still here,” Saadia said. “It was able to vanish and reappear at will in orbit. Now, that capability seems to be gone. We’ll need to fully examine its mechanics, its inner workings, for me to understand it.”

			“You think you can understand this thing?” A trace of Axel’s sneer bled through the intercom.

			Saadia smiled.

			“With time and resources, I can,” she said. “First, we put out the fire. Then, I need a research tent built around the site. Supplies, scopes, a lab for analysis of samples. I’ll send a list. And I want Amit working with me – it’s time.”

			“Mother, you’re talking like you’re going to be staying there,” Barrett said. The whine lingered in his tone. “We need to strategize further once you get home.”

			“No,” Saadia said, surprised by the coldness and ease with which she refused the most powerful man on the planet. “Barrett, you will do this for me. For all our sakes. I don’t care about your strategy this time.”

			The line crackled, the uncomfortable silence stretching. Saadia let it linger, her shoulders rigid in her defiance. She knew what Barrett wanted, maybe even more than he did. Once it was deemed safe, he would come here and deliver a fiery speech about the threats of the universe, and how they would need to be able to fight back. His new people – his Vitruvians – would be that front line, while everyone else became the backbone to their exploration and plundering.

			But none of that mattered. Saadia had a theory she would not yet voice aloud. This craft was possibly once sentient and alive in a way they couldn’t understand. But it was malfunctioning, abandoned and trying to return home.

			And if she could get it working again, perhaps she could find where that home lay.

			Saadia unlatched her helmet and pulled it off her head, exposing her face to the open elements. She inhaled. A faint metallic smell, like rust, hung in the cold air. The chill made the soft, fine hairs on her neck rise. She breathed in again, lips curling in triumph.

			Barrett could have his world below, on the vast expanse of red-and-brown terrain that made up Nabatea. This would be her home now.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Azad

			Moon of Cerata

			Year of Settlement 1209

			Azad stood in the library’s center, stunned. Ledo’s footsteps echoed through the tower and she ran down the spiral stairs, two Archive Bands in hand.

			“I think we’d better go,” she said. “Feisal just flagged me. It’s getting hot out there. They’re arresting people, opening fire. They’ve called in the full force of the authorities.”

			But Azad wasn’t listening. His heart had stilled when one of the suited figures removed their helmet, revealing a smiling face that didn’t quite extend to her wary eyes, still apparent even through the haze of Barry’s projection. Saadia Hamza.

			He toggled with Barry’s dials, speeding time forward. The crater had been covered by a tent, and the tent became something stronger and more durable. A building, then the foundations of a tower. Saadia Hamza and others sped around the area, at work. Examining the object beneath them, running experiments Azad couldn’t understand, examining samples underneath a microscope. They dissected the dark object below with the same clinical efficiency with which they dissected Kezza Sayer.

			“Saadia Hamza founded the Library of Souls,” Azad said. “And life on Cerata. Look! Years have passed, and more people are around here. Tents and structures.”

			“And that’s all very interesting,” Ledo said with strained patience. “But it’s not going to be of much use if we get snatched by that psycho captain and thrown into Saydar Prison. Let’s move.”

			But a wild thought struck Azad. In the sped-up footage he’d seen, they had studied the object in every way possible – but hadn’t removed it from the crash site.

			The crash site directly beneath their feet.

			Azad spun in place, looking for something to pry the floorboards open. A crowbar, a blade. He grabbed a screwdriver from Barry’s hip and fell to his knees, striking at the floor.

			“What’re you doing?” Ledo cried. “This isn’t escaping. We need to get back to the tunnel.”

			“Go with Barry,” Azad said, panting. “I’ll follow. I promise.”

			“No chance,” Ledo said. “We’re staying together, even if that means me dragging you kicking and screaming down that tunnel. Don’t make me use my Vitruvian strength on you, brother.”

			But Azad had stopped trying to pry the wooden floor open. He didn’t need to.

			On the hologram, the object was no longer in the ground. Azad paused Barry and rose to his feet, circling the frozen still from the past, the incredible sight before them.

			The elongated black object hovered in the air, alive again. The three people stared at it – one of the men who helped Kezza escape, LaValle, and Dr. Hamza. Their frozen faces stunned, LaValle’s hand outstretched.

			“You dare?”

			The speaker was soft, but the words spilled from his mouth in a violent tremor. Azad and Ledo shot to their feet. Amid the chaos and the noise outside, neither had heard the main door to the tower open.

			Captain Majred stood before them, alone. He wore full military regalia, his high collar concealing his Vitruvian snake tattoo. Gray dust smeared his face, his hair slightly disheveled. He had been outside, quelling the riots – that much was clear from his general appearance, as well as the wildness in his eyes and the tremor in his jaw. Something he’d never expected just occurred – people had fought back. He radiated rage and fear in equal measure.

			“Barry, deactivate,” Ledo yelled. The hologram around them vanished, casting their current predicament in even harsher light.

			“You’re under arrest,” Majred said. “I know who you are. An…abomination.” He addressed Ledo, eyes bulging and a shaking finger pointed as she inched back toward the exit. “You killed the explorers of the Axel vessel. You and your brother. A doctor who abandoned his patients, and his service to Nabatea. Traitors. Desecrators. Don’t you move!”

			Azad had begun stepping backward as well and halted, raising his hands. His eyes flew to Barry, now dormant. Had Majred seen what Barry had displayed just minutes ago?

			Behind him, Ledo raised her arms and shot Azad an intentional look. Her eyes flew down to her feet, her left foot tapping twice in rapid succession. A message, one of many they had planned months ago back on Balcazar, should a situation like this arise.

			Stall.

			So they needed to buy time with the Vitruvian captain. Were the protestors advancing their way? And if so, would they bring even more armed authorities with them?

			But Azad wet his lips and cleared his throat.

			“I guess you saw what we were doing in here,” he said. “The display in the middle of the room. Don’t you want to know why?”

			“I don’t need to know the details of your deviant filth to drag you screaming into Saydar,” Majred snarled. “You’ve amassed enough crimes as it is. You broadcast that doctored reel of Dr. Hamza, didn’t you? We’ve traced its origins. It’s why we were here before you threw your little protest party.”

			Captain Majred hadn’t answered Azad’s question, so Azad wasn’t about to return the favor. Through the sickening waves of adrenaline pulsing through his bloodstream, a rush of triumph bubbled in his veins. Majred didn’t know what he’d seen, and he was deflecting. He didn’t want to know.

			Azad relaxed his mouth into a firm, cold smile.

			“She founded this place,” Azad said. “Saadia Hamza. She did some incredible things, and things we don’t yet understand – like killing that man. Why did she do it? I’d like to find out. The answers are here. Something crashed into the moon, and she studied it, and then built this library on top of it. Do the authorities know why? Do you? If you let me, I can find out.”

			Majred spat on the ground, as though he’d bitten into something rotten at the Cerata market.

			“It doesn’t matter what the founders did when they settled this land,” he said. “Why would I let you waste my time?”

			But the captain hadn’t advanced on Azad yet. His eyes darted between Azad and Ledo, a hunter’s glare, but his body faltered. He swayed subtly from side to side, his fists clenching and unclenching. Hesitation. A part of him, perhaps, was curious what his beloved Dr. Hamza had done.

			An echoing noise swelled and rose through the library’s thick walls. A crowd in motion outside.

			“I don’t think she was evil,” Azad said quietly. “I don’t think she was a saint, either. But what she did matters, even now. Our world is shaped by the choices she made, based on what happened a thousand years ago. Why are you all so afraid of knowing? We all came from these people. Let’s learn from them – what really happened, not the distorted lies we’ve all been fed, stories that were twisted and bent through time to protect their power.”

			Majred glared back at Azad, but a wave of emotion passed across his face. A flicker of doubt and curiosity. But it only lasted a moment. His glower deepened and he pulled a stunner from his holster. His other hand flew to his face and he spoke into the clammy part of his wrist, where his pulse beat strongest.

			“Backup needed in the Library of Souls, main wing,” he said.

			Ledo shot past Azad in a blur of jet-black hair and pale limbs. She charged at Majred, but he was also Vitruvian, and quick. His arm shot forward, and the stunner fired. Ledo jumped straight up, legs stretched in a split, and missed the stunner pulse by inches. Her face twisted in shock as she returned to the ground, as though still processing what her body had done. In that half second, Majred landed a kick squarely on her chest, sending her flying across the room.

			Her limp body collided into a shelf of souls, a deep crack rippling across the granite.

			“No!” Azad cried.

			Ledo coughed, her head lolling. A low moan escaped her lips.

			The library door burst open. Feisal stood at the entryway, his eyes sharp and murderous behind heavy kohl. He took in the scene – Ledo against the wall, Barry wobbling toward her, Azad in the center of the room and Captain Majred spinning around to find the source of the new commotion. Feisal crouched low, reaching for his hip.

			“Traitor,” Majred said, barely audible. “You were one of us.”

			“Never,” Feisal said, a cruel smile curling beneath his mustache. “Don’t flatter yourself. There’s a reason I’d never fly with my kind anymore.”

			“Why?” Majred exploded. “Why are so many of you turning your back on us? Living with them, becoming like them. Why do you hate yourselves?”

			Instead of answering, Feisal leapt into the air. His arm pulled back, brandishing a curved Vitruvian dagger of pure black. Majred rolled sideways toward Azad, who landed a strategic kick to the captain’s ribs. At the sound of his startled gasp, Azad kicked him again.

			And then, disaster.

			Authorities spilled from the main door into the library room, fanning in both directions around the tower. In their uniforms of red and black, some appeared wounded, bloodied and crusted in dirt, while others were crisp, their movements sharp like spinning blades. Stunners fired, hitting the opposite ends of the room, leaving more cracks and flying, tattered books.

			“Stand down,” Majred croaked. “This is…a sacred site. She created it.”

			Azad had rushed to Ledo, who still lay slumped against the wall. She cried as he tried to pull her to her feet.

			Feisal had broken the necks of two authority guards in quick succession before he jumped to the lowest point on the tower wall. Forgoing the stairs, he climbed directly upward, his sharp shoes and long fingers finding grooves in the brick. From above, he lobbed loose bricks at the advancing guards with merciless precision.

			A loud clang echoed across the room. One of the stunners had struck Barry, knocking him sideways. Feisal unleashed a furious cry and threw his dagger straight at the library’s entrance. The blade wedged itself with a sickening thud between a guard’s eyes. Black bile spread like veins across the woman’s face as she fell, shrieking.

			“Barry, freeze!” Feisal yelled. The machine whirred, his center beginning its sinister spiral, before it suddenly sank with a high whistle. Barry stumbled sideways, as though reeling from his failed attempt to freeze time in the midst of the battle, and continued to inch toward Ledo.

			An arm wrapped around Azad’s neck. The grip tightened, lifting him from the ground. Hot breath fell against his ear. Air escaped with a thin whistle through his mouth.

			“I’ll crack his neck!” Majred screamed into the room. “Everyone stop! Stop befouling this place and don’t try to escape. Turn yourselves in – traitor Vitruvian and abomination.” His head twisted to Ledo, who was now being assisted, clumsily, by Barry. “Turn yourself in and I won’t strangle this weak little orthodox shit in front of you.”

			From above, now over fifty feet high, Feisal stopped throwing his projectiles and stared at the Vitruvian captain. His eyes flew to Barry and Ledo, and then to Azad. A moment of rare understanding passed in that moment between the two men. Feisal couldn’t pull his trick with Barry this time.

			But he could do something else.

			Azad fought and kicked against Majred’s locking grip, but stars danced in the corners of his eyes and his tongue pushed out of his mouth, leaving a trail of saliva down his chin. His lungs burned for air. In the corner of Azad’s rapidly blurring vision, Barry made a sudden crouching motion, scooping Ledo in his wiry arms.

			“Save her,” Feisal yelled in Barry’s direction. And then he fell.

			Feisal’s long body descended the tower, arms and legs extended to form a perfect X-shape. One hand carried a small device that resembled a grenade. His face was serene, but his kohled eyes were glinting dagger points aimed directly at Majred.

			Without using Barry, Feisal had made time freeze as scores of widened eyes around the room followed his descent.

			In a matter of seconds, everything happened at once.

			Majred’s grip on Azad’s throat slackened. Through his spinning vision and numb, weakened arms, Azad managed a final burst of strength and pushed himself out of the captain’s chokehold. Majred made a motion to kick him while also pulling a long sword from his holster, to address the threat literally falling from above. Blinding pain shot across Azad’s side as a crack reverberated against his ribs. He crawled in Ledo’s direction.

			An explosion sounded behind him. Smoke filled every corner of the room.

			“Feisal!” Ledo screamed.

			Behind him, other shrieks rose into the air, accompanied by loud thuds and clangs, but Azad kept his head low and continued his steady, desperate crawl to his sister. Through the fog, Ledo came into view. Her pale face lolled as Barry lifted her in his long, mechanical arms.

			“No, no,” she moaned. Her mouth twisted with a horror that froze Azad’s veins. Barry carried her up the stairs and toward the exit door. He pushed through and Ledo’s screams echoed down the tunnel.

			Still on all fours, Azad spun around. The Vitruvians on the landing were incapacitated; curled in fetal positions and rocking in place, hands clutching their ears and faces contorted in panic. Feisal’s grenade had flooded the room with his terror gas, and its effects were evident in the rising shrieks, clawing hands and general chaos across the floor.

			Except for the center of the tower, its blood-streaked floor adorned by two motionless figures. Captain Majred lay on his back, one of his legs bent unnaturally and his eyes bulging. And on top of him lay Feisal, a Vitruvian blade rising from the center of his chest. His eyes were also open, glassy and unseeing.

			Azad left his body. He looked down from the highest point on the tower, the scene playing out from below. The main door swung open again and more people spilled into the room, shouting and waving makeshift weapons – clubs and kitchen knives, the occasional Vitruvian dagger. They spread, striking down the stunned authorities, before succumbing to the gas’s lingering effects. Through it all, Feisal lay there, motionless.

			A voice echoed in Azad’s ear and his body jerked, returning him to the ground. Sound reverberated around him, a dying cacophony of shouts and rage-filled cries. His tongue felt like dry cotton, his fingers numb with adrenaline.

			“Azad?” A low, gentle female voice reached his ear. Azad looked up to meet Captain Saje’s concerned stare. A fresh bruise swelled beneath her left eye and a clean cut ran across her right cheekbone, beads of blood leaking from the open wound. Her dark eyes scanned Azad for any signs of injury, but he couldn’t have told her if he was hurt. Shock overwhelmed his body, the shock of death and loss. She helped him to his feet.

			“It’s over,” she said. Her shoulders trembled as she fought the effects of the terror gas she’d just walked through, but held herself together with incredible courage.

			Azad opened his mouth and unknotted his tongue.

			“Fa-farra,” he said, his voice thick and dull. “Is she ok? What happened?”

			Saje’s jaw tightened but her mouth formed a thin, triumphant smile.

			“All the Qursan in holding are free, along with me,” she said. “They broke open the prison and overcame the guards. This was the last of the authorities. We control the moon now.”

			Azad fell forward into Saje’s arms and sobbed on her shoulder.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Saadia

			Moon of Cerata

			Year of Settlement Five

			The moon had seasons, if you paid attention.

			When summer came to Nabatea, the crowds on Cerata swelled with those seeking to escape the unrelenting sun. They flooded the fledgling settlement and its new street market, trading wares such as spices, 3D-printed trinkets and crops. Saadia could swear that their presence made the cool temperatures rise, just a bit.

			But during the Nabatean winter, the moon was a cold and lonely place. Only those dedicated to her work and research remained, a smaller community of former scientists, as well as artists, artisans and others who hadn’t found their place in Barrett Juul’s new world. To his credit, he gave them an exit – to settle on Cerata, accept the hardship of life on a cold, dark moon, but avoid the shifts and controlled schedules he had imposed on Nabatean life.

			“The kids are all in these centralized schools and boarding houses now,” Amit said as his fingers stabbed the central computer’s keyboard. “They learn different trades – farming, health care, mining, printing – based on their aptitude. Parents are out of the picture. It’s like nothing Barrett’s done before.”

			“To be fair, parents often give their children an incomplete upbringing,” Saadia said. She lay on her back, staring skyward with her ankles crossed. “I’m living proof of that – Barrett’s father and I didn’t know what we were doing. There’s something to be said for children being raised communally, taught by many, rather than two emotionally limited adults struggling with their own demons.”

			“That’s fair,” Amit said, though not with much enthusiasm. “But to remove the parents entirely from a child’s life…it’s upsetting a lot of people on Nabatea, Auntie. They accepted the shifts and assigned labor. The early Choice of Threes pilot is going well – studies show that the participants experience lower stress. But messing with the family unit and people’s kids…he’s playing with fire there.”

			“I think the wider point is not the idea itself,” a voice boomed from the highest point of the constructed tower. LaValle straddled a long scaffold across the tower, laying new brick. “It’s who’s making the decision. These are not democratic ideas being decided on by the community. This is Barrett Juul deciding what’s best for everybody. He’s not even trying to get buy-in from the people anymore.”

			Saadia’s eyes narrowed and she uncrossed her legs, rolling onto her stomach. These two men, her closest assistants, had grown very comfortable being candid with her, even about the many controversial choices of her only son. Sometimes, she agreed with relish at their many frustrations with Barrett Juul, great civilizationist and ruler of Nabatea. At other times, she fought the urge to snap back at them, to remind them of who she was. She was his mother. Without the two of them and Barrett’s insane ideas, they’d all still be on Mars, wage slaves to Earth-based corporations. LaValle would be doing his act before drunk, oblivious crowds who cared nothing for the hours he spent stretching his limbs to their breaking point and beyond, for the blood, sweat and artistry he put into his routines. Now, he was recruiting the circus troupe and other entertainers to join him on Cerata and start anew.

			And Amit. Barrett had plucked him from a soulless bio-engineering lab in Bangladesh and given him the world – multiple worlds – to harvest his brilliance. Barrett saw his brains and Saadia saw his kindness, the empathy he extended to every problem. And after his struggles on Nabatea, Barrett accepted Amit’s self-imposed exile on Cerata to assist Saadia in her research. He could have been a true dictator and made Amit disappear, or banished him to the Sulpherlands. But Barrett had listened to Saadia, and in Cerata, he had allowed a cold, barren refuge for those who couldn’t fit into his new world.

			Above them, the blinking lights of a spaceship passed across the dark sky. A Vitruvian explorer vessel, off to research the nearest planet in the solar system. Barrett had grown his Vitruvian population, recruiting them through Axel, and other proven loyalists and their families. All knew little until the actual induction ceremony, and afterward, they were sworn to secrecy about the nature of their transformation. Barrett wanted a myth around those who were worthy, who were good enough, to explore the solar system. It took bravery, he said, and proven aptitude at Nabatean life. It was something that could be earned, he hinted in his speeches, with dedication and work. And some people worked hard, volunteering for more shifts and collapsing with exhaustion into their beds, for a chance at adventure and freedom.

			Others stayed on Nabatea, focused on their survival and the comfort of a fresh meal, shelter and a community to toil with. Others, still, came to Cerata. To live outside the laws of Nabatea and recreate the challenges of that first year on the planet. Others arrived dead, their memories preserved by a new technology that attempted to download the content of a dying brain. The first few had been added to Saadia’s structure already, her library of the dead. She allowed it to appease Barrett, who was more difficult to appease these days, but her main interest remained the Monolith.

			“Auntie, I’m ready for another test run,” Amit said. He leaned away from his computer, rubbing his palms together with satisfaction.

			Saadia’s heart always melted, just a little, when Amit called her anything affectionate. Auntie, Mama, even a more sarcastic address, such as ‘O Benevolent One.’ It meant they’d survived the wedge Barrett had once tried to drive between them.

			“You updated that line of code already?” Saadia asked.

			Amit grinned at her. “It’s not a line of code,” he said. “That’s not how their tech works. But yes, I think it might actually respond this time. We should use the drone, just in case.”

			The last five years had been a long, protracted battle to bring a dead alien ship back to life. Its crash on the moon’s surface had killed something inside it, preventing it from its disappearing act and flying away. Saadia and her team had focused on excavating it without damaging its core structure. They sealed the cracks with a molten aluminum and carbon composite. They harvested the broken pieces that could not be repaired and studied them, finding substances they could identify and one they could not, but which appeared to be the source of the dark matter that they struggled to look at head-on.

			And most importantly, they pulled out a piece of the ship’s core processor, the part that appeared to be broken. A translucent cube with a complex pattern of smaller cubes inside, currents of photons passing between them at irregular intervals.

			“It’s some kind of quantum computer, but more complex,” Saadia had said when they first analyzed it over four years ago. “It goes beyond mere quantum-level particle probabilities, based on the math. It’s tapping into probabilities beyond what is possible…at least in this dimension.”

			“Are you suggesting that string theory was right after all?” Amit had retorted with a devilish smile. He was still haggard and baggy-eyed in those early days on Cerata, traumatized by Kezza’s death, but flickers of his old personality had begun to shine through.

			“I wouldn’t go that far,” Saadia said. “But this machine appears to be programmed to operate in unseen dimensions, leveraging multiple realities for its programming. That’s what it was doing in orbit, I suspect. When we got close and threatened it, it would flicker in and out of another dimension to escape us. Now, with its processor damaged, it can’t do that.”

