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A marine's duty is to fight. Her curse is to remember.

Commander Sorăna Mirra has spent years leading a hand-picked team of marine special operators. Together they've taken the fight to humanity's oldest foe, the vicious Kyrans, defeating them time and again—time and again, knowing they’ll get no credit for their victories.

When an audacious Kyran raid strikes deep into human territory, Mirra and her team are thrust into the heart of hostile space to retaliate. It's business as usual—until a shocking discovery in the enemy compound calls the true purpose of their mission into question, and dredges up painful memories of the Great War. Now, Mirra must battle not only the enemy, but her own buried regrets as she and her team fight for survival, retribution, and the truth. But in war, truth—like memory—can be a dangerous thing.
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For my wife


Dark oblivion in her sable cloak

Shall wrap the names of heroes and of kings;

And their high deeds submitting to the stroke

Of time shall fall amongst forgotten things

Robert Dodsley






PART ONE

The Indifferent Stars







Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere   

The ceremony of innocence is drowned

WB Yeats








Chapter One




SHAARA WAS DEAD the day they found the human.

A rebel straggler had nailed her with a thermal mortar in the waning hours of the last battle. The shell melted the front of her Destroyer armor and burned her to the bone in four places. Half her body was exposed to hard vacuum before Sixth Lieutenant Corax got her back to Warden. She’d been dead ten minutes by the time they got her into a regen pod. Long enough that she had to endure the delirious, dissociative fugue that accompanied neural regeneration.

Captain Gethis greeted Shaara personally when she came out of the pod at the end of the second day—her first clue something was wrong. Her brain was a tangled mess. Seeing his massive silhouette looming over the pod, her first reaction was to recoil and shout. It came out as a croak.

Gethis flashed that disgusting grin of his. Too many teeth on top, not enough on the bottom. One eyestalk out of three looking off in another direction. As if he’d already started to forget about her.

“Your brain still work?” Gethis asked.

Shaara squinted against the light, and what it illuminated.

“What?” Her voice grated against her throat.

“I said, ‘your brain still work?’” he repeated, still grinning.

“I know what you said.”

“I got a shuttle loaded with corpses for the gene farmer.” He nodded toward the door. “Leaves in a couple hours. Just wanna know if you’re gonna be on it.”

Shaara closed her eyes. “Not this time.”

“It’s in your contract,” Gethis continued. “They pay good money for new genes, you know.”

Shaara cleared her throat. “Yeah, I know. You don’t need to keep reminding me.”

“You keep ending up in these things.” Gethis thumped the side of the pod. “Thought maybe you needed a reminder.”

“Thanks.” She sat up. Gethis took a step back. Shaara ran her hands over her head. The stubble pricked her fingers. Her skin was cold and clammy. “Is that all?”

Gethis made a gurgling sound. “Nope. Found a friend of yours.”

Shaara made a face without opening her eyes. “Friend?”

“A rock-rat.”

Shaara shook her head.

Gethis laughed. A wave of malodorous breath washed over her. It pulled her toward consciousness, kicking and screaming.

“You heard me right,” he said. “A human. You sure that pod didn’t finally scramble your brains?”

“Sure enough.” You bastard.

Gethis grumbled. “Come on. You’re the welcoming committee.”

He hustled her through the corridors as soon as her feet were beneath her, barreling along behind her on all four legs. One of his forelimbs kept darting out to prod her forward, keep her from pitching over. He filled her in on what she’d missed as they walked.

Warden had spotted a decelerating fusion drive on the edge of the system near the end of Shaara’s first day in the pod. At first, they thought it might be a rebel courier, but they couldn’t figure out why the fool had Breached so far out. It took seven hours at standard acceleration for Warden to intercept the thing. By the time he got there, the mystery vessel’s fuel was all used up. It was drifting. Easy enough for Corax to take a team over and scope it out.

The ship was strange—no weapons, no Breach drive. Its engines seemed like antiques. Whole thing looked ancient, in fact. A couple thousand cryobeds were onboard. Most were nonfunctional, filled with rotted corpses. A few other freezers had boxes of organic material in them. Also dead.

One of the beds—and only one—still functioned. It held a living human.

“Find out what it knows and where it’s from,” Gethis said as he shoved her into the interrogation room. She stumbled over the threshold. The door slid closed behind her. Head swimming, she looked up into the first human eyes she’d seen in six years.

They belonged to a man. Unkempt black hair hung over his ears. He had tanned skin and a prominent nose. His face bore a pained expression, reaching toward panic. When his eyes met hers, something in them changed. A softness dulled the hard edges of fear. They didn’t smile, but they wanted to. Needed to.