			And so they worked on repairing it, because what else could they do? It might disappear on them again, but it could also tell them something more – about where it came from, where it was going. It was the hidden goal of all those Vitruvian missions and expeditions – to trace the source of the Monolith, so they could understand their neighbors and be safe at last. Offense, Barrett Juul hinted in his monthly addresses to the planet of Nabatea, was the best defense when it came to the universe. Find them, before they find us. Overpower them, before they could endanger us.

			But how, people would ask, could we overpower an alien technology that enabled ships to appear or disappear at will?

			Barrett had an answer for that, as he always did. It wasn’t a goal for our lifetime, he said, or even our grandchildren’s lifetime. It would be the work of many generations, many lifetimes, to be ready to face the threat.

			“From the upgraded ships the good people of Nabatea are building, to the new explorers who call themselves Vitruvians,” Barrett said in his last address, his voice ringing in the newly finished Khazneh Arena, “to the diligent work my mother and her exceptional team are doing to research the Monolith on Cerata, we all have a part to play. The work we begin will be carried on by generations to come. We will learn, we will traverse this solar system and beyond, and our reach will extend to other galaxies. In my mother’s library, we will preserve the knowledge and memories of our finest explorers and contributors. We will become smarter, stronger, more dangerous. And by the time our descendants find the home base of this other lifeform, we will be ready to face them head-on and win. It is the mission of humanity to overcome this danger and become true masters of the universe. Our work here, dear fellow Nabateans, is just the beginning.”

			Saadia had scoffed at the speech at the time, as did Amit and LaValle, all of them too familiar with Barrett’s rhetorical tricks. But as Amit held the upgraded processor in his trembling fingers, sliding it into their robotic explorer’s awaiting claws, a shiver ran through Saadia. A sense of purpose, of history being made, hung thick in the air around them. Had Amit cracked the code? Were they about to bring the Monolith back to life?

			LaValle slid down a pulley-and-rope contraption from the highest scaffold, legs dangling. He joined them on the ground level and examined the cube in Amit’s hand with a low whistle.

			“It’s beautiful, if nothing else,” he said. “When I get the circus back up and running on this cold rock, I’m going to design an act with cubes of different colors, light emitting from their insides. We’ll balance them, juggle them, and do our act by spinning off them. Once I’m back in circus shape, of course – I’ve gotten rusty doing this boring labor with y’all.”

			“Will you make them disappear?” Amit asked as the robot clasped its claws around the cube. “Because if this goes right, that might happen.”

			LaValle smirked, but his dark eyes shone with warmth. “I’ve never been a fan of disappearing acts,” he said.

			All three of them lay on their stomachs around the dark crater as the explorer scuttled over the ridge. Its sharp metal feet scraped against the lunar rock as it disappeared into the hole. In the last year, the wreckage had sunk deeper below ground, dormant and cold. Through drones and some direct examination, Saadia had explored its physical properties to her limits. She’d 3D-mapped it, made conjectures about its design and recreated its layout. It still defied full explanation. It was, as she kept reiterating to Barrett, alien. And dead. The only way to learn more was to bring it to life.

			Saadia’s fingers curled around the rough, cold edges of the crater as she leaned forward, peering into the dark. Somewhere at the bottom of the crater, the drone was following Amit’s meticulous directions and attempting to place the cube back into the ship’s core processing system.

			Next to her, LaValle’s breath sharpened. “What if it blows up and takes us all out?” he asked.

			Amit chuckled. “Then you don’t get your dream circus,” he said. “Stand back or leave the library if you want.”

			But LaValle stayed, transfixed and still. All three had spent their days, dark as their nights, in this enclosed space, building a facility from the ground up, brick by brick, anchored by the smoldering object beneath their feet. They had worked in silence together, joked together, railed against their shared injustices as their tireless work was relegated to the darkest corners of what Nabateans now called the Shadow Moon. In an unspoken understanding, they would see the end of this research together.

			Beneath them, a blue light flickered against the darkness.

			A low rumble followed, the growl of an engine coming to life.

			Saadia pressed her palms against the rocky floor and shot to her knees. LaValle unleashed a startled stream of curses. Amit let out a whoop of triumph, pumping his fist.

			The light glowed and spread across the crater hole, illuminating the oval edges of the Monolith. Then it dimmed, but left a faint emission from the craft’s pulsing heart.

			Saadia held her breath, her mind swimming with joy and amazement. They’d done it. After five years, a breakthrough. Amit danced around the perimeter of the crater. LaValle leaned closer over the edge, his flexibility and strength putting him at an advantage over his colleagues. His smile faded as he stared at the revived object, fear flickering across his face.

			And then Saadia saw it. After inserting the cube successfully, the robot was trying to claw its way off the object, with no success. Its front legs scrambled, sharp feet scratching against the rocky walls.

			The back legs were inside the object.

			It had partially swallowed the robot, as it had done with one of the Vitruvians during the raid. But how? That last occurred when the object vanished.

			Saadia rose to her feet, taking several steps back. Amit had stopped celebrating, surveying the struggling robot with a frown.

			“Did you see it disappear?” Saadia asked.

			Both men shook their heads.

			The ground beneath their feet groaned. Rocks shifted and dust rattled. The robot shot from the hole, scuttling away. With an uneasy twist in her stomach, Saadia peered over the edge.

			The object was gone.

			And then it returned – hovering in the air, at the lip of the hole, its surface inches from her face. Saadia screamed. Up close, its dark surface overwhelmed her senses, sucking the air from her lungs and filling them with an icy, liquid dread. Dizziness struck her, her vision tunneling. With great effort, she twisted her head sideways just in time to catch LaValle’s hand extending outward, to the entity.

			Everything went dark.

			* * *

			Saadia dreamed of death. Ghostly figures surrounded her, crawling out of their shelves in her new library, their long fingers reaching for the handles of their tombs. The dead from Earth joined them, loved ones she’d grieved until she had no tears left. Her mama, buried in a foreign, green cemetery outside of Copenhagen. And Baba, in his unmarked grave. None of the dead were happy with her.

			Voices called through a heavy fog and Saadia opened her eyes. Her spine ached and a knot of tension pulled at the base of her skull. She’d been lying on her back across the cold library floor. LaValle and Amit knelt overhead, taking turns trying to wake her with soft words and not-so-gentle nudges.

			Saadia blinked slowly as her eyes adjusted to the library’s overhead light. She lay in that state between waking and dreaming, until reality struck her like a sudden, sharp slap to the face.

			“Where is it?” Saadia said. She slurred her words, a trail of saliva seeping from the corner of her mouth. A fresh wave of dizziness greeted her as she pushed herself upright.

			“Gone,” Amit said. His tone was harsh, his face sunken and tired. “After LaValle touched it, it emitted some kind of pulse that knocked us all off our feet. It was a horrible feeling, and felt like it dragged on forever.”

			“It left for real this time, though,” LaValle added. Fear clouded his features, his forehead grooved with worry lines. A haunted specter lingered in his eyes – the contact had clearly taken something from him. “Not that blinking in and out game. I saw it rise straight up and leave through the open part of the tower. Makes me wish I’d finished sealing it up earlier, just to see how it would’ve behaved.”

			“It left,” Saadia said, more to herself than to the two concerned men, who watched her as though she were a lit match in an explosives den. “It flew away. What direction? What trajectory? Did either of you two see?”

			LaValle and Amit shook their heads.

			Fortunately, several telescopes on Nabatea and a passing shuttle had captured the sight of the object in flight again, and Axel had all the recorded footage sent promptly to Saadia. But a dark mood lingered in the library in the subsequent weeks. All three became testy, snapping at each other over any passing reminder of what had happened. Amit suffered several panic attacks just lingering in the spot where the object hovered. At Saadia’s instruction, they boarded up the crater where the object had been. LaValle nailed the final wooden floorboards and surveyed his work with his hands pressed together.

			“This might be a blessing in disguise,” he said. “It didn’t hurt anybody and there’s nothing to suggest it’s coming back. Maybe it’s time to move on to other things.”

			Saadia’s mouth twisted in a grimace but she didn’t reply. LaValle had his dreams of a new circus – one free from corporate agendas and censors. But Saadia and Amit, as they’d both admitted to each other many times over, didn’t have anything else in their new home to drive them. They shared the same animosities with Barrett and were haunted by the same ghosts. The mystery of the alien craft propelled Saadia forward. She’d spent half a decade consumed by it and now that it had apparently returned home, there was only more reason to chase it.

			And so, while LaValle became an active member of Cerata’s small community and recruited new citizens from his circus troupe, Saadia pored over the recordings of the flying object. This was a more comfortable world to her than the archaeological adventures in the crater – mapping the Monolith’s path in space, calculating trajectories, seeking planets and systems where it could have gone. Amit joined her some days in the library, but he also pulled away from her, attempting to make a home for himself on Cerata. Like LaValle, he helped build houses and establish community governance structures. Without Barrett hovering over them, Amit regained some of his old energy and even began to appear happy on the Shadow Moon.

			And then Jen came to Cerata.

			It took four people to carry her stretcher off the shuttle. Saadia joined the small crowd that gathered around her in the town’s square. At the sight of Jen’s scarred, colorless face, Saadia knew the fire dancer didn’t have long to live. Her coughs wracked her entire body and it sounded as though her lungs had been seared entirely from the inside. Which they had, thanks to her grueling rotations in the Sulpherlands, which Jen had been instrumental in terraforming. She’d gained more serious injuries as time passed, including several lost fingers, a mangled ear, and a gruesome burn scar along her left arm.

			“I should have joined you earlier,” she said to LaValle, who stood over her with a face drenched in grief. “I got your offer to restart the circus. But look at me – who wants to watch someone mangled like a chew toy perform? I got too beat up by that planet to go back.”

			“You would have been magnificent,” LaValle said with such conviction, even Jen seemed to believe it. Tears sprang to her eyes.

			“My crew let me come up here to spend my final days,” she said. “That’s about how long my lungs got, according to the doctors and medmechs. I believe them. And a doctor gave me one of those nifty new bands to download all my memories. It won’t be life after death, I know, but I like the idea of leaving something of me behind. I wanted to ask if I could be added to your new library, Doctor.” At this, Jen’s eyes turned to Saadia. The crowd also turned to Saadia, each set of eyes boring into her conscience. They expected her to say no, because Barrett wanted ‘his people’ prioritized.

			Saadia nodded. “Of course.”

			Jen died a week later. It would have been sooner if not for LaValle’s diligent care. He stayed at her side night and day, draining fluid from her lungs and treating her many infections. But in the end, the doctors’ prognosis won out and she passed away quietly during the early morning hours.

			Saadia helped LaValle administer the complex band that would preserve her memories after death. The Calypso Tier Two scientist who invented the technology warned that it was an uncertain science, and the best way to ensure the preservation of Jen’s memories was to also preserve her head along with the computer band. Most of the Cerata residents reacted with horror.

			“So after everything she’s been put through, we have to saw her head off for her final send-off?” Amit said to a chorus of disgusted sighs.

			“At least she’s not around for this one,” LaValle said. He looked tired, drained of the fight he showed in those early months on Nabatea. “And this is what Jen wanted. Let’s just honor her as best we can.”

			They created a ceremony to honor Jen before they entombed her head in the library. The people of Cerata formed a circle around her body, which was adorned in the things hardest to come by on the Shadow Moon – flora and fauna, spices, and fresh fruit. In a line, they paid their individual respects to her. In tribute to her past life as a fire dancer, LaValle recreated one of her routines, twirling flaming pois as he incorporated some of his own contortion moves. He ended by twirling the poi in fast, blazing circles of scarlet, sending sparks into the dark sky.

			The head removal was done in private, in the smallest room in the library. Amit shook from head to toe as a new Ceratan resident, a former miner, lowered the reciprocating saw blade over Jen’s colorless neck. He raced out of the room at the first whir of the saw.

			Saadia found Amit later on the edge of the settlement, his back pressed against a large boulder as he stared out at the moon’s rocky landscape. She joined him.

			“I know it reminded you of her,” Saadia said. “And I’m sorry. Kezza’s dead. Now another member of her troupe is gone. This is reality – life and death. Nothing is to be gained by dwelling on it.”

			“I’m done with dwelling,” Amit said, his voice shaking. The outline of his profile, barely visible in the dark, was rigid and sharp. “Jen was murdered by Barrett Juul, just like Kezza. Everyone down there is dying a slow death, thanks to him. And it’s only going to get worse, unless somebody stops it.”

			Saadia’s breath caught in her throat. “What do you mean, Amit?” she asked, though she had a good sense of where his mind wandered.

			Amit turned to her at last, his eyes dark, swimming pools of sadness.

			“I’m sorry, Auntie,” he said. “I thought I could just live here and pretend not to care what happened on that planet. But don’t you see that’s an illusion? There’s no here versus there. What happens down there will come for us here, eventually. And I can’t ignore what he’s doing to the people down there. This is a fight – one that LaValle tried to start, and we need to finish. And we can’t finish it without you, Saadia. Only you can help us stop him.”

		

	
		
			PART THREE

			Home, Via the Edge of the Universe

		

	
		
			I’m recording this at the end of my life. My old life, where I watched the world break around me and did nothing. It was heartbreaking. I was sad, all the time – for myself and all the people I lost. That life is over.

			Now, I’m alive. I’ve never been happier. I’m no longer passive, a witness to suffering. I’m in the fight, and whether we win or die, I have spent my short time on this big, incredible universe well.

			From The Journals of LaValle, a Citizen of Nabatea

			Why, all the Saints and Sages who discuss’d

			Of the Two Worlds so wisely – they are thrust

			Like foolish Prophets forth; their Words to Scorn

			Are scatter’d, and their Mouths are stopt with Dust.

			‘Rubaiyat’, Omar Khayyam

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Azad

			Moon of Cerata

			Year of Settlement 1209

			Feisal’s funeral drew a crowd of at least two hundred in the city square. He lay on display with folded arms, in his favorite red jacket and with perfectly kohled eyes, thanks to Ledo’s efforts. Nawalle led the Dusharan funeral rites. She raised her arm high and swung the copper pot with burning incense, until it caught fire at the base and she swung it faster, casting embers into the air. Azad had never been religious, but he dutifully joined in the call and response verses, the Prayer for the Dead, and the Prayer for Those Left Behind. As Nawalle’s voice broke, Farra’s fingers slipped around Azad’s and he squeezed her hand.

			One by one, they lined up to pay tribute to Feisal and leave an object of value behind for his coffin. Nawalle went first and laid his beloved oud at his side. Ledo brought one of the handheld tools he used to build Barry. Saje sprinkled a pinch of cinnamon over his forehead, a traditional Vitruvian farewell.

			Azad’s feet turned to concrete as he advanced up the few steps to Feisal’s coffin. He swayed, caught Farra’s encouraging smile and took a steadying breath before completing the ascent. Sharp pain made him catch his breath at the top – his cracked ribs hadn’t fully healed yet, the bone fragments still welding back together. Up close, Feisal didn’t look like himself. His features were waxy, stripped of the mischief and acerbic bite that defined him. A wave of conflicting emotions flooded Azad, sending a dull ache through his chest. He never liked Feisal. At times, he hated the man who mocked him, launched casual insults at him and held on to his sense of superiority, despite his companions. But Feisal had also been a crewmember who took care of those he loved, and who rescued him twice – first at the Styx, and then as his final act. Feisal was capable of loyalty, moments of great cruelty, but above all, surprise.

			Azad rested a bunch of grapes by Feisal’s elbow. It took hours at the Ceratan market to find a stall that had them, and time after that to haggle an acceptable price. They were Feisal’s favorite snack, the one he ate when Azad first woke up on the Magreb. He would never forget the sight of the tall, skinny man throwing grapes into zero gravity and catching them in his mouth.

			“Thank you,” Azad murmured, touching Feisal’s arm. “I wish Zelle could have been here. You would have wanted that.”

			Farra and Azad walked back to the house, hand in hand. The pair of them drew curious and sometimes hostile stares from the residents brave enough to be outside after the chaos of the last three days. The main administrative building on Cerata was a pile of embers, still smoldering in places. The rebels had seized control of the landing area for shuttles, the radio broadcast station and, of course, the Library of Souls. Vitruvians and orthodox sympathizers still lingered in the city, but the authorities had all either fled or were captives in the torn remnants of the prison from where the Qursan and Saje were freed.

			The moon was in their control, free of the iron grip of the authorities. For now.

			Once they reached Zelle’s house, exhaustion took over every atom in Azad’s body. His back ached, his limbs became heavier than tree trunks and he sank into the divan with a deep, pained sigh. The same sensation struck him when Ledo first ran away all those years ago – he couldn’t get out of bed for several days, missing his shifts at the gardens and hospital, not to mention earning a check-in visit from the authorities. Now, he was free of those dangers, though the authorities were certainly regrouping on Nabatea.

			Ledo placed a cup of Turkish coffee in front of him. He took a sip, closing his eyes at the rich, thick liquid warming his tongue. Flavors of cardamom, nutty coffee and sugar flooded his senses and for a moment, his exhaustion lessened even before the caffeine reached his bloodstream.

			“No sleep,” she said. “Only plotting and scheming the liberation of the solar system.”

			“Maybe it could wait until after a nap?” Farra asked, earning a grateful beam from Azad. “Nawalle’s still burying Feisal. I think we’re all in shock.”

			“And so are our enemies,” Ledo said. “That’s why we can’t waste even a minute. We caught them off guard. They didn’t expect so much resistance, and we overpowered them as a result. They won’t make the same mistake next time.”

			“So what do you propose?” Farra asked.

			Ledo’s eyes narrowed. “An offense,” she said. “A group of us stay here to organize with the local rebels and the Qursan, if they’re willing to join us, and keep this as our outpost. Another group of us – me and Nawalle among them – go down to Nabatea City to infiltrate and agitate the local population. I know what you’re going to say, brother,” she said, noting the expression on Azad’s face, “but there are unhappy people down there. You and I were never the only ones. They know something’s wrong, they just can’t imagine anything different. We can help that.”

			Azad drank the rest of his coffee, his tongue running along the back of his teeth, where the coffee’s thick sediment lingered. Across the coffee table, Ledo studied him with uncharacteristic seriousness, her eyes dark and thoughtful. He nodded at her.

			“That’s going to take time,” he said. “Something you just said we don’t have.”

			“There’s short-term and long-term actions,” Ledo said. “We can do both. We need to be ready for an immediate fight here, but not put all our figs in one burlap. If they defeat us here, the rebellion carries on, right under their noses in the quiet streets of Nabatea City’s suburbs. Farra, can you answer the door, please?”

			“You’ve become quite the tactician,” Farra muttered, but she obeyed and rose to her feet with a soft groan. “General Ledo, commander of the great Nabatean Uprising. It’s almost like you’ve been talking to…oh, hells.”

			She’d opened the door to the smirking face of Jerash, captain of the Qursan ship. He strolled in without invitation, three other pirates close behind him. Prison had hollowed out his cheeks slightly, but had done nothing to dim the arrogant swagger with which he occupied a room. He slumped into the nearest chair and grabbed the extra cup of coffee from the tray, cradling it in his long fingers.

			Farra turned back to the living room with eyes like daggers. She caught Azad’s eye and cast him a knowing glance. They shouldn’t be here, her glower said. They’re not to be trusted.

			Azad didn’t disagree and stiffened in his seat, letting Jerash see his discomfort. Before Farra could close the door, Saje flew past her, pulling off her mourning veil.

			“It’s done,” she said. “Feisal is buried and returned to the fabric of the universe.” She spoke as though each subsequent word took her more effort than the last.

			Azad rose from his seat and wrapped his arms around her.

			“Thank you for saving us,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry we didn’t save you sooner.”

			Saje sniffed but straightened herself with a steadying sigh.

			“Prison was difficult,” she said. “But I was aware the entire time that others have endured far worse. I’m grateful I was here and not in Saydar Prison.” She unleashed a visible shudder.

			“Shall we carry on?” Jerash asked, clearly annoyed at no longer being the center of the room’s gravity.

			Saje and Farra joined Azad on the divan. Both women managed to ignore and yet somehow dismiss Jerash with their body language alone. Ledo cleared her throat.

			“Azad, would you care to share what you discovered at the base of the Library of Souls?” she asked.

			It was the last thing Azad wanted to do. He longed to storm Saydar Prison and free Zelle, take a long nap, and settle with Farra on the edge of Lake Fallow, in that exact order. But instead, he shared what he saw through Barry’s quantum projector, both during the revolt and in the days after, when he returned to the library. How Saadia Hamza founded the Library of Souls on top of a strange alien object that had crashed into the moon. How the object rose from the ground and fled, before rendering the mother of Barrett Juul unconscious. How one of the Martian circus troupe members was able to touch the object – the same man she eventually fled to the Styx with, before murdering him in cold blood. And how eventually, the library became what it was today – a place of burial and remembrance of lives past, a repository of knowledge and memory.

			The group sipped their coffee in stunned silence around the table. Farra stole a wink at Azad, perhaps proud of the effect he’d had on her traitorous crew.

			“In all of our years of exploration across the stars, we’ve never come across any kind of extraterrestrial life beyond bacteria and plants,” Jerash said. “And now you’re telling me that our founders were interacting with aliens and one was here on the Shadow Moon? This is more insane and less believable than your little feed last year about Barrett Juul murdering all those people on Mars.”

			“That happened and this happened,” Azad said, without a hint of anger. “This is our history. It’s not a question of whether or not you accept it, but what we choose to do with it.”

			“And what do you suggest, brother?” Ledo asked.

			Azad frowned. Through his grief and shock over the last few days, he’d gotten little sleep, and he used that time each night to think about what threads of history to pull. The cave in Mars, glowing with blue life, and now this smoldering oval object – the story of that past was not limited to humanity, and that was an important angle to explore.

			But he’d also learned another important lesson on Mars.

			“Our enemies care a lot about Saadia Hamza,” Azad said. He shuddered. “There’s a man right now in a holding cell who wants to paint her as a saint, and it’s easy to want to focus on her as well, to prove him wrong. But on Mars, we didn’t learn the truth by following Barrett Juul around. We learned it by following Kezza Sayer.”

			Saje nodded. “The aerialist,” she said. “But she’s dead now.”

			“But not people like her,” Azad said. “Her friends, ordinary people who chose to act in whatever way they could. What I’m trying to say is that the other man, LaValle, is someone we need to learn from. He was Kezza’s friend and he also worked for Saadia Hamza in some way, before she killed him. He’s a key player in the story. I want to learn more about him. About his life here, as well as on Nabatea.”

			Ledo nodded. “That can be part of what Nawalle and I do when we get back to the planet,” she said. “If you can spare the smaller quantum projector, brother, and we keep Barry. I’d take Barry, but we’ll be hard enough to smuggle without a large quantum particle-arranging machine with a terrifying void in his belly.”

			Jerash let out a low chuckle.

			“You think that after chasing out the authorities from the Shadow Moon, you’re going to be able to sneak back on to Nabatea?” he said.

			“Yes,” Ledo said. She turned with a resolute firmness and faced the Qursan pirates. “Because you’re going to keep the authorities distracted while we’re landing on a quiet part of the planet.”

			“Look, lady,” Jerash said, earning a drop in the already chilly room’s temperature from the force of their collective glares. “We greatly appreciate your assistance with releasing us. I’ve had a few run-ins with the law, but that was something different. But…we’re Qursan. We didn’t sign up to be revolutionaries and stand on the other side of the battle line against the authorities. We avoid them, we trick them, we bribe and escape from them. We don’t fight them head-on.”

			“That doesn’t matter,” Farra said. “They’re coming for you. You can accept that fact and take a stand, or you can pretend this is the old days on the edges of the system. Pretending may buy you some time, but not enough.”

			Jerash smirked. “When did you become such a self-righteous killjoy?” he asked Farra. “Either the cold in the Sinna Belt or the warmth of an orthodox bed’s addled your brain and made you boring.”

			The room stilled. Farra set her cup down with a definitive clink on the table and rose to her feet. She stepped forward, leaning over the coffee table. Jerash flinched and tried to mask it with a low, childish giggle.

			And then she struck him.

			The slap across his face echoed through the room. Azad’s jaw fell. Ledo’s face broke into a wide grin. Saje sipped her coffee, unfazed. The other Qursan stepped toward Jerash but floundered in the critical moment, unwilling or unable to face their former captain directly.

			“I challenge your captainship through a battle of endurance or combat,” Farra said. “Take your pick. I’m regaining control of this crew and when I do, this won’t be a debate.”

			Jerash blinked, momentarily stunned.

			“Are you sure this is a good i—?” Azad began, but Saje rested her arm on his shoulder.

			“This is Vitruvian custom,” she said. “We do the same on our fleets. Usually endurance wins out over combat.” She wrinkled her nose in apparent distaste.

			“Fine,” Jerash said. “I choose combat. No weapons, just our fists and teeth.”

			“Delightful,” Farra retorted. “Let’s go to the square. I’d hate to mess up all this lovely furniture while I’m pulverizing your face.”

			Azad couldn’t watch. He knew that before the group began the march into the main square an hour later, where the entire Qursan crew and any bystanders could witness the Vitruvians in combat. His heart couldn’t handle each passing second where Farra could be hurt.

			And as Ledo had said, there was no time. The authorities were likely reeling on Nabatea City, but plotting their next move, spinning their next message. They would need to be armed with every weapon at their disposal, and one of their best weapons was the one their enemies dismissed – knowing the past. Anything about their planet’s history that could help them prepare for the fight ahead was worth pursuing.

			The door flung open and Nawalle burst through, Barry close behind her.

			“Is anyone using the basement level?” she asked Azad. “The area with the pool?”

			“No,” Azad said, heat crawling up his neck at his own memories in the pool. Did Nawalle know?

			Nawalle nodded. Grayish bags hung below her puffy eyes, her lips and cheeks pale. But steel glinted in her pupils and she strode across the room with energy, gesturing for Barry to follow her.

			“Is everything ok?” Azad asked in a small voice. “I mean, I know it’s not ok now, and it shouldn’t be, but…?”

			“I’m going to honor Feisal,” she said. “By finishing the last upgrade to Barry that was hardest. Getting him to project the audio from the past. I’d been watching him work on it back on Balcazar and he showed me a few things. I can do it. I’ll be down with Barry in the basement if anyone needs me. And then, Azad, everything will be ok.”

			She disappeared down the stairs and Barry clanged in her wake. Unease churned in Azad’s gut. Nawalle in isolation, Farra in a battle to the death in the town square and parts of Cerata in ruins. They didn’t feel organized and ready. Was it really the best use of Azad’s time to run around with the smaller quantum projector Feisal had built and chase a circus performer around the moon?

			A collective cheer roared in the distance, coming from the direction of the square. The fight had begun.

			Not knowing what else to do, Azad grabbed the smaller projector from Feisal’s old room and headed to the Library of Souls.

			He considered avoiding the square entirely, taking back roads and alleyways to his destination, but curiosity got the better of him. With the projector tucked under one arm, he trudged past a large gathering that had formed a circle in the plaza. Through a gap in the crowd, Farra’s purple hair flashed as she crouched low, both fists raised. Jerash lunged at her and she dodged him with lightning speed, bringing both fists down on the back of his neck. He fell to the ground and the audience roared again.

			Azad kept walking. Aware as he was about Vitruvian endurance, he knew that Jerash wouldn’t stay down and the fight wouldn’t end for some time.

			On the winding, cobbled road to the library, Azad kept a sharp eye on the open windows and alleyways for signs of trouble. The danger didn’t only lie on Nabatea or the ships wandering open space. Sympathizers, no doubt, lurked among the city’s residents, even among orthodox Nabateans who feared change of any kind, and would fight to protect what they knew.

			He entered the library through the main entrance, with no librarian there to greet him or authority guards to stop him. Shattered glass cracked and crinkled beneath his boots as he wandered the main corridor. At the broken door leading to the main Archive room, he stilled. The debris had been swept away along with the dead, but violence still hung thick in the air. The wooden rafters and some shelving had been cracked from Feisal’s fall down the tower. Azad stared at the dark stain on the floor where Feisal had collided with Majred. Pain twinged in his chest. His grip on the quantum projector tightened. At the quantum level, there was no separation between Azad and his surroundings, the objects he touched and the people he interacted with. Just particles and collapsing waves. It gave him a kind of comfort to remember that, as he stepped across the creaking floor where, only days ago, Feisal had died.

			Azad didn’t need to linger forever in the library. To really learn about LaValle and his role in those early years of settlement, he needed to know where LaValle lived and where he went. What he did when he wasn’t working for Dr. Hamza.

			The quantum projector whirred and rattled and for the first time, Azad didn’t flinch or become hypnotized by its dark lens. A strange calm settled in his bones as he turned dials and went through the motions of steering the projector back a thousand years. Feisal might have been gone, Zelle was lost to the prison system, but Azad carried on their work.

			Light beamed from the projector as the scene of the alien encounter materialized in the center of the room. The black oval craft rising from the ground, the stunned faces of Dr. Hamza and her companions. The fearless Vitruvian doctor crumpling to the floor while LaValle extended his fingers outward, toward the craft’s smooth shell. His eyes were unblinking and glazed, as though he were under a spell.

			Azad shivered under his own spell. The pull he normally felt from Barry’s lens was eclipsed by the more dramatic sight of the perfect, shining alien object. While the rest of the scene displayed with the usual graininess that accompanied a further look at the past, it glowed bright and bold at Azad, as though it were part of the present. The surface of deepest black drew him closer, a bottomless well that he could fall into forever.

			His hand stretched out at the same time as LaValle’s fingers extended to the surface. He took another step forward.

			Azad’s fingertip made contact with the object. The cold seared his skin, shooting pain down his arm. Air fled from his lungs and his chest seized. It was impossible, and yet it was happening, his fingers maintaining contact with the object while in the past, LaValle did the same. It pulsed, and the air vibrated and rippled outward like a stone thrown into a pond.

			Azad fell backward, but as his fingers broke contact with the object, his vision blackened. And in his blindness, new sights and sensations filled the void. Emotions that weren’t his. Grief for a murdered friend. A greater grief for a stolen future, an opportunity lost and carried away by the hot winds of Nabatea. Yearning for creation, art free of commerce, a community without exploitation. A grounding, cold purpose – not for revenge, but justice. Breaking the world apart and building it anew. Azad processed it all in a fraction of a second, or perhaps an eternity; he couldn’t tell, as time froze during his fall. Ideas spun around his head at dizzying speed, a kaleidoscope of color and light in his mind’s eye. It spun faster and faster, a tornado that Azad was certain would rip him apart and scatter him in every direction.

			Then, he fell on the cold ground.

			Azad’s throat rattled as he gulped for air. He rolled to one side, ignoring the dull pain where the ground struck his lower back, and pulled himself on all fours. The projector continued to run – now showing two men on the ground, watching as the craft rose higher into the air and flew into the open sky.

			“Stop,” Azad gasped, crawling to the quantum time projector. Unlike Barry, this smaller version couldn’t hear commands and continued to project the aftermath of the object’s departure. LaValle helped the other man to his feet, the two of them conferring on something Azad couldn’t hear, but he no longer needed to. Emotions flooded his system like a powerful wave of adrenaline, his heart pumping the sensations to his stomach, the vein twitching in his neck, his extremities. His toes went numb. He was going to faint.

			He reached the projector and slammed his hand on the main switch, turning it off. The present returned in a brutal, abrupt flash. And after a few deep breaths, the adrenaline began to dissipate inside his bloodstream.

			“Azad?”

			Farra strolled down the steps to the spot where he lay and knelt. She grabbed his wrist, concern swimming in her dark pupils.

			Azad reached his hand up and cupped the back of her head, pulling her down into a deep kiss. Their lips melted together and Azad held on to the moment, the electricity that passed between them, before letting go.

			“Are you ok?” Farra asked, laughing faintly. She pulled him to his feet.

			“Are you?” Azad asked, suddenly taking in the blood smeared around her mouth and the fierce bruise around her neck. He tasted blood, sharp and irony, on the tip of his tongue. “Did you…win?”

			“Of course,” she said. Annoyance flashed across her face before it smoothed over, amusement tugging at her lips. “Was there any doubt? He put up a fierce fight, though. Nearly succeeded in breaking my neck while he had me on the ground before I pulled him closer – not unlike that fun little move of yours just now – and bit off half his nose. That was more pain than he could handle, and I finished him off. And guess what? It’s mine now.”

			She raised her hand. Her fingers held a thin chain, a small, ornate locket dangling. Saadia Hamza’s locket. Smiling, she gave it a triumphant shake.

			But Azad’s mind still lingered on the Qursan with the missing nose.

			“He’s dead?” Azad said.

			“Surprisingly no,” Farra said with a lightness one might reserve for a picnic. “He’s just very unconscious and has a recovering journey ahead of him. The rest of the crew pledged to me right after. He can either join them or go on his merry way. Now what happened to you? I thought you were just going to do some of the usual past exploring.”

			What had happened to Azad? Could he even begin to explain? He barely understood himself what had happened, and why. Somehow, he’d forged a connection with the past – reached out and touched it. And with it, he’d gained some insights that went far beyond Zelle’s wildest dreams.

			“Come with me,” Azad said. “I think I know where we need to go next.”

			He knew because he now knew LaValle, or at least a part of him. He’d felt what LaValle had felt in that moment they both touched the rock, and received snippets of his broader memories and intentions.

			In silence, Azad and Farra crossed the road past a row of two-story buildings, some of the oldest on Cerata. LaValle had lived here once. Azad had gleaned as much, through a flash of the contortionist’s memories of walking to and from his humble home. It had been a moment in a furious reel of LaValle’s consciousness, but it was enough.

			Azad kept walking, Farra close behind. They approached the central building and knocked on the door to the first-floor unit. When there was no answer, Farra kicked the door open.

			They entered a cozy apartment that looked freshly abandoned. Cans of preserved vegetables lined the shelves and towels hung on the bathroom’s shower rack, but closet doors had been flung open, clothing scattered across the floor. Someone had left, taking their most precious valuables with them. An authorities sympathizer, fleeing during the riots?

			It didn’t matter. That was near history, and Azad needed to go back further. He placed the quantum time projector on the dining table and began to dial back in time to the same day as the incident in the Library of Souls. His heart surged when the projector caught LaValle walking through the front door and taking off his boots.

			That initial thrill was followed by the more tedious work of shifting forward in time, day by day, in search of something interesting. The unglamorous work of time travel was the research period – following a person around, as they did with Barrett Juul and Kezza on Mars, or waiting for something eventful to occur at a particular location. It involved scanning, forwarding the dials on the projector, and staring with tired eyes as a man went about his business cooking dinner, undressing, and sleeping.

			But more interesting was the sensation that returned to Azad’s chest and traveled across his bloodstream at the sight of LaValle. Azad rubbed his face, forcing down a fresh wave of anxiety. Whatever had happened to him in the Library of Souls with the alien craft had carried on here. He could sense LaValle’s emotions.

			Farra chewed on dried chickpeas in a can she’d found in the cupboard.

			“This is painful,” she said between mouthfuls of beans.

			“It can be,” Azad muttered, before his eyes widened. “Look! Someone else is coming in. And she’s hurt.”

			In the grainy display, LaValle and another orthodox early human carried a weak-looking woman into the house. They laid her on LaValle’s bed. She coughed, and though they could hear no sound, the anguish on her bloodless face carried her suffering across the centuries. She was very sick, and now in LaValle’s care.

			“I know her,” Azad said, noting the burns across her face, the same markings on the head Ledo pulled out of the Archive shelf in the library. She’d also been in some of the footage on Mars. Jen, one of the circus troupe members.

			“What happened to her?” Farra whispered.

			“It’s Juul,” Azad said. “He blames Juul for her condition. She was overworked on Nabatea, and she’s not the only one dying earlier than she should.”

			“How could you possibly know that?” Farra asked, but her voice faded as a wave of fury overcame Azad. His hands shook as fire licked at his heart, making blood pound in his ears. Before he closed his eyes, LaValle knelt over his sick friend and whispered in her ear.

			He would not hide on this moon while the people on Nabatea suffered and died under Juul’s rule. They’d killed Kezza – he always knew it in his heart, but Amit had confirmed it after the alien ship left. Rattled by the experience, he’d poured his soul out to LaValle. How she died suffocating in the incinerator room. How she’d been cut apart after for some twisted science experiment that Amit wouldn’t elaborate on.

			LaValle had not been able to save Kezza, and he wouldn’t be able to save Jen either. But he’d lost too many people to Barrett Juul and he wouldn’t let him kill others through his cruelty and ego.

			He’d be smart about it. Bide his time, return to Nabatea and spread word of Juul’s crimes. And when the moment was right, he would strike.

			Azad shut down the projector. Sweat beaded down his forehead and stuck to his back. For a split second, he rounded on Farra with white-hot rage in his heart, before he realized it was LaValle’s anger, not his, that simmered underneath his skin.

			“What’s happening, Azad?” Farra pressed, her own frustration evident in her folded arms and stony glare. “And if you give me some cryptic answer—”

			“LaValle plotted an uprising on Nabatea,” Azad said, out of breath. “He tried to resist Barrett Juul back then. We’re not the first. They failed…but why? And why did he end up on a faraway planet with Barrett Juul’s mother?”

			Azad rubbed his eyes.

			“Something happened to me in the library,” he said. “I can feel what LaValle feels and follow his thoughts when I observe him in the past. When he touched the alien rock, I touched it as well, and it connected me to his consciousness, somehow. It should be impossible, but whatever landed on this moon has technology beyond anything we can understand. But Farra, I think we need to try. We need to go and find answers. Some answers are on Nabatea. Others are very far away.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Saadia

			PLANET OF NABATEA

			Year of Settlement Six

			The return to Nabatea was turbulent. Saadia gripped her seat straps with white knuckles as the shuttle breached Nabatean atmosphere. Her stomach lurched as the entire craft veered sideways. Several passengers cried out in alarm.

			Next to her, Amit let out a bitter laugh.

			“After all this planning, it comes to this,” he said.

			But the descent continued without a fiery explosion and the shuttle slowed as it neared the landing pad. A minor deviation from course, but not fatal. A fitting metaphor for Saadia’s return to Nabatea.

			A warm, female voice welcomed them to Nabatea through the shuttle speakers. The other passengers shot from their seats and rushed to the exit, giving Saadia a wide berth. She let them. Better to make Barrett and his cronies wait.

			The shuttle between Nabatea and Cerata now operated once a week. Ceratans could return planet-side for supplies, family visits, or job postings. Nabateans could come to Cerata to visit, but could no longer move permanently to the moon. There had been too many trying to leave Barrett’s perfect world. But the visits, he reasoned, kept morale high among Nabatea’s laboring population. A vacation, a chance to decompress and escape the Nabatean heat.

			The shuttle had also proved convenient for Amit with his schemes. He met with potential allies, people he knew from his years on Palmcorps who had now been turned Vitruvian, to gauge which ones might be sympathetic to a coup. On the shuttles, they smuggled surveillance equipment, information and likely other things Saadia didn’t want to know about.

			Saadia unstrapped herself and rose to her feet. After exchanging a curt nod with Amit, she stepped out of the shuttle.

			The Nabatean sunlight blinded her at the top of the ramp. She shielded her eyes, the rays warming the backs of her hands, which, like the rest of her, had become accustomed to cold and dark. Amit locked an arm around hers and escorted her down the ramp.

			Barrett greeted them at the base of the ramp, flanked by Axel and several other Vitruvians she didn’t recognize. He stood upright, hands folded in front and lips pressed in a thin smile, but when he saw Saadia, his eyes softened with genuine warmth. She leaned forward to kiss his cheek and he wrapped her in a tight embrace.

			“It’s good to see you again, Mom,” he said.

			“You too, sweetheart,” she said.

			A year ago, Amit had asked her to help him stop Barrett. To aid in a coup against her own son. And, god help her, she said yes.

			But she had one condition to helping Amit – Barrett must survive.

			She would overthrow her son. It had become clear enough that he needed to be stopped, and if he wouldn’t step down quietly, it was inevitable that someone would force him off his throne. But she wouldn’t kill her only child or let him be killed.

			And so for the last year, Saadia and Amit had forged a plan.

			As Barrett led Saadia to the visitor’s tent, she scanned the crowd that had come to watch the landing for a familiar face. But there was no sign of LaValle’s shining bald head amid the sea of curious onlookers. He’d left Cerata shortly after Jen’s death, broken and defeated. A sad end, but Saadia couldn’t help feel some relief that LaValle had withdrawn from the chessboard. She knew Amit – what motivated him, what buttons she could push and how she could steer him if things went south. Part of what she appreciated about LaValle was how different he was – from her, and anyone else she knew. He’d touched the Monolith when it hovered in front of them, when she could only look away. How had he done it?

			Inside the tent, an old man brought a tray of tea while they sat around a plastic table. Barrett crossed his legs and tilted his head as he surveyed them both. The warmth of the earlier greeting was gone; his blue eyes glinted with harsh appraisal.

			“You’ve become quite the team on Cerata, from what I hear,” Barrett said. “I feel like I should start addressing you as my brother,” he added to Amit, his laugh loud and bitter.

			Saadia took a slow sip of tea. Barrett was trying to provoke them and allay his own insecurities about Amit becoming a second son to Saadia. She would indulge neither, and cast a warning glance at Amit to follow her lead.

			“Barrett, we’ve always been a team, even if we’ve followed our own paths along the way,” she said. “You’re trying to build something lasting here. I’ve learned over the last few years that that’s not enough for me. I need to follow that Monolith and find its home. But I think we’ve reached a point where we can achieve mutual benefit there.”

			Barrett folded his arms. “What do you want?”

			“Clear the room,” Amit said. “This is a proposal for your ears only, Barrett.”

			The other Vitruvians – Axel and his friends – bristled at Amit’s request. They’d taken their own seats around the table, drinking tea and eating dates from a small bowl. But Barrett nodded and raised his hand in a dismissive wave. The old man serving tea backed out of the tent and after an uncomfortable silence, Axel and the others followed with heavy scowls.

			The energy in the room shifted once the last Vitruvian disappeared through the flap door. A welcoming party had become a negotiation, not unlike the early ones they had in Evgenia’s cave-home that first year in Nabatea. Even the room felt darker now. Saadia pulled her chair closer to Barrett, putting herself at equal distance between her son and Amit.

			“I’ve traced the trajectory of the object,” Saadia said. “I believe it’s passed a small planet on the edge of this system and gone into deep space. It might have passed through a wormhole, similar to the one we leveraged for our big journey. I want to follow it with your best Vitruvian crew.”

			Barrett’s eyes darted between Saadia and Amit, as though he could decipher what trick they were trying to play on him. After a moment, he sighed.

			“So you want to leave Cerata as well and disappear into space,” Barrett said. “That’s your choice, Mother. I’ve accepted it. You took the formula and became Vitruvian, after all. It’s your right, in this new society. More than that – it’s your destiny. You can set an example that others like you can follow.”