His eyes stirred something in Shaara too, piercing deep through the layers of life and dirt it lay under to stab it awake. It cried out in alarm, in anger. At having been awoken; at having been buried, so long ago.

But it was buried, and deep. Its cries were muted. Shaara ignored them.

It’s just that he’s human, she thought. And it’s been so long.

The incipient smile in the man’s eyes retreated. The distant protests of the buried thing grew weaker. High above it, a thick fog settled over Shaara’s mind.

That’s better, she thought.

“Hi,” she said.

The man looked confused. He spoke, gibberish. She sat down across from him.

“Where are you from?”

More gibberish, and he stopped. Looked at her expectantly.

“Just . . . keep talking.” Shaara waved her hands. The man’s eyes darted side to side. He spoke another short sentence.

Shaara sighed. “Warden?”

“I’m sorry,” the ship replied in a calm, clinical voice. The man jumped in his seat. Looked around for the voice’s source. “He’s used three distinct languages so far. The last one has commonalities with some known human dialects, but he must keep speaking it in order—”

Frustration surged through Shaara. It drowned out the quiet but stubborn cries of the monster buried within her. She snapped her fingers in front of the man’s face. “Hey! Idiot. Talk.” She mimed a mouth flapping with her hand. “Huh? Talk!”

The man shrank back in his chair. He started talking.

Shaara rested her forehead on one hand, her elbow on the table. She scanned the grungy interrogation room. It looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in a year because it hadn’t. Her eyes fixed on a crusty, off-green smudge decorating one corner. Origin unknown. Gethis liked to keep it this way. Thought it demoralized the prisoners.

The man kept talking. A few words jumped out from the spoken morass. “Safe . . . others . . . alive?”

Shaara closed her eyes, waiting for him to cross the final threshold of understanding.

“I need a drink,” the man said.

Shaara’s eyes snapped open. “What?”

He blinked. “That you understood?”

Shaara nodded. “Water?”

“That’s not what I meant, but . . . yes. Please.”

Shaara nodded toward the ceiling. Leaned back in her chair. “What’s your name?”

“Adnan. Adnan Atal. You?”

“Shaara.”

He relaxed on hearing her name. She’d felt the same on hearing his. Tension crept back into her muscles at the realization.

The door to the interrogation room slid open. A disk-shaped drone floated in and deposited a glass of water on the table before Adnan with a jointed silver arm. It floated back out and the door closed behind it. Adnan’s eyes followed it all the way. He reached forward, slowly, and picked up the glass. Drank from it. His eyes closed.

“Thanks,” he said. He looked up to the ceiling. “Uh. You too.”

“Not at all,” the ship replied.

Adnan shook his head. His eyes grew unfocused.

“Adnan,” Shaara said.

He looked at her.

“What are you doing here?”

Confusion spread across his face. “I—You brought me here. Or your people did.” His eyes widened at some returning memory. “Or—”

“Not on the ship,” Shaara said, that alluring frustration building again. She controlled it. “In this system.”

“In this . . . star system?” Adnan asked. “We’re . . .”

Adnan’s mouth struggled to form words. He set down his glass. His eyes turned from her, scanned back and forth. He rubbed his forehead, over and over.

Shaara took a calming breath. “Okay. Let’s start at the beginning. Where did you come from?”

His eyes snapped back to her. Frustration now crept into them. “Where? Earth. We came from Earth.”

Shaara’s eyes narrowed. “That’s impossible.”

Adnan shook his head. “What do you mean? How is that impossible? Where else would we have come from?”

“Anywhere else.”

Adnan laughed, short and sharp. He leaned back. His hand started running through his hair. “I don’t understand. This doesn’t—How—”

“Adnan,” Shaara said. Her voice was calm but brooked no argument. “This is not a two-way conversation, okay? I need you to tell me where you really came from, and I need you to do it now.”

“Earth!” Adnan’s hands went wide. “I don’t know how many other ways I can say that. Prthvee? Diqiu? Our homeworld!”

“I know what Earth was,” Shaara said, voice rising. “But you can’t have come from there. No one has come from there in a thousand years—”

“Yes!” Adnan thrust his hands toward her. “That’s how long it was going to take. That’s how long we were going to be out here, nine hundred . . . something years.”

Shaara’s mouth dropped open. “What?”