			Saadia took another drink of her tea to mask the surprise tugging at her features. She’d expected more of a fight from Barrett on her departure. He’d protested her inclusion on the expedition those years ago to capture the object. Yet he didn’t protest, argue for her safety. He still loved his mother – that greeting he gave her confirmed as much. But he’d either accepted that his own rules had to apply to her, or was attempting to do what she was doing, and strike her off balance.

			Saadia pressed forward with the next phase.

			“I’d like for you to come with me,” she said. “Join the expedition. When we find the Monolith, you should be there. People will want to hear from you as a witness.”

			Saadia knew the minute she finished speaking that she’d laid it on too thick. Amit stiffened. Barrett’s mouth stretched in a cold, sardonic smile.

			“I think I can accept your reportbacks just fine from here on Nabatea, where I’m needed to govern,” he said. “Besides, I’m not a Vitruvian. I belong with the people of this planet, who fuel a society where the majority can live in comfort and enable a minority to unravel the universe’s secrets. Or do you think that’s unreasonable?”

			“Would you call Jen Morino’s death an example of living in comfort, Barrett?” Amit asked. “Or the other people who build those ships and load them with supplies in the high heat, when robots could do it?”

			“And here we are,” Barrett said. His teacup clanged and he nearly dropped it on the table and brought his hands together in a mocking clap. “This is the part where you lecture me on everything you don’t like about Nabatea, when you both chose to run away and hide for years on that barren moon. And when that didn’t work out, you come crawling back to me to beg for the use of my citizens, and my ships, to do what I’ve been saying we’ve needed to do all this time. What is the point of all this? What are you both hoping to convince me of?”

			“Abandon this current course on Nabatea, Barrett,” Amit said. “Let everyone have the virus and the same potential. No, listen to me. This is an argument you’ll want to consider. The people laboring on this planet will do it better with the strength and ability to heal that the virus affords them. Everyone will have the same opportunities.”

			“That’s not how the system works,” Barrett said. “I can’t have a whole population of people with this gift. The people need to believe in a system of separate castes for the machine to keep propelling forward, or we’ll have something chaotic on our hands very quickly. Humans have had social classes since the agrarian age, when we first started to farm and had something extra to store and sell. From that moment on, one group needed to control that surplus. On Earth and Mars, that group became smaller and smaller, hoarding more and more at the expense of the masses, until it pushed the majority to a breaking point. What I’ve created is a division of resources and labor that prevents that trajectory. Two different peoples, with no classes internally, but a hierarchy between them that none can challenge.”

			“Don’t you see that the same thing will happen here, Barrett?” Saadia said. Desperation crept into her voice as she recalled all those quiet nights next to her fireplace in Copenhagen, where they debated this most fundamental of topics. How would they save the world? How would they end all the suffering that kept Saadia awake at night, heart drumming in time to a sputtering car engine speeding across the Lebanese-Syrian border? Barrett would dissect the ways to break systems, dismantle countries and reengineer them in his own image. And then when they decided they couldn’t save the world, they landed on the next best thing – creating an entirely new one.

			“But don’t you see how this is different?” Barrett asked. “On Mars, the people who built and harvested and maintained the machines stayed poor and hungry, always aware of what they didn’t have and resentful for it. Here, once everything is built – and we’re close, so close – they will want for nothing. A home for everyone, a doctor when they need it, green parks and farmers’ markets. Constant stimulation and fulfillment from different jobs. Enough choice to be satisfied, not so much as to be overwhelmed. All they have to do is let the Vitruvians govern, explore and expand. And if those essential needs continue to be met, it’ll be enough. There will be balance and harmony.”

			“You want us to believe that your Vitruvians will be benign rulers over people they’ll fundamentally consider inferior?” Amit said.

			“Yes!” Barrett shouted, banging his fist on the table. The teacups rattled against their plates. “They’ll be benign enough. To those smart enough to accept a good thing, and not agitate for rebel moons and circuses and self-righteous ideas about equality that got us nowhere on Earth, and will get us nowhere here.”

			“So this is the impasse,” Amit said. “You won’t bless the expedition, and you won’t share the virus.”

			“Oh, I’ll bless the expedition,” Barrett said. His eyes shone with renewed malice as he rose to his feet. “I’ll bless anything that gets the two of you as far from this planet as possible. Go chase the aliens! Either you’ll find nothing and come back as failures, or they’ll liquidate you. Or best of all, you survive the encounter and my growing fleet can finish the job. In any scenario, I win.”

			Barrett didn’t look at Saadia as he escorted them out of the tent. Beneath his red beard, his skin was splotchy and inflamed with rage. Saadia trembled with her own anger as well but as she passed through the tent flap, a heavier emotion of grief pressed down on her chest, forceful enough to make it feel as though her ribs would crack. Her heart breaking. A realization of a point of no return, as she stepped into the Nabatean sun, settled upon her. Even if she always loved her son, the crack in their relationship could no longer be healed. The chasm would widen, with poisonous vines flourishing in the space between.

			“That went about as well as I expected,” Amit muttered into Saadia’s ear as they marched past Axel and into town. “Now the next phase begins.”

			* * *

			Saadia’s old home in the Khazneh district hadn’t changed since the day she left for the expedition. Even her pots and pans remained in their same spot on the counter, thankfully washed. Through the open window, children ran down the street, the air filled with their shrieking laughter. One of her neighbors, a man in his forties, brought her a bag of groceries. She’d accepted them with gratitude and confusion.

			“What made you decide to do that?” she asked.

			The man lifted his arm, exposing the blue screen just beneath the skin of his pale forearm. His CALPal, the computer device embedded in most Martians from their days on the corporate city, now reprogrammed for life on Nabatea. A JuulPal, like she had underneath her own skin.

			“One of my choices for what to do after work today,” he said with an odd hint of pride. “I had three. Go exercise at the rec center, try out for auditions for a play about the Great Migration, or help out a neighbor. I chose the last one. I’m tired, and don’t really care for plays.”

			“How kind of you,” Saadia said. “What would have happened if you didn’t want to do any of those things?”

			The man’s smile faded and his forehead tightened in deep thought.

			“I’m not sure,” he said. “No one would burst through my door and take me away with a bag over my head, if that’s what you’re asking. This isn’t Calypso. But I always pick one of the options. There’s usually one that sounds good, and I never regret my choice afterward. And if I did…well, tomorrow is another day.”

			“Indeed,” Saadia said as the man closed the front door behind him.

			Since then, the sun had set and the quiet street took on a sleepy, dreamlike quality as Saadia stepped outside in her shawl. Laughter trailed from a house down the street. Doubt crawled into her tired mind. Were people actually happy here? No place was perfect, but for the Martians who endured confined corporate slums, maybe this was close enough.

			Her eyes were drawn upward. The crescent of Cerata hung low on the horizon, uncomfortably bright. Before the expedition, it was simply a beautiful part of the night sky, but now, Saadia could see other things in the dark side of the moon. Death and disappointment, but also the potential of its small, fledgling community. She looked away, at the part of the sky where the craft had made its escape. How far had it gone? And how long could she expect to follow it?

			The next morning, Amit didn’t show up at their meeting place in central Nabatea City. The city had grown so much in the last five years, Saadia struggled to find the small park with the gazebo and artificial palm tree, and wondered if she was in the wrong place. Buildings five or six stories tall had risen where tents once stood, and the main street bustled with pedestrian commuters and robots on wobbly mechanical legs. People and machines, going from one place to another on a cloudy day, while Saadia stood in the shade of a tree and waited.

			Amit’s plan was to mobilize the other Vitruvians who opposed Barrett’s policies and collectively pressure him to take a hiatus by joining the expedition to the alien craft. He could return a hero, stay safe from his more militant detractors, and in his absence, the Vitruvian opposition would implement needed reforms, changing Nabatea so much that when he returned, he would have no choice but to comply. First and foremost, they would disclose the origins of the Vitruvian class and administer the virus to the entire population, eliminating the caste system Barrett had created.

			Barrett would know their intent. But Amit’s plan, and Saadia’s hope, hinged on her son realizing that the pressure was too great, and that if he didn’t acquiesce, the truth of his actions on Mars and beyond would come out.

			Commuters passed her with long strides, their shirts stained with sweat and wind rustling through their hair. Saadia scanned the sea of faces for Amit, or anyone familiar. A Vitruvian, even. But the longer she waited, the tighter the fear coiled around her neck. Something was wrong. The realization turned her into a panicked hummingbird, darting across the park but unwilling to make a decision. She couldn’t stay, but also couldn’t go home. Where was home, anyway? Her little suburban dwelling on a hill? Or the library on Cerata? If Amit named her as an accomplice, would there be anywhere safe for her to go?

			Finally, she willed herself to leave the park. If something had happened to Amit, it would be foolish to linger at their meeting place. But she didn’t walk home. She traveled with light, quick steps along the outskirts of town until she reached the cliffs where Axel first performed his daring stunts and Evgenia built her home. Saadia’s hands slid across the smooth, rose-tinted wall of rock. Could she still climb up to the top of the cliff? She was older now, but still so strong. Stronger than she had any right to be.

			Her fingers curled along the scratchy, porous surface of the rock. Kezza Sayer flew into her memory, a lean, powerful silhouette on a trapeze. She would have been unstoppable if she survived long enough to see this planet. She would have put Axel to shame along those cliffs.

			But her story died on Calypso One, as she gasped for air. Saadia wasn’t there; she couldn’t have stomached the scene, which was somehow worse for her than what happened to Kezza after death. Amit told her about it, his voice shaking in time with his shoulders – how Barrett watched through the round portal window while she writhed and gasped for air. How Amit saw it all over Barrett’s shoulder, having reported Kezza’s escape from the medical ward. Poor, foolish Amit. That was why he couldn’t let it go. He found a kindred soul in Kezza, and betrayed her.

			How could Barrett have done it? Watched a woman die, a woman who placed her faith in him, and then desecrated her body. After everything she had taught him about her childhood and the horrors she witnessed, Barrett promised to build her a better world – and built this one off suffocation and torn flesh. She would have laughed once at the idea of Barrett harming her, or his friends. The realization that she didn’t know what he was truly capable of curdled her blood.

			But what had she really taught Barrett? The ugly truth that she’d been pushing down, burying in the darkest corners of her mind, was now impossible to ignore. It sat on her chest, a smothering weight that could drag her to the depths of Fallow Lake. She had told herself a lie – that she could compromise her principles to join the powerful at their gilded, gold-encrusted tables, but still keep her moral compass pointed to true north. She taught Barrett that same lie, and he’d shown her how far from true north one could go.

			Night fell, and Saadia finally returned home. Early evenings were her favorite time on Nabatea, but tonight unease hung like a persistent fog in the air. No running children, no laughter wafting from windows. A plume of smoke rose from a distant hill.

			And as she turned onto her street, Saadia saw it.

			Flyers posted to streetlamps and scattered across the walkways. Some were wheat-pasted to front doors. With icy hands, Saadia knelt and picked one up.

			Her face. Kezza Sayer, with her black hair and secretive smile, her eyes boring into the camera as though she could melt the lens. Dark eyes that held Saadia transfixed, as though the aerialist was reaching out through space, through death itself, and daring Saadia to look away.

			Underneath Kezza’s face, a caption read, Murdered by Barrett Juul.

			The gentle wind carried distant chants. Saadia’s fists clenched around the poster.

			“Juul, Juul, you can’t hide.

			We charge you with homicide.”

			Saadia spun around to face the city’s central square. A trail of demonstrators, visible by a stream of lights and bobbing heads, marched into the heart of Nabatea City, where Barrett’s home resided.

			Her breath caught in her throat. It was happening. An uprising – and not the peaceful one she’d envisioned with Amit. Whatever opportunity there’d been for a peaceful transfer of power had vanished into the angry night. Across the city’s hills, several fires glowed, sending dark smoke into the darker sky, and tension crackled in the air. Some areas appeared to have spontaneous outbreaks of protest, while the march on downtown looked to be more coordinated. Like a plague of locusts, drones and low-flying hovercraft filled the night sky. The ominous beginnings of a crackdown.

			Saadia raced in the direction of Barrett’s house. She didn’t know what she’d do once she reached the beating heart of the uprising – if she’d join them or stop them – but her body propelled her forward. Her legs burned and her hair flew as she careened down the steepest hill that led to the main road. Overhead, a drone growled and dipped toward her. She ran in zigzags and it suddenly pivoted, flying away, perhaps to a target of greater interest.

			She reached downtown, with its nascent highrises and an imposing medical complex under construction – its streets quiet, until you reached the city center, now aglow with rage. Lights shone from upper windows and shouts rang through the air as figures darted across the street. On the other side of a wide intersection, a man threw a Molotov cocktail at a surveillance drone.

			“Murderers!” he shouted. “Come out and fight us, you cowards!”

			Saadia ran past him, rounding the corner to the quieter street where Barrett’s two-story house sat between an administrative building and Nabatea’s largest homes, reserved for Vitruvian leadership. A crowd had gathered in front of the gated structure, growing by the minute. A sea of bodies, wielding makeshift weapons and shouting in unison. Saadia moved closer, her heart pounding and her mouth dry. The screens under the skin of their arms glowed, all projecting the same flyer image of Kezza Sayer.

			“Justice for Mars!” someone screamed, and others joined the chorus.

			A pair of hands seized Saadia by the shoulders and spun her around. She shrieked and swung her fist. Her assailant flew backward, a tangle of arms and legs skidding across the sidewalk.

			“Stand back, she’s one of them!” someone shouted.

			“It’s her! His mother.”

			“Saadia?”

			She turned to face the source of the lower, cooler voice. LaValle emerged from the crowd, unarmed. His strong arms tensed at his sides, but his expression was surprised, thoughtful.

			Saadia walked nearer, until they were close enough to whisper.

			“What’s happening?” she asked.

			“They captured Amit,” he said. “But not before he told me everything about Kezza. How they butchered her.” His voice rose and quavered at those last words, and several nearby protestors raised their voices in response.

			“They lied, all of them!” a woman yelled. “They framed innocent people for her death. And killed them, just like her!”

			The air drained from Saadia’s lungs. Amit, a prisoner. And the secret Barrett swore them all to keep, now revealed. Or was it? Did LaValle know why they had killed Kezza, and what her body had been used to create, or just that she’d been murdered? From the slogans and shouts around them, Amit may have shared a limited truth – and held on to the secret of Vitruvian origins.

			Something on Saadia’s face must have betrayed her, because LaValle lunged forward and grabbed her wrist.

			“What is it?” he asked. “What do you know?”

			Saadia shook her head, tears burning her eyes.

			“I don’t know anything anymore,” she said, and it was a true enough statement. “Please, LaValle. I want this to stop. I know what he did, but I don’t want everything here to fall apart.”

			“If it’s built on lies, it deserves to burn to the fucking ground,” LaValle said. “Are you with us, or not?”

			“Yes,” she gasped. “And…no. I don’t want Barrett to die. These people will kill him. Please do something, LaValle. Tell me what to do. I thought you’d given up. You left Cerata to move on.”

			“No,” LaValle said with a shake of his head. “I never gave up. I moved back here to mobilize. I knew I couldn’t trust you or Amit to make this happen – you’re too close to power, too compromised. This was going to happen, whether you were ready or not. Amit told me what was needed to light the match, and I lit it.”

			Bright lights seared her vision. LaValle ducked as a helicopter dipped low, its searchlight scanning the scene. Other vehicles joined from the air, and a large hovercraft advanced across the street and faced the crowd. Figures spilled from the vehicle, including the familiar, bulky frame of Axel. The Vitruvian command, arriving to quell the unrest.

			Saadia ran to the wrought-iron gate of Barrett’s home. Was he still there? Or had he made a clean getaway long before the rioters reached him? In the absence of knowing, Saadia chose to shout into the night.

			“Barrett, do something,” she cried. “Release Amit, please. Let’s talk. Let’s end this.”

			“Are you out of your mind?” LaValle roared back at her. “You think we can talk our way out of this? It’s you, Saadia, that needs to do something. Now.”

			Saadia fell to her knees. Through her tear-blurred vision, LaValle stared at her, his face twisted in fury and his eyes wounded with betrayal.

			Behind him, a baton swung, attached to a faceless machine. LaValle fell to the ground, the shock barely registering on his face before the second blow fell. All around him, Vitruvians and their mechanized law enforcement seized protestors and dragged them away. A battle ensued through a haze of smoke and tear gas, weapons and fists swinging. Shouts and cries, the sickening sound of bones cracking under baton blows.

			Through it all, Saadia remained on her knees, stunned and sickened. Through her shock, a memory flashed around her, and she was no longer in the hot streets of Nabatea but under the sunless skies of Copenhagen, marching in front of parliament. She had raised a placard and her voice, crying for justice under the glare of riot police. It was a planet, and a lifetime, away. That woman had died. Saadia had killed her, replacing her with a woman who bided her time and compromised. A woman who expected her genius son to succeed where she failed.

			And now she knelt in the midst of her own failure, drowning in her own tears. She stared at the ground, unable to look up.

			Sirens wailed and the noises of battle dimmed. And then a figure reached for her hand.

			“It’s ok, Saadia,” a deep voice said. She rose to face Axel, his face plastered with false concern. “You’re safe now. Barrett will be so happy.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Azad

			MOON OF Cerata

			Year of Settlement 1209

			Day bled into night as Zelle’s former crew convened in her old home, doing their best to unravel the mysteries of the wider universe from the coziness of her living room. Azad paced furiously as he explained in graphic detail everything that had happened to him in the library. Everything he saw and felt.

			Saje stirred her tea and listened with her usual stoicism. Farra lay across the rocking chair, legs dangled over one side and eyes lost in deep thought. Nawalle and Ledo were Azad’s most active audience, both leaning forward from their seats on the divan.

			“So did it disappear and reappear, or just send that pulse outward?” Nawalle pressed.

			Azad frowned, digging into his memory.

			“It all happened so fast, I’m not sure,” he said. “When I touched it, I felt how cold it was and then my vision blacked out quickly, right after the pulse started. But I saw from the earlier footage, during the…when Feisal came for us. It could disappear and reappear at will, once it was powered.”

			“So why not just disappear entirely and get away from the people trying to unravel its secrets?” Saje mused, stirring her tea. “If it can just vanish, why did it take the trouble to fly away in the end?”

			“It may not be able to permanently transport from one place to another without a wormhole,” Nawalle mused. Some of her old good humor had returned to her eyes – she’d had a productive afternoon with Barry and was more optimistic about building the sound capability.

			“So it’s flickering in and out at random?” Ledo asked, brows raised with polite skepticism.

			“I bet it’s some kind of quantum entanglement with another object at play,” Nawalle said. “When two particles are entangled at the quantum level, they respond to each other instantly, even if they’re on the opposite sides of the universe. Like Feisal with Barry, these…aliens must have found ways to apply quantum physics at the non-quantum level. So that thing could ‘call’ something else, maybe very far away, and connect with it in a way that protects itself. That’s just a theory. But what happened to you” – she nodded at Azad – “that might be something even wilder. Entanglement through time, rather than space. You were able to touch it even though it’s not been here for a thousand years. And then it created some kind of connection with you and that man.”

			Azad leaned back, absorbing Nawalle’s words.

			“You’re saying that LaValle and I might be…entangled?” he asked. “Connected across time?”

			“You said you could feel what he felt, and his thoughts felt like your own,” Farra said. “That’s pretty spooky, and could only be some alien tech. Do you all realize how game-changing this is? No Vitruvian has ever found intelligent life like this – well, aside from Saadia Hamza and those early ones, right? We need to use this.”

			“You mean broadcast it to the entire solar system?” Ledo asked. “No way. That’s too dangerous right now.”

			Farra turned to Azad for support but he frowned, considering the different paths such a revelation could take. His instincts told him that sharing the truth, however messy or dangerous, was the correct course of action.

			But an incomplete truth was more dangerous. How had their ancestors reacted to the discovery? So far, the evidence pointed to Saadia murdering one of the witnesses. The story of intelligent alien life clearly had been suppressed at some point. And how would people react in the present?

			“If you were Captain Majred and learned that Saadia Hamza discovered intelligent alien life, how would you react?” Azad said to the group. “You would exploit it, say it was evidence of Vitruvian superiority. How Barrett Juul was right, that they’re a people destined to unlock the mysteries of the stars and all that. And even more dangerously, they’d use it as a distraction. Forget why you’re angry at us, they’d say, forget about all the secrets you’re now learning about our past. We could all be in danger from this outside threat, and we need to unify to defeat it.”

			Saje nodded, casting a shrewd sidelong glance at Azad.

			“From my past experience in the Vitruvian explorer structure, I couldn’t agree more,” she said. “It’s all fine and noble to aspire to full transparency. But we need to be smart, and fully informed, before we drop this revelation on humanity.”

			“All right, fair enough,” Farra said. “Where does that leave us?”

			Azad stared across the table at Ledo. She stared back, only a trace of apprehension in her tense brow. His pulse quickened at his throat and he swallowed, knowing what he needed to say but mustering the courage to say it. After a moment, he took a shaky breath.

			“I need to go back to the Styx and follow Saadia Hamza wherever she went,” Azad said. “She was following the alien ship, I’m sure of it. I need to see if she succeeded, or try to succeed where she failed. While I’m doing that, you can follow the original plan and go back to Nabatea. Take Barry. Get Zelle out of prison. And after she’s free, help the people rise up together.”

			Ledo shook her head.

			“It won’t work,” she said. “The authorities could try to retake the moon in days. We can’t sneak past their lines on two fronts.”

			“Maybe we can,” Farra said, her voice as soft and distant as her gaze. “I’ve got an idea. And you’ll probably all hate it.”

			* * *

			They spent their last night on Cerata in the Golden Crescent, the moon’s most popular tavern.

			Despite the laughter erupting across the musty, low-ceilinged room, the broad smiles illuminated by dim warm lights, a heaviness hung in the air. The stillness that preceded a fierce sandstorm on Nabatea. A fleet of ships had been detected on the way to Nabatea from the asteroid belt, and telescopes trained on Nabatea City showed that more ships were being assembled. The fight was coming. The people of Cerata had been reveling in their newfound freedom, but everyone knew it would come at a heavy price.

			All the more reason to celebrate life, to revel in the moment. Even Azad, now as dedicated a historian as Zelle, had no desire to look back. The rosemary ale fizzed on his tongue, its scent sharp in his nostrils. Farra leaned against his shoulder and he wrapped an arm around her, the two of them sharing a quiet moment amid the increasingly raucous bar.

			Farra tugged at Azad’s collar, pulling their heads closer. She reached for a chain around her tattooed neck, pulling out a necklace. Hairs rose on Azad’s arms. Saadia’s locket.

			“Let’s see what’s inside,” Farra said. Pressing her thumb on the locket’s tiny latch, she popped it open. The metal clasp parted, emitting a small puff of dust.

			They peered closer. The insides of the locket showed two faded photographs. A family standing together on a beach, their backs turned to a body of water that seemed to go into the horizon and put Fallow Lake to shame. And in the second picture, a small infant with red hair.

			Azad’s spine tingled.

			“That baby must be Barrett Juul,” he said. “But that first one – that must be her family from Earth. On Earth. You have the only image of Earth from their time, Farra. This is incredible!”

			Farra snapped the locket shut. Her eyes were wide and dazed, but she turned to him with an excited smile.

			“It’s priceless,” she said. “Meaning I’ll never sell it! I’m either keeping this, or donating it to a museum once we kick the authorities into a black hole.”

			Azad laughed and kissed her forehead. “Don’t let your crew hear that,” he said. “That’s a terrible thing for a Qursan to say.”

			“The Qursan life isn’t just about money,” she said, smiling. “Sometimes, you just want to do what no one expects of you.”

			They smiled and joined in as the Qursan crew led the entire bar in a classic Township song from their collective childhoods.

			“We fly to the ground.

			Past cloud and mountain.

			Through heat and storm.

			Faster than light and sound.

			We land and wander.

			Around and around.

			Until a new world we form.”

			“Everything we were taught, everything we were told, is a story Barrett Juul wanted us to believe,” Azad shouted in Farra’s ear. The beer had begun to warm his cheeks and spread a buzzing sensation through his bloodstream. “But maybe a part of that is true. Our ancestors did amazing things, didn’t they? They built a city from scratch on a planet that didn’t want us.”

			“I thought we weren’t going to talk about the past, brother,” Ledo called out playfully from the other side of their booth.

			The Qursan shouted at Farra, beckoning her over. Someone had poured a potent-looking drink and set the top aflame.

			“As captain, I’m obligated to humiliate myself for the amusement of my crew,” she said with a definitive gulp of her remaining beer. She leapt to her feet and her long legs climbed over Azad and out of the booth. She leapt atop the central table to a chorus of cheers and downed the flaming drink.

			Ledo leaned over the sticky table to Azad, a lazy, inebriated smile on her face.

			“You two seem happy,” she said.

			“We are,” Azad said. “And so do you.” He nodded at Nawalle, who had been dragged out of the basement against her will to take a break from her work on Barry. She seemed to be enjoying herself at last, deep in conversation with Saje.

			“That’s why I’m staying,” Ledo said, her demeanor suddenly solemn. “Part of me, a really big part of me, wants to go with you. It’s my ultimate dream, right? Go deep into the stars, go on a big adventure. But as much as I want it, I’ve realized that I want what Nawalle and I have even more. I want us to grow old together. I can’t run away from her again.”

			Azad beamed at Ledo and a lump formed in his throat.

			“I think that’s the wisest thing you’ve ever said,” he said. “Maybe that injection did more than make you faster and stronger.”

			“No,” Ledo said, her brown eyes suddenly distant and brooding. “Let’s go outside, Azad. We can’t talk seriously with all this noise.”

			Behind the bar, their breath fogged the air as they wrapped themselves against the biting chill.

			“People are asking if we’re going to share the serum,” she said. “The formula that made me Vitruvian, so other orthodox can also transform.”

			Azad let out a shaky breath. He knew this point would come. Ledo was dangerous to the authorities, because she proved that being Vitruvian was not some divine anointment from the cosmos, but a byproduct of a virus interacting with human chemistry. And now, with the formula known, anyone could become a Vitruvian once they overthrew the authorities. It could start now, on a free Cerata.

			“Nawalle said she doesn’t want it,” Ledo said. “She says she shouldn’t have to get it to be seen as worthy of equal rights. She got pretty worked up about it, to be honest.” Ledo let out a low chuckle, but the laugh didn’t extend to her eyes.

			“Let’s figure that one out together,” Azad said. “After I’m back.”

			And now Ledo turned to him in earnest, grabbing his wrist. Azad took a step back, alarmed by the fear in her eyes. He’d never seen his twin sister this afraid – not when they faced down a deranged Vitruvian on Mars, not when she slid on the edge of a cliff near Nabatea City as a child, not when she was close to death on the Axel ship, coughing up black bile.

			“I’m scared for you, Azad,” Ledo said. “This alien ship that disappears, quantum entanglement, feeling what a dead man felt a thousand years ago…what if you’re walking into a trap? What if the point of all this is to lure you? Maybe that’s what happened to Saadia Hamza. Why she was never found.”

			Azad tilted his head back, watching his breath rise like a wisp of smoke into the night sky. It had crossed his mind that whatever – whoever – sent that spacecraft might not wish them well.

			But what if he found them and came away with a world of knowledge? The last time humanity made contact with complex alien life, the Vitruvians had been born. Could this be the same civilization, continuing to reach out to humanity, for some purpose? The possibility was too thrilling to reject.

			He didn’t need to say it aloud for Ledo to understand. A sad smile tugged the corners of her mouth, and she wrapped Azad in a tight embrace.

			“I hope it’s glorious,” she whispered.

			Azad hugged her back and tears burned in his eyes, quickly chilling down his face. The weight of the moment pressed on him and squeezed the air from his lungs – the realization that this might be goodbye, and he might never see Ledo again. For a moment, his resolve weakened and he considered joining Ledo on Nabatea. In the belly of the beast, they would fight together and protect each other. But a greater part of him knew that she had her own path to carve, and he had his.

			He’d found her after all those lost years, but it was now time to let her go.

			* * *

			A blaring siren shook Azad awake. He shot up in bed, his surroundings pitch-black. His throat screamed for water and a tension headache swelled in the base of his skull. Next to him, Farra stirred.

			The door swung open and Saje burst in, fully dressed.

			“The authority ships are advancing toward orbit,” she said. “It’s time to go. Now!”

			The next thirty minutes were a blur. Panicked shouts and thudding footsteps. Somehow, in the course of that half hour, Azad had gone from lying in bed to sprinting across the launch pads of Cerata, with the small quantum projector under his arm and his heels sliding inside his boots.

			All around him, allies joined the frantic scramble to their ships. Ledo’s lean frame and Nawalle’s frizzy hair flashed across the launching area as they boarded another ship. Azad had been right. He didn’t get a chance to say goodbye this morning.

			Closer to Azad, the Qursan ran single file up another gangplank, to the largest vessel. In that moment, Azad ached for the familiar halls of the Magreb, but it hadn’t been recovered since the Styx raid.

			“Here, take him!” Someone shook his shoulder. Farra. In one of her hands, she carried a chain and on the other end stood a heavily bound Captain Majred. He’d been gagged, blindfolded, and possibly sedated, his head swiveling as he frantically tried to follow the surrounding noise.

			“Your leverage,” Farra said. “Stick to the plan. And don’t let him get the advantage for a second. He’ll seize it.”

			She leaned forward and kissed him. “Love you. See you on the other side.”

			And with that, she turned and followed her crew onto the ship.

			Dragging Majred by the chain with considerable effort, Azad boarded his own ship. A smaller one, able to be flown by a single pilot but still large enough to carry a kitchen and supplies for a longer journey. But only for so long. He quickly fastened Majred’s chains to a secure rail in the command room, close enough to keep an eye on his hostage but distant enough to avoid his attacks.

			Azad initiated launch. His headache returned with a defiant roar, and he vowed to drink a gallon of the ship’s precious water supply once in the clear.

			As soon as they broke orbit, the radar screen erupted with advancing vessels and attack ships. Azad swallowed, his throat burning. Over the speaker, one of the Qursan cursed.

			“They came out with the full fleet,” he said.

			“Good,” Saje’s cool voice chimed in on the same frequency, from her own ship. “We’ve got them all in one place and they have no backup. The plan still holds.”

			Azad tried to find reassurance in her composed delivery but his hands shook as he seized the steering. Majred, chained around one of the ship’s pipes, groaned through his gag, head lolling. Azad ignored him.

			Azad’s teeth rattled as the ship broke through Cerata’s orbit. The other ships launched in tandem and each played their part. The Qursan vessel charged directly at the distant line of ships, veered sideways and sped a straight path perpendicular to the fleet. Several other ships, piloted by crews of dedicated Ceratan rebels, made a slower advance. The crew headed for Nabatea – Saje, Nawalle, Ledo and Barry – lingered behind.

			And Azad charted a direct course to the Styx at top speed.

			The Vitruvian fleet advanced, and the Ceratans received their first external call through the comms channel. A gravelly female voice, one that suggested an elderly, seasoned Vitruvian commander, spilled from each ship’s speaker.

			“You are outnumbered and have no escape,” the commander said. “Your best hope is to surrender now and ask for amnesty. Release your hostage and we will show clemency.”

			She meant Captain Majred. Azad’s captive reacted to the speaker, jerking his arms and fighting his binds. Saje’s calculation had been right. He ranked high enough that the authorities would go out of their way to retrieve him. That’s why they chose a slow menacing advance over a rash charge or an aggressive bombing campaign on the moon from a safe distance. They wanted him alive.

			Of course, that meant Azad’s ship, once they realized its occupants, would become the most targeted of the rebel fleet.

			But Farra had also been right about the authorities. Their offers betrayed their position of weakness. Amnesty. Clemency. Words that a ruthless totalitarian body didn’t offer out of goodwill. They wanted to avoid a direct confrontation, knowing they would experience losses they wouldn’t recover from easily.

			“Request received and under consideration,” Saje said. “Though we aren’t aware of any living hostages in our custody. Please confirm the full Vitruvian name, including vessel and crew code, for us to validate.”

			A lie designed to distract and buy time, perfectly delivered by Saje. No doubt she would have preferred to give a more defiant, heated reply, after being humiliated in authority custody, but she understood tactics and followed them to perfection.

			It was time. Azad rushed to the rear portal window of his ship.

			A wave of silent explosions rippled across the dark space between Nabatea and Cerata.

			Several of the Vitruvian vessels exploded, one veering sideways into its neighbor. Debris shot out of the side of another ship – whether human or object, Azad couldn’t tell from his distant portal view. He let out a shaking breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. The Qursan’s reflective mines had worked – they dropped them on their sidelong path before the fleet in a feigned provocative maneuver, leaving them floating and invisible as the ships advanced.

			The carnage in the cold vacuum of space was silent, but through the intercom came a chorus of triumphant shouts and cheers.

			“Go, go, go!” Farra yelled.

			The Qursan vessel opened fire on the remaining Vitruvian vessels while the Ceratan ships darted and weaved through the chaos, drawing some of the authorities to follow them.

			And in the far periphery of the battle, a single, lone ship sped for Nabatea. Ledo and crew planned to land on the edge of the terraformed part of the planet – the journey would be longer, but they had a better chance of slipping by and approaching the city undetected, and then blending in. Azad pressed a hand to the window, wishing them a safe journey.

			You’ll get an adventure too, Ledo, he thought. The plan could fail in countless ways – they could be shot down as they descended onto the planet, or captured after months of lying low in a Nabatean suburb.

			But they could also succeed in ways they couldn’t yet fully imagine.

			Azad returned to the command seat and his heart plummeted at the sight on the radar. A lone Vitruvian vessel was following his trail.

			“Being pursued,” he said into the private comms channel with the Qursan. “They’ll catch up to me.”

			“Received,” Farra said, doing a remarkable job of maintaining composure in her voice. “Hang tight, we’re coming.”

			The ship was advancing on the outer reaches of the Sinna Belt, the long stretch of asteroids in which Balcazar had been hidden. Could Azad lose them there? His ship was small enough to maneuver in the cluster. The Vitruvian ship could not.

			The Qursan ship drew fire. Azad knew this from the way Farra cackled over the loudspeaker.

			“That’s right, turn around,” she crowed. “Come get a taste of—”

			The audio cut out.

			Azad’s blood froze. He rebooted the comms channel, but no response came.

			He scanned the radar. The ship remained on the map, but its course sped away from the authority vessel, and Azad.

			Azad opened to the wider rebel channel.

			“Can anyone get a visual on Snakewinder?” he asked, using the code name for Farra’s vessel.

			After an agonizing pause, the speaker crackled.

			“Visual confirmed,” one of the Ceratan ships replied. “It’s hit and damaged. Main fuel and oxygen lines appear intact. It’s speeding in the direction of home base.”

			“No!” Azad yelled. “Farra!” His heart pounded so fast, he was certain to die. His body couldn’t handle the crushing sensation in his chest, the constriction in his throat that strangled the air out of his lungs. Blood pounded in his ears and panic flooded in his veins. Farra wouldn’t be joining him on the journey to find Saadia, like she’d hoped after their joint escape from the melee. She would be lucky to escape at all.

			No, a desperate voice chided in his ear. She’s not dead, she’s not dead, she can’t be dead.

			From the corner of the ship came a strange, rasping sound. Majred stopped fighting against his binds. He leaned against the wall, a trail of drool escaping his lips, and laughed at Azad.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Saadia

			PLANET OF NABATEA

			Year of Settlement Six

			A stillness had settled over Nabatea City, interrupted only by the occasional rumble of an overhead drone. Smoke continued to rise from downtown, dissolving into the humid air. Not a soul outside. The entire city simmered in a state of collective shock.

			Saadia hadn’t slept all night. As she stole a glance in her bedroom mirror, her reflection showed as much – her skin pallid, eyes sunken and hollow, and her hair more disheveled than usual. A smudge of dirt from last night’s riot had been welded to her left cheek. She didn’t bother to wash it off.

			Outside her front door, Axel rested with crossed arms against the wall. He jerked slightly as she slammed the door behind her and smirked as he took in her disheveled appearance.

			“Didn’t sleep much, I see,” he said.

			“Did you?” Saadia retorted.

			“No,” Axel said, rising to his feet. He slapped the dust away from his black pants. “But it doesn’t matter. We don’t need as much sleep as they do.”

			They. He meant the ordinary people they had brutally cracked down on last night, for the crime of demanding accountability for a murder. Shame boiled like a hot and thick venom in her gut, threatening to burn her from the inside out. She had done nothing to stop them last night. When the time had come for action, she’d failed.

			“I want to speak to Amit and LaValle,” she said to Axel. “Take me to them.”

			Axel shook his head. “Barrett wants to talk to you,” he said. “He let me know an hour ago, but I wanted to give you the courtesy of leaving when you were ready. My job is to keep you out of further trouble.”

			Saadia rounded on him.

			“If Barrett wants to arrest me, he can arrest me,” she said. “But if he’s going to keep me free, he will treat me as an equal, which is the least I deserve as the woman who created him. I’m going to move through this city as I wish, and talk to whomever I like. Whether you drag me there in chains or escort me – after which, I will gladly talk to Barrett – I’m going to see Amit face to face.”

			Axel let out a harsh laugh.

			“Where was this fire last night?” he asked.

			The shame flared in her chest, its burn nearly unbearable. If she faced it fully, if she let it flood her thoughts, it would devour her. Instead, she steadied her breath and swallowed it back.

			“I thought I still had something to lose last night,” she said. “My son. Now, I see I lost him a long time ago.”

			“Spare me the dramatics,” Axel said. “You think we didn’t know what Barrett was doing on Earth before he landed on Mars, and how he did it? How rich he got from being a so-called ‘civilizationist’? You were by his side the whole time. Which means you were either an idiot then or a hypocrite now.”

			The words sliced through Saadia’s outer defenses, exposing the parts of her where her guilt burned hot. But rage also fired like electricity through her nerves, sharpening her senses.

			“I may have been an idiot, or naïve,” she said. “But you’re just an opportunist without a moral bone in your steroid-poisoned body, crawling to the nearest master that can give you crumbs from his table. You betrayed the people you led on Mars. You’re nothing, and if history even remembers you in a footnote, it will be as a traitor and a thug.”

			Axel’s muscled shoulder jerked back and Saadia braced her body for the strike. But the blow didn’t come. He steadied himself and closed his eyes, perhaps silently counting to ten.

			Saadia seized the moment and bolted.

			Axel was fast, but so was she, and had less bulk to hold her back. She sprinted down the street in the direction opposite downtown, cutting through a small community garden and down a winding hill. She screamed for help, but no one emerged from the sleepy, domed houses around her. Why would they? What power, or reason, did they have to help her?

			Behind her, Axel puffed and gasped strings of curses as he chased after her. Saadia didn’t dare look back. A desperate plan took root in her panicked brain as she ran. She scanned the row of shuttles and ships along the other side of the lake. If she could seize one, she could leave this planet – back to Cerata, or as far as she needed to escape Barrett’s reach.

			“Stop, dammit!” Axel shouted, ragged, from behind her. “You’re not under arrest. He’s not going to punish you.”

			Even if that were true, it wasn’t just about her. Amit was missing and she’d witnessed LaValle being knocked to the ground. She needed to find them, to escape with them. But first, she had to lose Axel.

			Saadia broke past the manicured rows of Nabatean suburbs and raced across the desert toward the lake. A square of metal fence crowned with barbed wire had been erected in an open patch of desert near the water. Inside the makeshift prison, at least forty people languished under the glare of the Nabatean sun. A few prisoners paced along the fence’s perimeter, but most sat cross-legged in small groups, heads bowed.

			As she ran directly to the enclosure, several prisoners stopped their pacing or rose to their feet. They gathered along the wall, facing the strange sight of an old woman with wild dark hair sprinting, a large, murderous man close behind.

			A lone figure ran to the nearest corner of the enclosure. A man with dark, shaggy hair.

			“Saadia!” Amit shouted.

			“Stop her!” Axel yelled.

			The command was directed at a lone armed Vitruvian guard, who was supported by a trio of drones hovering around the fence. The man faltered, momentarily confused, but the drones sprang to action, dipping low and speeding directly at Saadia.

			Her mind froze in terror. She wasn’t a fighter, and she certainly couldn’t take down an armed drone.

			A scope atop the drone swiveled. Instinct took over and Saadia dove to the ground. Pain coursed through her forearms where the skin grated against the gravelly sand. A loud crack and a rush of wind disturbed the air just above her, followed by more cracks.

			“Stun, don’t ki—!” Axel yelled, then unleashed a bellow of pain. Saadia finally stole a glance behind her. Axel lay in the sand, clutching his right shoulder. Blood spread dark crimson across his shirt.

			“Neutralize her,” Axel said, softer, before clawing back to his feet. The drones rose several feet in the air, adjusting their scopes and toggles to a presumably less lethal weapon.

			Screams rose from the fence and Saadia turned around again, crawling forward. The Vitruvian guard had been seized through the fence by the prisoners on the other side. A dozen hands grabbed him by his arms, pant legs, feet and hair, forcing his back against the fence as they attacked him through the gaps in the twisting wire. They tore at his flesh, shoved fingers into his eyes, clawed at his face. Another set of hands had managed to feed a twisted shirt through the wire and pull against his neck, strangling him. The guard’s screams became gurgles that twisted and coiled the horror in Saadia’s chest even tighter. And as this gruesome scene played out, Amit had begun climbing over the fence. He lobbed a rock at the nearest drone before it could round on Saadia again, sending it flying sideways.

			“Keep moving!” he yelled at her as he climbed.

			The drones pivoted, advancing on Amit as the more calculated, immediate threat.

			Saadia’s jaw dropped. Unlike Evgenia and Axel, Amit had never placed his Vitruvian strength on full display, so Saadia had never seen how fast he could move. She hadn’t seen him ascend a twenty-foot vertical fence like he was gliding through the air. At the top, his legs coiled and he leapt over the barbed wire at the top, arms pumping. A drone tried to stun him but he collided with it midair on his way to the ground. It broke his fall as he landed on the free side of the fence and put a foot through its center.

			The guard had stopped screaming and gasping. The hands through the fence let him go and the body slumped into the dirt. Amit seized the weapon from the dead man’s holster and spun around, firing on the two remaining drones. They fell to the ground, catching fire on impact.

			A strong hand gripped Saadia’s ankle. Axel grimaced, blood staining his teeth. The torn flesh around his shoulder exposed the layer of muscle beneath but he used his other hand to pull her toward him. Despite the obvious agony in his colorless face, his eyes shone with undisguised malice. His hand twisted and searing pain shot up Saadia’s leg. She screamed and kicked him in the face with her free foot.

			“You’re finished,” he snarled. “You won’t even make it to Barrett to plead for your life. You’ll get the same treatment as all these traitors. And the Monolith? We’re going to bury it. Make it a crime to speak of it. Your work will die with you.”