Adnan nodded vigorously. His hair flopped over one of his eyes. He ignored it. “We left. We were put under . . . cryo, and we were gonna sleep for nine hundred something years, and then when we reached the system the ship would wake us up”—he slapped one palm with the back of his other hand—“and we would make planetfall, and we would . . . we would have to start work right away. The colony. We’d have to start building it because we didn’t have enough supplies, barely enough for a year. And there wouldn’t be anyone else here.”

He looked at her, desperate anger in his eyes. “There couldn’t be anyone else here. Let alone someone who would unfreeze us and drag us off the ship and cram us into filthy interrogation rooms”—his hand swept over the stain in the corner—“and grill us like criminals!”

Shaara sat in stunned silence. Not just at the sudden tirade. At the fact that it was true. Somehow, it was true. But it couldn’t be.

“Now,” Adnan continued, his voice wavering with a mixture of indignation and fear, his finger stabbing at the tabletop, “I have answered your questions. I want to know what the hell is going on here, and why I’m being treated like this! And where are the others?” His finger waved at the door. “Are you giving them the third degree too? After everything we’ve been through?”

Others, Shaara thought. We. Us.

She searched his eyes. Waiting. Anxious. He didn’t know.

Of course you didn’t tell him. Fucking Gethis.

The tension of confrontation fled Shaara’s body. Her gaze dropped to the table.

Adnan’s raised finger drifted down. His fevered energy drained away. “Am I the only one you’ve woken up?”

Shaara made herself look at him.

His eyes twitched. “Why? Why me, why not Captain Danton, or . . . anyone else?”

Shaara worked her jaw.

Doubt cast its terrible shadow over Adnan’s eyes.

“No . . .” He shook his head. “No. No.”

Shaara had delivered more than her share of bad news over the years. Enough to crush most people. Even in this galaxy. Something in Adnan’s eyes made this time different. Maybe it was the simple fact he was human. Maybe it was that she knew what she was heralding.

Because as impossible as it was that he was from Earth, she knew it was true. And she knew what that meant.

“You were the only one that made it,” she said.

Adnan’s eyes became pits of terror. He started hyperventilating. “No . . . you . . . no . . .”

He rose to his feet. His chair clattered to the ground. He paced back and forth around it.

Shaara stood, slowly. “Easy, easy.”

“No,” he said. “Please God, no. Not this. Anything, please, just—”

His movements became erratic. His pace quickened. Shaara circled the table and reached out to calm him.

“Hey—”

He yelled and thrashed like a wounded animal when her fingers brushed his arm. Shaara stumbled back against the wall. His foot caught the leg of his chair. He tripped, just out of Shaara’s grasp.

Adnan’s head smacked hard against the corner of the table. He landed on the deck with the weight of a corpse. Blood poured from a wound in his temple. He twitched.

Shaara stood over him, shoulders slumped. “Well, fuck.”

“I’ll prepare a regeneration pod,” Warden said.

“He can use mine,” Shaara said. “It’s still warm.”











Chapter Two




“WHAT!”

THE CAPTAIN swung his head toward Shaara. She stood in his office at a rough approximation of attention. All three of his eyestalks were fixed on her. None of them looked happy.

She raised her hands. “He didn’t take the news well. Being the sole survivor. Took a header into a table, some brain damage . . .”

Gethis pointed an accusing finger at her. “You’re wasting regen on a fucking rock-rat?”

“The pod was already keyed human for me. I figured—”

“Don’t get smart, Shaara. I made you my second in command because you can take orders, not because I expect you to figure anything.”

You made me first lieutenant to keep me quiet, she thought.

“Yes, sir,” she said.

“And I’m wondering if you can even do that anymore,” Gethis said, swiping at the air above his desk. A copy of Shaara’s report on the interrogation appeared above it. “If you recall, I ordered you to find out what the little shit knows. Who sent it? Is it a spy for those terrorists? You know, useful fucking information?”

Shaara blinked slowly. “Why would the Gaeans put a spy on a corpse-filled ship with no Breach drive? And why would they want to spy on us?”

Gethis snorted. “I thought you’d have heard. They’re after everyone now, not just slavers. Even other rock-rats.”

Shaara shook her head. “I know that, but—”

“Never mind.” Gethis waved at the report. “All I got is this ‘Earth’ nonsense. What am I supposed to do with that?”

“I couldn’t tell you, sir.”

“Exactly.” Gethis gestured dramatically with his forelimbs as he turned away. “No salvage worth a damn on that ship. Bodies are so rotten I can’t even sell ’em. And I had to have the little bastard and the whole landing party deconned, ’cause god knows what kind of rock-rat diseases were on that shit heap.”

He turned and glared at her, as if it was all her fault. “He better be worth something—if not alive, then dead.”