			A blur of motion passed across Saadia’s hazy vision. Amit landed a swift, fierce kick at Axel’s abdomen. Axel howled, but the pain also appeared to inject him with renewed energy. He shot to his feet and pulled out a small dagger, swinging with wild abandon at Amit, who struggled to dodge the strikes.

			“Free them!” Amit yelled at Saadia. “Get them out.”

			Saadia scrambled to her feet. Adrenaline dulled the pain from her raw, skinned arms and her fear for Amit as the two men fought nearby. She winced at the lingering pain in her ankle but it handled her weight as she ran to the enclosure. The prisoners reached through the wired fence at the dead guard, in search of a key. Saadia knelt and rifled through his front pockets, struggling to avoid the sight of the torn flesh where his face had once been. Her fingers closed around a long, metal key – so simple and antiquated, compared to advanced carceral systems in place on Earth. But Nabatea had to start many things from scratch – the advanced prisons, she realized with a lurching dread, would follow soon enough.

			The prisoners shouted and gestured at her as she struggled with shaking fingers to fit the key into the lock. Amit and Axel continued to fight behind her, the sound of heavy blows and grunts audible over the chorus of panicked cries. More drones, and security, would be on their way soon.

			The lock clicked and the door swung open. Prisoners spilled through the opening, some helping the injured while others shoved their way through. A few raced back in the direction of Nabatea City, to their homes and families. Others made a break for the row of shuttles and spaceships across the lake.

			Saadia scanned each face that passed. She grabbed a man’s arm.

			“Where’s LaValle?” she asked. “The contortionist from the circus. Have you seen him?”

			He shook his head, but the woman behind him spoke.

			“Over there,” she said, pointing to the far corner of the enclosure. “They got him already, poor bastard.”

			LaValle sat crosslegged on the ground, his back pressed against the corner of the fence. The sun beat down on his shiny bald head as he slumped forward, eyes trained on the ground. He sat motionless, as though unaware of the chaos around him.

			Saadia ran to him.

			“LaValle,” she said, shaking his shoulders. “We need to go now. LaValle? Get up.”

			His head lifted and Saadia gasped. There was no recognition of her in his glazed, unseeing eyes. But he rose to his feet, his movements unrushed.

			Perhaps he was in shock from the heat, or some trauma inflicted on him, but there was no time to diagnose him now. She grabbed him by the elbow and pulled him to the open door. He ran by her side, still expressionless.

			Saadia’s racing heart seized at the sight beyond the enclosure. Her arm fell away from LaValle and she rushed to the spot where Axel and Amit lay on the ground. Blood stained the sand all around them. Axel lay on his back, his chest rising with shallow, weak breaths, his entire midsection beaten and bleeding. Alive, but barely.

			Amit lay nearby on his stomach, his head twisted sideways at an unnatural angle, exposing his face. His eyes open and frozen in alarm, more expressive than LaValle’s even in death. His neck was broken, bones pushing against his skin, with purple swelling around his jaw. But Saadia still reached for his wrist, in desperate search for a pulse, but no matter how much she squeezed and cursed and pleaded, there was none. Amit was dead.

			A despairing cry burst from her throat, its raw grief swallowed away by the wind. She touched the side of Amit’s face, still warm, and fought the urge to close his eyes. They needed to stay open, so they could haunt her when she closed her own.

			Then the wind carried another sound – flying drones.

			Saadia tore herself away from Amit and back to the man she could still save. LaValle stood right where she left him, gazing into the water. She grabbed his arm again and together, they ran the perimeter of the lake toward the shuttles.

			The ground rumbled and heat rattled through the air as the nearest ship, one of the largest explorer vessels in Barrett’s fleet, began to launch. Saadia gritted her teeth. That was likely the one Barrett planned to use for her mission to find the alien homebase. It could detect wormholes and came with extensive research equipment and reconnaissance shuttles. It also needed a dedicated crew of at least five to operate.

			She scanned the launch pad. There was the newly constructed Sugar Shuttle, which could take her up to Calypso One, but that would be impossible to fly with a crew of two, which was practically a crew of one with LaValle in his current state.

			A smaller one, then, but one with wormhole passage capability. Saadia hesitated at the edge of the launching area, biting back a wave of panic. She didn’t know the intricacies of Barrett’s fleet. The buzz of drones grew louder. She spun around to see the first wave of machinery emerge through the sweltering haze, flying toward Axel.

			A gamble, then. She dragged LaValle down the row of ships and settled on a medium-sized craft that resembled Calypso One in its sleekness and solid structure. Hopefully, it contained the supplies and equipment for a long journey.

			Inside the ship, she let out a sound between a sigh of relief and a sob. She recognized the controls and overall design – it was a compact version of the ship that took her to Cerata. LaValle wandered around the control room as she activated the ship’s controls and initiated the launch sequence. She gestured him to the seat next to her and he strapped himself in.

			“LaValle, we’re getting out of here,” she said, strapping herself into the primary pilot seat. “It’s going to be ok. You can talk to me once we’re in the air.”

			The engine fired and the monitors displayed the trajectory Saadia had programmed – the planet at the edge of the solar system.

			She gripped the chair’s armrests as the ship lifted off and held her breath. Through the nearest window, the shuttle zone grew smaller as the ship ascended through Nabatea’s atmosphere, the drones and helicopters becoming ants in the sand. She didn’t breathe fully and freely until they breached atmosphere and, once again, entered space.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Azad

			Edge of the Nabatean Solar System

			Year of Settlement 1209

			Azad lost the authorities in the maze of the Sinna Belt and resumed his trajectory to the Styx. He kept his comms channel dark, though it caused him almost physical pain to have no way of contacting Cerata. Had Farra’s ship made it back to the Shadow Moon? Had she survived? If he never made it back, he’d never know.

			He almost turned around. After entering the belt, he hid and considered abandoning his exploration. If they’d successfully fended off the authorities, if they’d managed to regroup on the moon, he could help. They’d need every living soul they could get. And if the battle had been lost, he’d be walking into a trap, but he and Farra would endure whatever came next together. Guilt gnawed at him as the hours passed, increasingly aware of the eerie quiet on the ship compared to the turbulence of life near the home planet. They were fighting, and he was fleeing. Hopefully, to answers that would save them all.

			Or to a lonely death in space.

			On the second day in the Sinna Belt, he removed Majred’s gag only to trickle water down his throat and feed him the minimal bites of condensed protein his Vitruvian body required to survive. The man was so parched the first time, he didn’t even speak and accepted the water meekly. With strength, he grew bolder, snapping his teeth and snarling at Azad each time the gag loosened. Every interaction with Majred left Azad queasy, mainly for the dark rush of exhilaration it gave him to have power over such a powerful enemy. Azad treated Majred better than he would have experienced if the situation was reversed. But he felt, for the first time, a streak of vengeance – and it felt good.

			Finally, as they approached the Styx, he removed Majred’s gag to talk with him.

			“You’re only buying time,” Majred said while Azad ate a dinner of canned chickpeas. “And the longer you drag this out, the more they’ll think of ways to make you suffer. It would have just been a Blanking at first. Now, it’ll be a Blanking at Saydar Prison, where they’ll torture you like an insect trapped in a sticky bowl. Although if we Blank you, will that impact how much you’re aware of your own suffering? We don’t really know. Maybe it would be better to keep your mind intact, and then break it.”

			Azad continued to eat, his fork scraping the edges of the tin. When he didn’t respond, Majred pressed him further.

			“Maybe that’s happening to all of them right now,” he said. “Your mutant abomination sister, and your Qursan love. Disgusting. We normally don’t Blank our own, but for that pirate’s crimes, I’m sure the authorities will make an exception. They’ll roast her feet for hours over the Sulpherlands. What do you think of that?”

			Azad put down his fork and looked up at last. White-hot rage clawed him from the inside out, his knees vibrating from the urge to leap across the galley and strangle the air out of Majred’s worthless neck. Instead, he let the flame of rage die into a low ember and steadied himself before he spoke.

			“I think your friends will have to catch me first,” he said. “In the meantime, I’m not getting Blanked or punished in prison. But you’re here, tied to a pipe while I hand-feed you gruel and make you relieve yourself in a tube. What do you think of that?”

			Majred laughed. A low, grating sound, like a chisel being ground against a rock, that turned into a poison-tipped giggle.

			“I’m going to have fun with you when I get the upper hand,” he said. “Which will happen. I’m faster and stronger. And smarter. You’re a lower form of life, bacteria compared to me. Your luck won’t last.”

			“Why Saadia Hamza?” Azad asked.

			“What?” Majred reeled as though Azad had slapped him, knocked off guard by the abrupt change in subject. As Azad had hoped.

			“Your worship of her,” Azad said. “All those speeches and addresses, this desperate attempt to transfer everyone’s love of Barrett Juul to her. Why?”

			Majred’s eyes turned to narrow slits, laced with suspicion. He wet his pale lips.

			“She wasn’t given enough credit in our lore,” he said. “She was a Vitruvian, one of the first, but we all quote a leader who was never kissed by starlight. Who didn’t even leave an Archive Band behind. It was Saadia who led us to this system. It was her wormhole that taught us how to travel great distances across the galaxy. And when she left everyone and everything she knew and loved, she was telling us something – by us, I mean the Vitruvian people, not mindless lumps of flesh like you. She was telling us that our destiny was to look forward, not back, even if it meant saying difficult goodbyes.”

			Azad studied Majred as though seeing him for the first time, as he once had through a ceiling’s grating. The speech was sincere, even heartfelt – a far cry from the murderous bile he’d spewed only minutes ago. How could someone carry such contradictions? Reverence for those he considered fully human, and pure hate for those he’d learned to dehumanize? And he delivered both sides of himself – his bigotry and his imagining of a long-dead woman – with an arrogance his broken world had bestowed on him.

			“Maybe she wasn’t trying to tell you anything,” Azad said. “We’re about to land on the Styx and you’ll see. Maybe she was just scared, or opportunistic, or trying to get away from something. She killed a man but apologized for it. Whatever she was, she was flawed and full of contradictions, just like all of us. And I don’t know what her motives were, but the best way to find them is by looking at what she did – not at the stories you tell yourself.”

			Majred’s lip curled.

			“I’m ready for my gag again,” he said. “Anything to stop talking to you.”

			* * *

			After landing on the gentle, ash-colored hills of the Styx, Azad went to work. He secured Majred’s binds with another chain around his chest, unwilling to give him a chance to attempt an escape. He secured the quantum projector over his shoulder. His heart twinged for Barry – even though they were both machines, free of independent thought and consciousness as far as they knew, it was Barry who had rescued Ledo in the Library of Souls, and Barry who unraveled the darkest secrets of Mars. It would have felt right to have Barry unraveling Saadia Hamza’s final journey into the stars.

			But Ledo and Nawalle needed Barry more than he did. With the ability to not only see but hear the past, they would learn much about those early days on Nabatea, including the defiance of ordinary people like LaValle. That was what Majred was incapable of understanding – it was people like Kezza and LaValle, not Dr. Hamza, who were the true unsung figures of history.

			He stood at the mouth of the cave where they had discovered Saadia Hamza and activated the quantum time projector. With a deep breath, he rushed into the cave.

			Azad set the dial back to the date and time he’d saved from Barry’s logs, to return himself to the fateful moment when this cave experienced human consciousness for the first time.

			And there it was – two suited figures moving in the dark, each with a light atop their head. Saadia setting up equipment.

			Azad drew in a sharp breath, bracing for the rush of emotion from LaValle, the hand of the past reaching into his chest and squeezing his heart.

			Nothing.

			Azad frowned. Did the entanglement created by the alien craft only work on Cerata? Perhaps they were too far.

			Then, a hint of thought broke through. A simple thought, mechanical.

			Walk, don’t stop. Walk, don’t stop. Walk, don’t stop.

			Azad froze. Ice spread through his veins.

			They had Blanked LaValle. That explained the lack of emotion radiating from the man. They’d stripped so much of his cognition, there was almost nothing left for Azad to feel.

			The moment came. Azad jumped past it with the subtlest maneuver of the dial. He didn’t need to see it again. He understood it now.

			He followed Saadia out of the cave, projector wobbling in his arm.

			Outside, he skidded to a halt. His body froze in place.

			A Vitruvian scout ship flew overhead. Short-range, designed to explore terrain before the wider crew landed. Had they scanned Azad? Would they flag the authorities, if they weren’t already the authorities?

			Azad had to assume the worst. Forcing himself to breathe, he followed Saadia’s path, which thankfully led just past his ship. He boarded, ignoring Majred’s kicking against his binds, and initiated launch. Azad became a machine not unlike Barry, focused on motions, on the goal of following Saadia’s footsteps, and nothing else. If he thought, he would panic and if he panicked, he’d make a mistake.

			Now came the hardest part. He kept the projector on, expanding its range as far as possible. He would need to fly the ship in a way that would follow the path of Saadia’s ship, to keep her in sight under the projector’s lens.

			He was a terrible pilot for such a task, but Nawalle had saved him – she embedded a code in the ship to synch its movements with the projector’s activity. Azad just had to operate the projector, not the ship, and keep indicating through a reader screen if they remained on target.

			The ship rose unsteadily forward and Azad moved the projector into the center of the command room. After about a hundred feet, the projector flickered with conscious activity – Saadia Hamza, operating the controls of her primitive vessel and ascending at a steep angle. He moved the ship forward so that his present-day vessel was directly overlapping with Saadia’s. It was disorienting, to have his own ship’s structure blurred and overridden by the hologram of the older ship.

			Azad pressed the button and the code went into effect, locking the ship to the projector’s sensing. The ship rose into the air.

			From his corner, Majred had stopped struggling. He stared at Saadia, eyes stretched wide and transfixed. She operated the ship, businesslike, before she buried her face in her hands, bursting into tears.

			Azad peered into her face, wishing he could unpack her thoughts the way he could LaValle’s. This incredible woman had traversed galaxies, but could break just as easily as anyone else. He extended a hand out to her.

			“Don’t touch her!” Majred yelled. A tear ran down his cheek.

			Azad couldn’t have touched her if he tried, but he ignored the Vitruvian commander and let him rave about his mistreated hero.

			They flew out of the Styx’s orbit with the usual skull-rattling pressure, slower than Azad was comfortable with. Following Saadia meant moving slower than he would have liked – her ship was a thousand years older, and its limitations were evident. They flew away from the Styx and crossed the barrier that marked the end of the Nabatean solar system.

			Majred seemed to have forgotten that Azad was there. He gaped at the long-dead woman, her gestures and the way she paced as she examined a strange object in her possession. He grunted and Azad loosened his gag.

			“She found something,” the Vitruvian said. “I knew it, she—”

			But Azad’s concerns whiplashed to the present as the dreaded sound of a radar chime filled the room. He rushed to the screen, his worst fears confirmed. A Vitruvian vessel, advancing on them at ruthless speed.

			Azad darted around the control area, momentarily lost. To follow Saadia, he had to keep her pace. Or did he?

			He had her trajectory. If she didn’t veer off course, he could speed ahead and reconnect with her path. He could adjust the time to find the space Saadia occupied, but he couldn’t play those subtle games if a Vitruvian vessel seized control and dragged him away. He disabled Nawalle’s code and turned the vessel to its highest speed. The quantum projector remained on, its light flickering but displaying nothing.

			The moment had arrived. Azad moved quickly, before his resolve could slip away like sand between his fingers. He grabbed a wrench from the storage cabinet and advanced on Captain Majred.

			“What’re you doing?” Majred asked.

			“I’m sorry,” Azad said. “Despite everything you said to me, I’m still sorry. I hope your people value your life more than they hate mine.”

			Majred’s eyes bulged and Azad swung the wrench.

			With effort, he dragged the unconscious Vitruvian to the airlock. Panting, Azad pulled him over the lipped first door, so his limp body lay between the two airlocks.

			Majred’s foot shot out, a blur of ruthless motion, and struck Azad’s shin. A sickening crack followed. Pain exploded below Azad’s knee and traveled down to his foot. A deafening bellow burst from his throat and he fell backward, over the door’s lip. Another wave of pain followed as he hit the metal grating.

			Majred’s gasp turned into a growl as he tried to pull himself to his feet. His head turned, his eyes two murderous darts trained directly on Azad.

			Azad crawled on his elbows toward the door’s side, inching nearer the controls. His heart hammered and adrenaline pulsed through his limbs, dulling the agony in his leg. But as he tried to rise to his feet to reach the button, he nearly fainted from the pain. Majred rose to his knees, reeling for a moment, before pulling himself into a standing position. The Vitruvian clenched his fists.

			With a desperate cry, Azad rose and collapsed against the wall. Balancing on one leg, he slammed the button with his sweaty palm.

			The main door slid shut, the vacuum seal hissing. Through the small portal window, Majred’s face contorted in equal measures of fear and rage, shouting words Azad couldn’t hear.

			Azad hit the second button.

			The second door, the one leading to space, flew open and Majred went flying out of the ship. His legs and arms flailed in that initial second before they grew rigid, shocked by the cold.

			Azad hobbled back down the ship’s spine until he reached the radar.

			Majred could survive in open space, but not for long – and only if the advancing Vitruvian ship abandoned Azad and tried to rescue him. Azad’s foot dragged. The bone was definitely fractured, if not outright broken. Each step brought a stab of agony. He could splint it once he was safe. If he was safe.

			Collapsing into the chair, he scanned the radar.

			The Vitruvian ship stayed on course.

			Azad’s heart sank. He’d killed a person, taken a life for the first time, and would still get captured. The gamble had failed.

			And then, a flash on the radar. The chasing vessel slowed. A smaller dot emerged from its side.

			Azad almost sobbed with relief. They’d slowed to unleash a smaller rescue ship to Majred’s location in open space. That was all he needed, provided he could get out of this area quickly. There was nothing reachable once outside of the solar system, unless one accessed the wormhole used by Vitruvian explorers. Saadia had either taken that same wormhole, or found another way. A hidden wormhole, perhaps?

			On the quantum projector, he entered some quick math to contrast his acceleration against the trajectory and speed of Saadia’s ship based on her past course. Seconds later, the hologram swallowed his surroundings, the image of an older ship and a lone woman inside. She had left the control room and walked down to the small galley. Azad followed her, entering his own kitchen in the process.

			She held a strange object in her hand. A carved stone, cut with sharp points on either edge.

			And then Azad knew what he had to do.

			He reached out with shaking fingers, and touched the object in Saadia’s hand.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Saadia

			EDGE OF THE NABATEAN SOLAR SYSTEM

			Year of Settlement six

			On the seventh day, Saadia realized they were being followed.

			It wasn’t completely unexpected. She’d carved and cut the delicate skin of her forearm to remove the JuulPal screen, to keep anyone from tracing her location. The computer, thin like paper, floated above her head once she released it with a sharp gasp of pain, joining the perfectly spherical droplets of blood that escaped from her wounded arm. She bandaged her arm with a sense of grim satisfaction, having literally cut away her last connection to her son, to her life on Nabatea, without so much as a numbing agent. It was painful, as it should have been.

			But there were other ways to track her. Just as she had been able to project the path of the Monolith, Barrett’s navigators could see the direction her stolen ship was traveling and scramble a larger vessel to give chase. It popped into the radar screen but maintained a steady pace. Not trying to overtake her, it seemed, but see where she was going.

			Saadia sighed. A good question – where was she going? Her projections and telescopes told her the Monolith landed on the last object in the solar system, a small, dwarf planet with an oxygen and nitrogen concentration to make the air almost breathable. In centuries, it could be terraformed and become as habitable as Cerata.

			She could just leave the solar system with her current supplies – but couldn’t travel much farther beyond that. There was a small 3D printer in the back of the shuttle to create nutritional packages, and a greenhouse to grow potatoes and other simple crops. That would take them farther – but not by much. Wherever the Monolith had gone, there was unlikely to be an abundance of water, food and hospitality. She accepted the fact that if she found the Monolith, it would be a one-way trip.

			The intercom picked up a new frequency. Their pursuers, attempting to make contact with Saadia. She ignored the request and went to the galley.

			“LaValle, no!”

			The galley reeked of canned lentils. At the table, LaValle sat around a pile of opened cans and strewn paper wrapping, feverishly at work on the last unopened can.

			Saadia rushed forward and wrestled the can from his grip.

			“We just needed one open, not all of them,” she said, forcing back the despair that rose like bile in her throat. They’d be eating nothing but lentils for the rest of the week, and have to freeze the rest.

			LaValle nodded but said nothing. He rose from his seat and began his usual pacing up and down the ship.

			The graceful circus performer had become a robot. Something even sadder than a robot – a robot could at least apply judgment and learn. LaValle was trapped in the present. Whatever task he was given, he continued it until directed otherwise, as Saadia had foolishly forgotten when she went to check in on the radar. His eyes betrayed no sense of memory or recognition – of Saadia, their surroundings, or himself. Despite Saadia’s best attempts to engage him in conversation, he had been silent since they left Nabatea. Either he couldn’t speak or had nothing to say.

			“It’s all right,” she said, softening her tone. “I’ll take care of it. You just rest.”

			Saadia massaged her temples after she cleaned up the mess. LaValle sat at the other end of the table, catatonic in his taskless state. As frustrating as the last hour had been, it confirmed a theory she’d been nursing in the darkest pit of her gut. She’d hoped that LaValle had experienced some trauma that he could recover from. But what they’d done was irreversible.