Just like us? “I guess we’ll see when he comes out of it.”

“I guess we will. And speaking of which, the energy that pod uses on his cycle is coming out of your contract bonus. Just like the armor you melted on your last sortie.”

Shaara’s jaw dropped. “The hell was I supposed to do? The reb son of a bitch was waiting in an asteroid to ambush us for three days!”

“You should’ve sent scouts.”

“I was the scout.”

“Drones.”

“You wouldn’t release—”

“Enough!” Gethis bellowed. Shaara shut up. “It comes out of your bonus. Understand?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“And as soon as he wakes up, you finish interrogating him.”

Shaara frowned. “I told you—”

“You told me the dumb shit brained himself before he could tell you anything useful. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t know anything useful. Grill him again.”

Shaara sighed. “Yes, Captain.”

Gethis turned his back on her.

“Get out,” he said.




✧




Shaara sank into the biped-molded chair across the mess table from Corax.

“Weren’t you dead?”

She cracked open a bottle of beer. “Not for long.”

“Lucky you.” Corax drummed his nail-tipped fingers against the tabletop. “Remind me who it was that saved your life? Again?”

Shaara raised the bottle to him. “That’d be you.”

Corax clicked his tongue three times in rapid succession. “Right, right. I avenged you and everything. Chased the little bastard down, blew a hole in his thorax. Dodging thermal mortars the whole time—you know, the same thing you got nailed by.” Corax took a sip of nectar. “Pretty heroic, if I remember correctly.”

“And I’m sure you do.” Shaara took a long swig.

Corax’s large, wide-set eyes swiveled around the mess hall. “You sure you don’t wanna have something to eat before you start pounding ’em back?”

She drank some more. “Yep.”

The feathers running down Corax’s neck and shoulders fluttered. “Fair enough.”

Shaara sighed. “We lose anyone after I went down?”

Corax’s feathers flattened against his skin. Their color dulled. “Yeah. Two more.”

Shaara took another drink. “Who?”

“Mawbor and Relkala.” Corax clicked his tongue once. “Rebs left a cargo transport behind when they pulled out of the ring system. Captain sent Maw and Relky to check it for high-val shit. Blew as soon as they got close.”

Shaara shook her head. “Of course it was fuckin’ booby trapped. Those bugs don’t just leave shit lying around. What was it?”

“Nuke.”

Shaara scoffed. “Fuck.”

“Nothin’ left of ’em.” Corax feather-nodded. “Probably hoping the ship would come in to pick it up.”

Shaara drained her bottle. “Yeah, well. Warden never would’ve let Gethis do something that stupid.”

She looked up at the ceiling, raised the empty bottle. A drone detached from the service alcove and floated over. It swapped the empty bottle for a full one and zipped away. “Thanks.”

“You know what they’re gonna do to ’em?” Corax asked.

“Huh?”

“The employer. To the rebs.”

“Dunno,” she said. “Kill ’em?”

“Reprogram ’em.” He swiped a hand across his hairless head. “Poof. Gone. Just like they did with those prisoners we brought in last month.”

“Guess that makes sense.”

“No, you don’t understand. They’re doing it to all of ’em. Everyone in the outer system. What is that, five, six hundred thousand people? Now that we’ve crushed the rebs, the Reciprocity got their teams going into every hab and station out here. Wiping people’s memories. Uploading loyal, obedient citizens.” His feathers darkened. “Fuckin’ mental genocide.”

Shaara’s eyes dropped. “Not our problem, is it?”

Corax didn’t respond.

Shaara looked into her comrade’s eyes. They avoided her. His expressions were tough to read, even after almost six years fighting together. His smooth, green and brown skin had none of the telltale wrinkles that gave human emotions away. He had no eyebrows to arch, droop, or narrow. At the moment, his feathers were still and monochromatic.

“Don’t you wanna ask me about it?” Shaara said.

His eyes snapped back to her. Some color flushed back into his feathers. “I figured if you wanted to talk about it, you would.”

She took a drink. “Guess I’m talking about it.”

His feathers ruffled. “So . . .?”

“What do you wanna know?”

Corax drummed his fingers on the table. The nails on their tips made a sharp clicking sound. “Where’s he from?”

“Earth.”

Corax looked confused. She knew that one.

“Our homeworld.”

“I thought that place was . . .” Corax slashed a finger across his throat.

Images ran through Shaara’s head. People on Earth, way back when—choking, melting, wasting away. Suffering. Killing. Dying. Like in the old stories. She’d always wondered if it really went down that way.

Ask Adnan when he wakes up.