			Barrett had adopted the same punishment from Calypso’s corporate scientists – a neurological injection that deactivated entire sections of the cerebrum devoted to memory, learning and higher-level cognition. She had seen it used, once, before they left Mars, on a Tier Two employee named Alan Schulz. The man had been a criminal, opportunist and thug, who nearly burned Kezza alive, so she’d shrugged when she first saw the man drooling in a cell. They left him behind on Calypso, where if he was lucky, he was in the pile of corpses that Barrett’s henchmen created before leaving the planet. If unlucky, he’d wandered the abandoned halls of Calypso until he starved to death.

			A part of her knew that Barrett wouldn’t leave the punishment, which the Corpsboard called Blanking, behind on Mars. But to see it done so easily, so cruelly, to a man exercising his right of protest…a flood of despair and rage threatened to drown Saadia each time she saw LaValle shuffling across the ship. A complicated, vibrant, brilliant man – a man capable of fierce love, streaks of justice, of wit and manipulation and joy – had been stripped of all that made him human, without granting the dignity of death.

			As the weeks passed, an aura of loneliness spread like untamed weeds across the ship. LaValle’s presence felt more isolating to Saadia than if it had just been her alone, flying to the edge of the solar system. His presence was an ominous shadow, draining hope from the air. He could perform the basic functions of an adult – he remembered how to use the toilet, he slept, he ate when food was placed in front of him. Giving him tasks to do left Saadia guilty, realizing he was stripped of any true agency as he blindly accepted each one. But leaving him taskless was to witness him adrift, wandering the halls or staring at a wall.

			The loneliness became so unbearable that Saadia even considered answering the call from the ship that continued to follow their path at a distance. She could at least talk to a human who could answer back, threaten her, bargain and plead. But nothing good would come of the conversation – it would leave her more desolate than ever, and likely compromised. There was nothing left for her on Nabatea. The only way out was forward, into the unknown.

			Three days before they were scheduled to reach the system’s outmost planet, Saadia had an idea. It struck her at the most awkward time of the day cycle, after they’d eaten dinner in the galley and sat together in their usual silence. Saadia sprang to her feet.

			“LaValle, do your routine from the Ceremony on Nabatea,” she said. “Look! You got on your hands like this.”

			She leaned forward and performed a clumsy handstand, bending her legs backward as LaValle had done at the start of his act. The antigravity boots made her arms strain from the effort, but she managed to grip at the floor grating and remain upside down. Unlike him, she couldn’t get her feet past her shoulders, but she smiled against the strain in her ligaments at him, encouraging him to follow. She then shifted into the next move she could remember, when LaValle balanced on one arm and stretched his left leg sideways, and immediately collapsed on the ground. Her Vitruvian abilities, it seemed, had limits.

			LaValle stared at her with his usual expressionlessness before rising to his feet. He stepped into a clear stretch of floor in the galley, removed his boots and descended into a graceful handstand, pushing himself off the ground. Saadia held her breath. He floated in the air upside down for an agonizing moment, before he arched his back and dropped his pointed feet toward the ground.

			Saadia’s hands pressed against her lips as LaValle completed the entire routine in zero gravity. His motions were slow, deliberate, as though they took him effort. He completed a roll and bent his body into a bow, tears streaming down his cheeks. His eyes, while lacking his old mischief, were no longer vacant. They shone with pain and glinted with the edge of a lost memory.

			Saadia was in tears as well when he finished his routine with a wave of his arm. She applauded, wiping her eyes. An audience of one for his last performance.

			He dipped again, turning his body upside down.

			“That’s all, LaValle,” she said, her voice hoarse. “You don’t need to do it again.”

			He blinked and his face flickered with something – a realization deeper than a task at an end. Then the light in his eyes dimmed and he reattached his antigravity boots. He walked with stiff arms to their sleeping quarters.

			But Saadia couldn’t sleep. She sat cross-legged in the command chair, head lolled with exhaustion, as she drank in the stars through the front window. In the distance, a planet loomed. Small, so dark that it was barely visible against the inky canvas of space, given away by the lack of stars in its spherical shape. They were close. It was time to lose their pursuers.

			She accelerated the ship as much as she could while still enabling it to enter the planet’s orbit. The pursuing ship had likely made an educated guess of where she was going, but that didn’t matter, as long as they were too far away to catch her. It would drain some of her oxygen for propellent, leaving only antimatter to keep the ship moving, but that was unavoidable. She would stop on the planet at the side where it appeared the object had landed.

			The next day, her efforts proved successful. The radar, which had shown the other ship in and out of range for weeks, had gone dark. There was only Saadia’s ship and the planet in front of them.

			As they drew nearer to the planet, Saadia ran her usual scans, as well as the less common ones. Gas composition, gravity, signs of carbon-based life. All came up as expected except for one – a high concentration of dark matter in a specific area of the planet, just underneath the surface. A cavern, perhaps. Could the object have stopped there? Or left traces they could measure? A rush of excitement warmed her veins. A micro-wormhole, perhaps?

			LaValle polished their spacesuits, his hand circling the clear glass of the vizors over and over. Saadia wanted him to be comfortable with the suits before they disembarked.

			They reached planetary orbit ahead of schedule. The ship was small enough to land directly on the surface of the planet, which was tiny compared to Nabatea, rather than the ‘park and shuttle down’ approach that had to be taken with Calypso One. And it was better to be close to the ship, in case their pursuers picked up speed.

			They landed on the nearest stretch of flat terrain to the site with the high dark matter readings. A valley between two high ridges of jagged black rock. Saadia and LaValle both stared out the window. The landscape was otherworldly, terrifying and oddly beautiful. More dramatic than Cerata, more soothing than Nabatea, with its unbearable heat. Saadia let out a harsh laugh. Maybe she’d chosen the wrong planet.

			A lump swelled in her throat as she helped LaValle with his helmet. Her movements mirrored his, stiff and deliberate. She avoided his eye as she gestured him to the airlocked door that led outside.

			Carrying her handheld computer in one hand and the monitoring array in the other, heavy like an overpacked suitcase, Saadia stepped out first through the open door. The atmosphere was still and windless. The measures in the corner of her vizor showed oxygen, nitrogen, xenon and carbon dioxide. A cocktail she could almost breathe, though not for long. Her boots crunched against the gravelly soil, sliding occasionally against the slick black rocks that led into the cavern. LaValle followed close behind, his deep, slow breathing in her ear from their linked intercoms.

			They descended into the cave, their world going from dark to pitch black. Saadia activated the flashlight atop her helmet and instructed LaValle to do the same. She crouched and extended her arms for balance, moving as though an extraterrestrial ambush could happen any second. Her breath fogged her vizor.

			The path flattened and opened into a wide underground cavern adorned with stalactites from the high ceiling and a network of stalagmites in their path. Saadia set up her equipment in the center of the space and activated her monitors.

			LaValle wandered across the cavern while she worked. She narrated her work to him – a habit she acquired over the last few weeks, even though he never responded.

			“The high traces of dark matter are right here, in this open space underneath that big stalactite,” she said. “Very unusual readings. Dark matter clouds are usually more galactic in scale, subhalos that stretch across stars. This is a miniature version of that effect. The only thing that can explain this, to me, is that a microscopic wormhole was opened here. Opened and closed.”

			A cold weight settled on her chest as the meaning of this settled on her. Wherever it was now, she couldn’t follow.

			Saadia sank to her knees. Her lip trembled and her eyes welled with the urge to cry, but no tears fell. Instead, a hollow feeling settled in her bones. She’d taken LaValle on a fruitless chase, one that would end for them both when the vessel arrived. Saadia would suffer some consequences – house arrest, most likely – and LaValle would go to something worse.

			Her head lifted. LaValle stood in front of her, still and waiting.

			No. She couldn’t let him go back. He was still young, meaning he was doomed to a long life of mindless labor on Nabatea. They would turn him into a machine, only one that could burn under the hot sun, suffer cracked lips from dehydration, feel pain and exhaustion at the end of each day.

			His life was already no life at all. They would make it hell.

			A part of her had planned for this moment. If she couldn’t escape with him, take him with her, she would need to make an impossible decision. Now, it was not only possible, but inevitable.

			She advanced on LaValle. Her heart thundered faster with each step, blood screaming in her ears, its pitch reaching a crescendo. Her tongue became a lead weight in her mouth, her arms suddenly very heavy.

			She pointed the blade at LaValle.

			“I failed you back there,” Saadia said to him. “I wasn’t there for you when it counted. They destroyed you, but they can do so much worse. I don’t want this, but this is the only way I can make things right. And I hate myself for it.” Her hand slid to the belt of her suit, emerging with a handheld knife.

			And then, LaValle did something she didn’t expect; he reacted. Stepping back, he held up his arms.

			“No,” he said, his voice soft and low in her ears. It was a plea, but a gentle one, free of panic and desperation.

			It would have been less terrible if he fell to his knees and begged for his life. She would have stopped, then, and asked him why, in the hope that she had broken something in the Blanking process. Instead, her jaw tightened and her mouth twisted in horror as her arm shot forward.

			The first blow struck him in the abdomen. The blade penetrated suit and flesh, more yielding than she expected. Through the fog of her vizor and his, she made out the whites of his eyes, the startled parting of his mouth.

			“I’m sorry,” she said to LaValle.

			She stabbed again. And again. He stumbled back, his arms no longer raised.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, louder this time. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry.”

			He made no sound as the knife punctured flesh and grazed bone. No cry, no scream. Blood blossomed across LaValle’s suit. Until the final blow, her mind had been locked in those two words, over and over, as though they could undo her evil work. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

			LaValle lunged at her, his fingers extended to her neck. She struck him again. He swayed, and in a final burst of strength, reached for her again. Her head jerked forward as her chain dug into the back of her neck, and then snapped. Her locket, the one Barrett gave her as a teenager, fell to the ground. Numb with shock, she left it there. It belonged here, amid the cold and streaks of blood.

			Then LaValle spoke, his voice soft and faint.

			“I saw a man,” he said. “I know his presence. He’s going to find you. He knows everything.”

			A deep, rattling breath followed, and those were his final words. Strange words, ones that chilled Saadia to the bone, even though they could only be the product of the final neural firings of a broken, dying man.

			LaValle’s body lay across the cold surface, his flashlight still illuminating the ceiling, its long fingers stretching down as though to pluck Saadia up and pull her into the rock. His stillness, after weeks of pacing, filled her with a sudden surge of relief. He was gone, and with it, his suffering. But another instinct flooded her. She had to leave.

			She dragged LaValle’s body behind a stalagmite. It didn’t make sense; it was unlikely that her pursuers would search this particular cave, and that they would care if they found him. But it felt less obscene to hide him farther inside, to give him a makeshift shelter against the outer elements of the planet. A tomb.

			And then she saw it – dark against the darkness.

			A perfectly oval stone the size of her palm and completely black. She took a step forward and suppressed a wave of dizziness. Difficult to stare at directly, yet also difficult to look away.

			It came from the object – or its creators.

			She didn’t need the equipment to guess at its purpose. It could activate a wormhole. She knew this with a certainty that startled her. Their escape had been here, had she only looked a little longer.

			With LaValle not yet cold nearby, she picked up the stone. She braced for something to happen, but it rested cold and heavy in her palm. With a low sob, she pocketed it and grabbed her equipment. She needed to get back to the ship.

			She ran back up the slope, to the cave’s entrance. She didn’t look back – to look back would destroy her entirely and lay bare what she’d just done. Panting and swinging her arms, she made her way to the top of the slope, to the comparative light of the planet’s surface. The ship waited for her across the ridge.

			Saadia cast a final glance at the rocky, ghostly terrain as the ship tore through the atmosphere and breached open space. A goodbye.

			“You have a whole planet to yourself now, LaValle,” she said. “It’s all I can give you. Peace and a tomb where no one can bother you.”

			She flew away from the dark planet, deeper into space. To the edge of the solar system that Barrett would claim for his own. There was nothing left for Saadia here. Her final act of mercy done, she would fly into the vast, dark unknown universe until her ship could go no further.

			The stone lay on the galley table. Saadia lifted it up, touching it for the first time with her bare hands.

			For a moment, nothing happened.

			Then a shroud fell over her eyes and her world turned black. Her body shrank and twisted, as though every particle inside her fought to break off and fly away. She was weightless, upside down, and then her consciousness left her body behind to fly through a tunnel patterned in brilliant, impossible colors. And then a man’s face flashed into her mind, and with it, a twist of pain in the place where her right leg had once been. She saw another version of Nabatea – of taller buildings and wider waterways, teeming with people strolling under an open sky. She felt a pang of sadness, but also triumph – a hollow past shed for an uncertain future, a current of fierce love igniting her very marrow in her bones.

			She saw it all. The future she feared would come to pass.

			But also the beginning of something new.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Azad

			An Unknown Place

			An Unknown Time

			Azad’s throat tore as he screamed. A delayed reaction to having his body turned inside out, and his conscious mind flayed by the experience of time and space bending and dissolving around him. It had either been a second or a century since he’d touched the stone. A crossing into nothing and back out again.

			He stopped screaming. The trauma still lingered in his shivering body, but he’d begun to recognize his surroundings. He lay in a fetal position on the ship’s cold floor. A good start – the ship had accompanied him on the journey, so he wasn’t floating alone in the cold vacuum of space. His body was intact, though the throbbing pain returned to his leg. He lay still until his breathing and heart rate slowed. He closed his eyes and hugged himself, struggling to drown out the aftereffect of the wormhole. With each passing second, reality became a little more real again.

			Finally, he raised his head and crawled to the back of the ship, where the supply storage and bathroom facilities resided – the bathroom being two hoses, one for showering and the other for the necessary biological functions. He pulled a medical kit from the lowest drawer and crafted a splint for his shin, wincing as he pulled it tight and felt the cracked bone slide into alignment. Extracting a scanner from the kit, he ran it across his leg and gave a tight smile of satisfaction as the green light came on. It could be mended.

			Several uncomfortable injections later and the bone-mending formula went to work, fusing the cracked parts back together. He’d still need surgery down the road and wouldn’t be able to perform acrobatics anytime soon, but he could walk safely again.

			With careful steps, he returned to the control room and looked out the window for the first time.

			The motionless ship was in the loneliest stretch of space Azad had seen. Unlike the Nabatean system, with its streaks of magenta stardust and blue hydrogen, and the starry skies over Mars, the universe outside was empty and barren. Only a couple sources of light, either distant stars or galaxies, glimmered in the far distance.

			Azad’s heart began to pound and he leaned forward, suddenly dizzy. The stone had taken him somewhere very far away from home, and far from everything else – starlight, galaxies, life. He stood at the edge of the universe, the part that was expanding into a terrifying frontier of nothingness, where it would keep expanding for billions of years until the Big Bang reversed itself and everything came together again. And here he was, less than a speck against all that nothingness.

			And if it was Saadia Hamza’s object that brought him here, he had no way to return.

			Azad ran to the galley and vomited in the sink. Wiping his mouth, he drew a shaky breath. His hands trembled as he gripped the side of the sink counter and his knees threatened to collapse underneath him. Ledo, Farra, Zelle – the faces of everyone he loved flickered into his mind like dying stars. He’d never see them again. They’d grieve for him, wonder how far he’d gotten and how he died. Their grief, rather than his own, caused the greatest agony.

			No. Azad steadied himself. He wasn’t dead yet, and he wasn’t without resources. In addition to food, water, the green lamps and 3D printers that could produce more of what he needed, there was also his quantum projector. If Saadia had taken this same journey, he could learn what she did next.

			It was all he had. Ignoring the despairing voice screaming in his ears, he activated the projector and set it to default to the last time the projector ran – when Saadia Hamza held up the stone and Azad reached for it.

			Nothing. The machine whirred, but there was nothing to display.

			Azad adjusted the dial forward, slightly, in time. He expanded the holographic projector as far off distance-wise as it could go, filling the entirety of his ship. Still nothing.

			He collapsed into the command seat and buried his face in his hands. Perhaps the wormhole had transported Saadia elsewhere. Perhaps she died on arrival, leaving no conscious trace for the projector to pick up.

			He was lost. Alone.

			Then he understood. If he was on the edge of the universe, time would be affected by the lack of gravitational pull from nearby planets and the expansion of space. The time on the projector would not be accurate here, because time passed faster on the universe’s edge.

			Azad set the dial to move the projector forward in time, slowly and deliberately. He made himself a cup of tea while he waited, sitting cross-legged on the floor while the machine grumbled, its lens swirling and its holographic light flashing, displaying nothing.

			Then, a flicker of motion.

			Azad lunged forward and stopped the projector’s fast-forward. The hologram displayed a flashing image of another ship on top of his, a woman lying in a fetal position. It flickered, as though Dr. Hamza were slipping in and out of consciousness. The stone in her hand vibrated against her grip.

			And then she rose, much faster than Azad. This wasn’t her first experience being in a waking state through a wormhole, and it showed. While shaken, she immediately went to work trying to map her location on her radar and run scans of her environment. Azad looked over her shoulder, trying to glean something from the numbers and graphs, but the science was beyond him.

			And then she noticed what Azad had also noticed – the stone was pulling in a specific direction. She let it go, and it glided to the farthest wall of the ship, and then disappeared.

			Through the haziness of the projector, Azad could still make out the shock on her face, followed quickly by something sharper and more calculating. He moved the projector in the direction of the object – it was on the other side of the ship, in open space, and still moving.

			Azad reactivated Nawalle’s code and the ship locked in with the activity on the projector. Saadia rushed to her own controls and gripped the steering wheel. As she turned it to follow the moving object, Azad’s ship followed her path.

			Despite the incredible scene he was witnessing – one of the first Vitruvians following an alien object at the edge of the universe – it became tedious after an hour. He made another cup of tea and reclined in his command seat, trying and failing to calm his nerves. He avoided glancing out the window at the barren darkness of space, focusing instead on the only company he had – a dead woman, a murderer and explorer, piloting her ship.

			While sitting and waiting, he observed Saadia’s face. She wasn’t magnetic like Kezza Sayer, whose sharp features radiated a unique glow across the centuries. This woman was quieter and had a guarded air about her, reserved even when completely alone. More alone, perhaps, than any other living human had ever been before.

			Sadness carved deep grooves into Azad’s heart, making it ache.

			“You killed LaValle out of mercy,” Azad said, addressing her as though she could hear him. “But that doesn’t suddenly make you a good person. He was Blanked because of the world you and your son created. Majred was right. All of this, in the end, traces back to you.”

			Saadia’s head twitched sideways, as though she could hear something. Her fingers tightened their grip on the steering and the hologram revealed a tear sliding down her cheek. The image was clearer here, Azad realized. Perhaps the bending of space-time brought them into closer proximity, or enhanced the dark physics of Feisal’s invention.

			And then Saadia’s jaw fell.

			Azad followed her gaze and he dropped his cup of tea.

			Through the window, a large shape loomed out of the darkness. It was visible only through the reflective light from Azad’s ship, which caught along its smooth edges. A massive onyx structure, the size of Nabatea City’s tallest cliffside, in a perfectly elongated oval shape. A disc, tall but flat, though Azad couldn’t see how truly wide it was. As they drew nearer, the surface shimmered and blue light ran across it from top to bottom in a strange pattern.

			Azad rushed to the window, no longer paying attention to the image on the projector. Along its side, a lightless ship clung like a barnacle, welded onto the smooth, black surface. Saadia’s ship. She had connected with it, and her ship remained there a thousand years later.

			The object Saadia was following advanced and fused with the structure, fitting into the surface like a missing puzzle piece. A strange sight – the surface was flawless but once the stone connected with it, it somehow became more whole. Saadia’s ship continued to advance, not far behind.

			Azad turned off the projector and reenabled the steering, so he wouldn’t collide directly with Saadia’s ghost ship. He swallowed back the urge to cry out in panic, his knuckles white on the handles, but continued to steer. Anything could happen once he came into contact with the structure. He could die instantly, or be captured by whatever intelligent life built it.

			But what else could he do? There was no turning back – only forward and through, to whatever loomed before him, beautiful and terrifying as it was. Whoever or whatever had built this, he hoped they were kinder than the ones he’d left behind.

			He slowed his ship’s speed, as though preparing to dock.

			The front of his ship collided with the black surface and it rippled, like a stone tossed in a pond. He braced for a jolt, but none came. The ship simply moved forward, deeper into the inky surface.

			Instinctually, Azad sucked in a deep breath, as though bracing to go underwater. He closed his eyes.

			Behind his closed lids, a bright white light assaulted him. He turned upside down, and for a moment, his body seized at the possibility of experiencing a wormhole again. But no pain or fracturing came. Instead, the light swelled, until there was nothing in his vision beyond a sterile white in every direction.

			What happened? Was this the interior of the disc? Or was this death, the ‘white light’ at the end of the tunnel promised in Dusharan prayers, before reaching eternal peace? Azad didn’t feel peaceful – just confused, unnerved and suddenly aware that he had no body. He was able to shift himself, somehow, and change perspective, but there was no head to turn, no body to pivot. If this was death, he could only hope that it was only the first phase, and something better would follow.

			Like a snap of lightning, his surroundings changed from endless white to a tall, multi-leveled chamber with walls brightly colored in a checkered pattern. Crimson, yellow, orange, violet – the colors shifted across the wall as though they were breathing. He sensed a presence – entities on the upper levels, peering at him. They were formless, more shadow than substance, but emitted an energy Azad could sense as entirely separate from his own consciousness. Something told Azad they were guards of some kind, and he wouldn’t proceed further without them.

			I don’t want to hurt anyone, he thought, since he had no mouth to speak with. I just want to find her.

			Eyes like yellow orbs glowed through dark arches in the psychedelic room’s upper levels, and Azad became more convinced that he was either hallucinating from a nervous breakdown or in the final stages of death. The human brain flooded with DMT as it shut down, as he learned back at medical school in Nabatea’s Central Hospital, which could create visions and spiritual experiences. But if this was death, it could have been much worse. 

			And then his surroundings changed in an eye’s blink. He sat in some kind of moving box that smelled of stale cigarettes, with tan leather seats. Outside the window was the greenest landscape he’d ever seen. The sky was as blue as Nabatea’s, but the ground was a patchwork of rolling green and brown hills, freckled with strange trees.

			A woman sat next to him, with thick, wavy dark hair and a confused expression. Seconds later, the woman became a little girl with a yellow shirt and a braided ponytail. Then, she aged into a more familiar face and with it, Azad felt a surge of emotions that weren’t his – anger, at her memory being intruded on, fear of the intruder, and above all, relief that someone else was there. Someone human.

			“Saadia Hamza,” Azad said. A statement, not a question.

			“How do I know you?” she asked. “How did you get here? Am I still here, in the…thing?”

			She meant the alien structure. Her memory flashed through him, similar to his – her ship approaching, everything going white before she was pulled into this world.

			And she must have gleaned something similar from his own memories, because she smiled and shook her head.

			“Are you one of Barrett’s people?” she said. “I thought I’d lost you after passing that planet.”

			“The Styx,” Azad said, and she frowned.

			“We have a name for it already?”

			“In my time, yes.”

			That grabbed her full attention, and Azad realized in that moment that she wasn’t actually there – not physically, anyway. Not any more than him. She was a presence, an energy, that his brain recognized as Saadia Hamza and filled in the gaps accordingly. But he saw her as a child because this was her memory of when she was a child.

			This beautiful place with the strange trees was Earth. The mother planet that was now too broken, too poisonous, to explore. A world of noxious fumes and churning seas.

			“How long have I been in here?” she asked. “It feels like an hour. Like I’m just in the middle of a dream.”

			From the way her energy crumbled, Azad knew she could sense the truth from him before he answered, but he replied anyway, in the strange manner of communication here.

			“It’s been over one thousand, two hundred years between your time and mine,” he answered.

			Grief spilled out of her like a cracked egg, before she suddenly recoiled. The vehicle, which he now knew to be a car from her Earth-based memories, slowed. A series of men sat on the ground nearby, hands bound behind their backs, heads hung in resignation. Panic drummed inside him.

			Now, a man and woman appeared in the front of the car, bodies rigid and tense. The woman turned to the back, raising a finger to her lips.

			“Baba, no!” A child’s voice rose from the back seat from the spot where Saadia sat, as the guard pulled the man out of the car.

			“Your worst memory?” Azad asked.

			“No,” Saadia answered, and they were now in another place with a similar terrain of trees and rolling hills. Saadia and her mother hid in an abandoned house with dirt-streaked, broken windows. Outside, men with weapons over their shoulders tied an older woman’s wrists and ankles, attaching them to two separate cars. They did this without a trace of malice, going through the motions as though they were assembling a machine in a factory, oblivious to the woman’s pleas and curses. The engines revved and the cars moved in opposite directions. The woman’s scream seared Azad’s soul. He couldn’t bear to watch the end and mercifully, the scene cut away to somewhere different, an apartment in a city where clumps of white – called snow – fell against the window.

			“This place is…punishing you?” Azad asked Saadia.

			“I’m punishing myself,” she answered. A young child with red hair ran in front of a fireplace, suddenly tripping. He landed on the floor in shock, before his face twisted and he unleashed a noisy cry. Saadia – the projection of her – sat on her barstool with a cup of coffee, staring at her computer.

			“Maybe this was the moment,” Saadia said. “I should have picked him up. But I wanted him to be self-reliant and hard. Able to make difficult choices. The world was a cruel place, so I needed him to be hard. I should have held him, like I needed to be held. But other times, I coddled him and ignored his bad instincts. I should have killed him in that tent.”

			The scene shifted to the all-too-familiar landscape of Nabatea. Saadia, Barrett Juul and the other man from Cerata named Amit, sat in a large, white tent, drinking tea. The energy in the air crackled between them – anger, betrayal, disappointment.

			It overwhelmed Azad and he backed away from the scene, pulling his bodiless mind away. If this structure housed a multitude of minds, he’d wandered into Saadia’s realm and gone too deep. With another blink, he returned to the strange room with the checkered colors.

			Another presence joined him. Azad couldn’t see them – his brain had no reference point for whatever entity hosted them – but their thoughts came clear to him, and he knew he could be understood just as well as if he spoke. Better, perhaps, with no mouth to filter his thoughts.

			Why do you hunt us? it asked.

			“I’m not,” Azad replied. “I came looking for her.”

			Why?

			“For answers,” he said. “Something to help us fix our world.”

			Does she have the answers?

			If spoken by a human, the question could have been rude, mocking. But from this entity, the question appeared sincere. As incredible as this place was to Azad, he and Dr. Hamza must have been just as incredible to this lifeform. Indescribable might have been the better word.

			“No,” Azad said. “She’s as lost as me. She knows she failed, and she’s reliving the past to find the moment where it went wrong.”

			But Azad didn’t need a powerful alien to tell him that wrong was not a moment, but a series of moments born from choices and actions. There was no cosmic algorithm that would show Saadia Hamza how to have reached the ‘correct’ path to a world without prisons and punishment, spies and stolen lives. Instead, she’d found, in this place, a prison of her own, serving a very long sentence.

			“Can she leave? Can I leave?” Azad asked.

			She no longer can without ending. You can leave now.

			“How?” Azad asked. “What is this place? Are we inside that big disc? It doesn’t seem possible.”

			You are in the same place you left, it answered. This is not a place as you understand it. This is where we take shelter from the All.

			Azad didn’t understand what it meant by the ‘All’ – clearly, it was something his brain had done its best to translate – and failed. Perhaps it meant the universe, or whatever existed beyond its borders.

			“Am I from the All?” Azad asked.

			You are. Everything is. We came from the All. Before we made our own.

			And then, Azad understood. This was a civilization that had retreated from material reality and gone into some kind of digital, virtual realm of their own creation. They could hide and escape death through a bodiless existence. That was how Saadia could conjure her memories and replay them over and over. It was why Azad had no body, but the ability to construct a scene around himself and interact with others in this space.

			He still had a body on the ship that his conscious mind could return to. For Saadia, her body had turned to bones in her ship a long time ago. She had been downloaded, like the rest of this place’s occupants. The disc was an incredibly powerful alien computer, one that had made a universe within the universe, and it protected the civilization it stored.

			A shiver of understanding passed between Azad and the entity conversing with him, and he knew his assessment was correct.

			But what now? What did it mean? And if this civilization had gone dark, why had it sent objects to their corner of the universe and lured them here?

			For a moment, he heard Ledo’s voice, light and amused, encouraging him.

			“Brother, you might as well ask and see what they say,” it said. “You don’t visit an alien megastructure and access their hidden digital realm without asking the tough questions.”

			“Why did you leave the All?” he asked the alien. “Is it because of civilizations like ours?”

			For protection, the alien said. From others. From you. We grew and spread across the All, but others tried to destroy us. Big and small. Civilizations and viruses. But we can’t exist without connection to others. Without others, we don’t know ourselves. We would break apart, delete ourselves. So we send our scouts to watch and learn.

			So their scouts, the one that Saadia chased a thousand years ago, were not a hostile threat but a form of protection from their own madness. There was a price to going dark and downloading oneself outside of the physical world. Azad was already acutely aware of the discomfort in not having a body. He could design a paradise in his own mind, but what kind of paradise would it be if there was no one to share in it? These aliens had each other, but as time passed, he understood why they needed more. More knowledge. More questions and answers. More connection to the universe beyond theirs.

			“I came here because my civilization is broken,” Azad said. For the first time since his arrival into…whatever this was, the strange peace that carried him through the surrealness shattered. Grief, despair, shame flooded him. “We’re broken. We harm each other and don’t know how to stop. What should we do?”

			We invited you to learn from you. We have no lessons to give.

			The walls of the checkered room pulsed and shivered as a wave of defeat rushed over Azad. Even this civilization, with all their tools and technology, all their knowledge, could not give him what he needed.

			But in their spirit, he could gift his own lessons. They wanted to learn from him. And though he had little to offer against the might of this civilization, with technology beyond his imagining, he’d pay his fee for intruding on their world.

			He turned inward, ignoring the checkered patterns and moving eyes, and became still. As still as he could, free of thought or senses, as though in a Dusharan trance. And then it happened – his consciousness radiated like solar rays in every direction, for the other entities, for Saadia, to absorb. His childhood with Ledo, his adult life on Nabatea. The adventures on Mars and all he learned about its courageous inhabitants, his ancestors. His life as a fugitive. Farra. Everything he had witnessed and lived through on Barrett Juul’s Nabatea, and the tyranny that spread across the solar system.

			But also the fledgling community on Balcazar. The way Vitruvians like Saje, Farra and even Feisal had unlearned their conditioning and bigotry. The rebellion on Cerata.

			As Azad poured himself out into the place, his offering for a safe passage home, he tried to reach out to Saadia in particular. He hoped she would take the lesson he had finally learned. That they all existed in a cycle of All – of consciousness and reality, fed by each other. That every facet of the universe led to new ideas, and those ideas shaped the universe in turn. That what had been done could be undone and made new. Perhaps it wouldn’t matter, and she’d continue to scour her past, to examine every moment of her life in search of answers. But as his surroundings shivered and the checkered patterns on the wall dissolved, he wished her peace.

			An invisible hook yanked Azad and pulled him backward at dizzying speed. Colors flashed and twisted around him. A high-pitched sound tore through the surrounding air.

			Then he was in his body again, familiar aches and pains returning. He flexed his hands, touched his face. A small object, the same shape as Dr. Hamza’s, floated above him and without a second to waste, he touched it.

			The passage was easier this time. Still disorienting, especially in those first moments where the ship’s walls closed around him and space-time bent, but he understood now that this was an uncomfortable moment that would not destroy him. His body wasn’t actually turning inside out and he wasn’t losing his mind. It was a difficult journey, as were all journeys worth undertaking, and he would come to something better on the other side.

			Azad lay curled, again, on the floor of his ship. Hoisting himself up, he stared out the window at a familiar canvas of stars. A current of unease lingered, but he drew comfort from the familiar band of the Milky Way, and the distant outline of the Styx.

			He would need to use his remaining fuel to get back to the Sinna Belt. Plenty of Vitruvian ships operated around the Styx, though he couldn’t see any now on his radar. Once in the area of Balcazar, he’d attempt contact with Cerata and hope a friendly voice answered.

			He scanned his control screens to plot a course, when he paused. Something wasn’t right. The wormhole passage must have interfered with his readings. With impatient fingers, he refreshed the main operating system, switching to backup.

			His jaw fell in time with his heart when the same readings displayed, and his mind began the slow but agonizing realization that the dates on his screens were not, in fact, wrong.

			They read: Year of Settlement 1239.

			Thirty years had passed.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			A Burial

			The journey back to Nabatea took the same amount of time as his departure, but each minute was a small, building torture. Thirty years, lost. What for him had been hours in that structure on the universe’s dark edge had been decades for everyone he knew. What would he come back to? Who would still be there to greet him?

			Azad received his first comms flag in the asteroid belt from the unlikeliest of places – Balcazar. He considered ignoring it, or sending a false name and ship code, but what was the point? If the rebellion had failed and the Vitruvian authorities remained in power, it would mean he’d lost everything and everyone worth returning to.

			But when he sent his information, Balcazar followed with a direct message and for the first time since his return, a human voice spoke to him.

			“We thought you and your ship were lost,” the female voice said. “Tell us where you want to go and we’ll escort you.”

			“Is it safe on Nabatea City?” Azad asked. “Is Ledo there? She went by Ledo of Khazneh41—”

			The voice laughed.

			“We don’t use those names anymore,” she said. “And yes, that’s where you’ll want to be.”

			Azad didn’t expect to react as he did when the expansive, red sphere of Nabatea radiated through the escorting ship’s window. He broke down, hands pressed against the glass and his face clenched in grief as decades of tears flowed from him. He cried for his lost years and for an aching, enduring love for all the people who lived and died on that hostile, beautiful world. The other passengers left him alone, keeping a respectful distance.

			The landing itself was anticlimactic. Azad had already gotten a briefing on the last thirty years from the Balcazar crew. It had taken ten years, but the authorities imploded under the weight of spreading unrest, strikes by an increasingly enlightened orthodox Nabatean workforce that shut down support for Vitruvian fleets, and growing conflicts among the Vitruvian class themselves. As Nawalle and Ledo had predicted, it wasn’t a quick and easy matter of burning down the center of Nabatea City. The revolution was a process, and one still underway. Conflicts and power struggles continued between Vitruvian and orthodox, and among the newly elected committee responsible for reconciliation.

			“You should go visit Saydar Prison,” the ship’s captain advised. “They’ve turned it into a museum. Horrible, all the things that happened there.”

			Azad walked down the gangplank from the ship and filled his lungs with the hot, humid air of Nabatea. After extended time in space, his legs ached under the weight of the planet’s gravity. For a moment, he wondered if he was still in the disc across the universe, hallucinating this moment into reality.

			But then a woman in her fifties rushed to him and collapsed him into a bone-crushing hug, and he knew he was home.

			Ledo pulled back, hands still on his shoulders, and scanned him from head to toe. Crow’s feet spread from her smiling eyes and streaks of gray lined her straight black hair, but otherwise, she was the same Ledo. He would have recognized her even if sixty years had passed.

			“Look at you,” she said with a laugh. “Interstellar space travel does wonders for the skin. You look great! You’ll have to tell me your secrets. I thought you were dead,” she added, and her face fell. Azad hugged her again as they both cried.

			Over Ledo’s shoulder, another woman with wild hair came flying, wrapping her arms around them both.

			“How is this possible?” Nawalle asked. “Azad, this is a miracle.”

			Azad pulled back, wiping his eyes.

			“Technically, it’s gravitational time dilation and some spooky alien tech, but I’ll take it,” he said, and the two women burst into laughter.

			“Let’s get you home,” Ledo said. “We have a few things to catch up on, to put it mildly.”

			Ledo and Nawalle lived in the heart of Nabatea City, a few blocks from the parliament building where Ledo worked as the current Speaker. Nawalle headed a civic organization to promote mutual aid among orthodox and Vitruvian mixed communities in Nabatea, setting up collective farms and skilled trade exchanges. She managed her own small garden on their rooftop, mostly cacti and sun-friendly vegetables. Their house was comfortable, and Azad noticed how citizens came and left the house with relative frequency, to bring up a local issue or just grab a pastry from their extensive kitchen. After freshening up, Azad joined Nawalle and Ledo in their backyard under the shade of banana trees with palm leaves the size of shuttle propellor fans.

			First, Azad told them about his experience through the wormhole, and meeting Saadia Hamza in the alien megastructure. They listened with stunned silence, though it clearly took Ledo great effort to not interject with her many questions. At the end of Azad’s story, both women leaned back in their wicker chairs, their eyes dazed. Azad’s eyes welled – they believed him without question. He didn’t have to explain himself, or convince them he hadn’t lost his mind. They absorbed the truth, and just needed to process what it meant.

			“What I’m taking from your journey,” Ledo said, rubbing her temples, “and what a journey, brother – is that they see us as more of a danger to them than the other way around. That the best thing for us to do is ignore them, and keep explorers away from their home base.”

			Azad nodded. “They’re curious out of necessity, so they extend their reach out in space for other forms of life,” he said. “But they ultimately want to be left alone. I wondered at one point if they were the same life that sent that virus to Mars, but now, I think that’s probably one of the things they were hiding from. It’s a big universe, and while that makes it harder for us to cross paths with other forms of life, they’re there. And wormhole technology makes us more likely candidates for those unexpected contacts.”

			“We still have explorer vessels,” Nawalle said to Azad with a knowing glance over her teacup. “But it’s not like before. The Juulian doctrine was that every aspect of the state worked with the intent of fueling those explorations. Parliament’s current position is that orthodox and Vitruvians can form crews and travel as they like, but they won’t do it off the backs of working people.”

			A smile broke across Azad’s face. They’d done it. Barrett Juul’s chains had been broken, the old order toppled. But Ledo and Nawalle didn’t operate with an air of triumph. They talked in low voices, thoughtful and deliberative about things that would have been incredible to them thirty years ago. But Azad had to remind himself that he had missed all the years it took to reach that point, all of the victories and losses in between. And no doubt, there was still a way to go.

			“You said mixed orthodox and Vitruvian crews,” Azad said slowly. “And joint communities. What about the virus? Has that been made public yet?”

			Nawalle straightened in her chair and tied her thick, wavy hair into a tight bun. Ledo gave a resigned shrug, as though warning Azad to brace himself for her partner’s favorite subject.

			“It is available, but not everyone’s taken it,” Nawalle said. “I refuse to take it, for the reasons I gave before we left Cerata. I should have the same opportunities, be given the same level of human dignity, without it. When the authorities first fell, there were a wave of orthodox Nabateans who lined up outside of the main hospital for hours, waiting for their dose. But others, including a lot of the labor organizers, didn’t want it. They’d held multiple jobs, spending most of their waking sols going from shift to shift, working outside in the high heat, all without Vitruvian power. And they’d lost loved ones and suffered under the Vitruvian-run system – they didn’t want to become what had once oppressed them. There was a pride in being orthodox. It’s complicated.”

			“The official position,” Ledo chimed in with a gentle smile, “is that anyone can become Vitruvian, but we want to make it so that you don’t have to, if that makes sense.”

			It did. Azad had so many questions, but one rose to the very top. An absence in this room that had to be addressed.

			“Where’s Zelle?” he asked. “What happened to her?”

			From the hesitant expressions on both women’s faces, Azad’s world crumbled once again. The tears fell before he could stop them.

			“She’s dead,” he said.

			“I’m sorry, Azad,” Ledo said, while Nawalle wiped her eyes. “But you’ll be glad to know that we were able to free her from Saydar Prison five years into the uprising. They didn’t Blank her, but treated her badly in there. She wasn’t right for a while – didn’t talk much, struggled to eat, couldn’t sleep from nightmares – but with time, and especially after the authorities fell, she came back to herself. She founded her own historical society – the People’s Archive of Nabatea – and trained others to become historians. Barry’s still there, in the building we built near the cliffs for the society. We’ve learned so much, Azad, about our ancestors. We have entire diaries of people and how they lived. Historical events. Secret organizations. You’ll have to go visit.”

			Azad would do more than just visit – he knew his remaining time on this planet would be dedicated to Zelle’s work, the work of all societies that sought to be better than what came before them.

			In her remaining years, Zelle and her historical society uncovered more about Nabatea’s first settlers and the following generations. One of the great surprises was Barrett Juul himself – how he became crueler and more reclusive after the departure of his mother, to the point where his inner circle isolated him as much as possible from public life. He wrote down his ideas, made laws and proclamations, but he died a shadow of his former, magnetic self. This explained why he was never Archived. His closest Vitruvian followers threw his body into the Sulpherlands in the middle of the night, then carried on his cruel legacy.

			Saje also died, earlier and more violently than Zelle, during a fierce uprising in the final year of authority rule. Nawalle and Ledo spoke bitterly about how she’d never gotten to see the world she’d become more and more passionate about in the passing years, transforming from aloof Vitruvian captain to dedicated revolutionary. Feisal’s death shook something deep in her, Nawalle theorized. But though she hadn’t lived to see it, she’d been close enough to know it was inevitable – a small comfort in one of the countless tragedies of Nabatea’s martyrs.

			It didn’t take Azad long to find Zelle’s grave among the flat, windy fields south of the city. The smooth, arched headstone was covered with small trinkets, stone fruit seeds, colorful scarves and bunches of dried flowers. A palm tree – her favorite pattern – curved over the site, casting a merciful patch of shade over the place where her body lay. Azad knelt and read the inscription.

			Zelle of Nabatea

			Born YOS 1157, Died Free in 1226.

			What is one life, against the mighty hand of time?

			We can only shape its path as best we can.

			Azad let out a short laugh. Humble, even in death. But he knew the truth – though she occupied a small stretch of ground, her body dissolving under its white cloth and melding with the soil, her life had left a great crater in the land that all could see.

			On a high, distant hill, a dark, multilevel structure smudged the serene landscape. The bones of Saydar Prison. Azad would follow the captain’s advice and visit its cold, lightless cells. He’d bring Barry, and learn the full, horrific truth of all the lives that ended there, no matter how painful it was to witness.

			“Azad?”

			He rose to his feet, his shoulders stiff and breath still. He didn’t dare turn around – not yet. Not when he was still saying goodbye to one part of his past, and trying to find his feet again in this new world that passed him by. But the voice shot through him like a bolt of lightning and he finally turned.

			Farra, older and thinner, watched him carefully, as though not quite believing her own eyes. The sunlight caught the top layer of her short, purple hair, the same as it was all those years ago. Her neck tattoo was gone, leaving a trail of scarred, rigid skin between her collarbones. And a necklace with a long chain – Saadia’s ornate locket – hung at her chest.

			“They told me you’d be here, but I didn’t know what to think,” she said.

			Azad couldn’t speak. A million questions flew like grains of windswept sand through his head, too small to catch and hold on to. What had she survived? What kind of life was she living now? Was she with someone? Did she have a family, children? Was she angry at him, for leaving while her ship careened like a flaming comet toward the moon?

			Azad and Farra took a step forward and in that moment, a lifetime of distance closed in the chasm between them.
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