“Thousand years or so now,” she said. “Says that’s how long he’s been out here.”

Corax trilled. “Hell of a trip. He okay?”

Shaara shook her head. “Went headfirst into the table when I told him his crew was dead. He’s in a regen pod now.”

Corax clicked his tongue. “Poor bastard.”

Shaara frowned. “All the other freezers were shot? Nobody else made it?”

Corax feather-nodded. “Saw it myself. They didn’t all go at the same time, judging from the decomp. Some of ’em almost looked fresh, but . . . yeah. I didn’t think your boy was gonna make it either. He didn’t like waking up to my face, let me tell you.”

Shaara remembered the fearful look in Adnan’s eyes, when he was talking about coming aboard Warden. She took a swig. “Can’t say I blame him.”

Corax stuck his tongue out at her.

“Not just ’cause you’re ugly,” she said. “He and his buddies probably went to sleep thinking humans were all alone out here. Waking up to this . . .”

She looked around the mess hall. Including her and Corax, seven species from twice as many star systems were in attendance.

“Yeah,” Corax said, following her gaze. “Guess that’d be a shocker.”

Shaara tapped her now empty second bottle. “I’d like to hop over to that ship. See if I can find . . . I dunno. Something.”

Corax blinked. “It’s gone. Gethis sold it.”

Shaara’s eyes widened. “Already? What the fuck!”

“Like you said, it was a thousand years old.” Corax bobbed his head back and forth. “Filotha said Gethis’d get more money melting it down for scrap. He sold it to the Reciprocity with the rest of the junk they wanted.”

Son of a bitch. “You take anything off it besides . . .?”

Corax rustled his feathers no. “If he had any personal shit on there, I guess it’s gone.”

“Yeah.” She rubbed her forehead. “Yeah.”

“Sorry, Chief.”

“Ahh.” She waved the apology away, trying to send her guilt with it. “Probably nothing useful on the shitheap anyway.” She held up the empty bottle.

Corax’s tongue clicked. “You sure you’re not hungry?”

Shaara looked at him. “Who said I’m not hungry?”




✧




Shaara stumbled back to her quarters two hours later. She’d finally eaten, too late to stave off drunkenness and the hangover that would surely follow in the morning. She hated going on duty hungover—or so she said.

Liar, she thought. You love it.

The crew she passed in the corridors ignored her. Knew not to bother her when she was like this. She opened the hatch to her quarters and stumbled in. Caught herself on her desk before she hit the ground. Laughed at her body’s pathetic attempt to injure itself. Straightened and brushed herself off.

Her feet carried her toward the bed then just as thoughtlessly stopped her. The voice of the buried creature made itself heard through the drunken cacophony in her head, just for a moment. Her eyes drifted down to her desk. She reached out and tapped a small drawer on the underside. It opened.

She stared down at a small bit of metal. The drawer’s only occupant.

I love you, it said.

Shaara swayed on her feet.

“Fuck you,” she replied.

She closed the drawer and fell into bed.








Chapter Three




SHAARA LOOKED UP from her lectern. The assembled unit commanders melted together in front of her. Thirty-three officers in one soupy mire. She shut her eyes hard. Stars burst before them. When they opened again, the image had clarified.

A little.

Corax said switching to Tarveg wine was a mistake. Should’ve listened.

“You all right there, Chief?” Corax asked from the front row. Smugness oozed from him.

“Settle down folks,” Shaara said to the near-silent room. “This is a serious briefing.”

“What is it?” Sergeant Bre’elan asked, tentacles waving. She seemed to be enjoying Shaara’s discomfort. “New contract?”

Shaara pointed at her. “Didn’t I just say settle down? But yes. New contract.”

“Already?”

“Final payment from the Reciprocity came through last night. We’ll all be getting our victory bonuses”—she spun her finger in the air, anticipating the tired cheer that followed—“aaand, a message drone came in a couple hours later. Captain Gethis reviewed the preliminary agreement and dispatched a response drone with his acceptance this morning at 0500.

“Apparently this one’s urgent. We’re Breaching tomorrow afternoon. So, shore passes have been canceled”—she raised her finger again, this time conducting a chorus of outraged grumbling—“and our post-victory intimidation cruise has been shortened accordingly. Any questions?”

Bre’elan raised one of her arm-tentacles. “Yeah. What the hell am I supposed to do with a victory bonus if we ain’t getting shore leave?”

Shaara sighed loudly. “I don’t know, Bre’. Maybe you could invest it. Business in Reciprocity is booming. Apparently, they just won a war.”

Several of the sub-command officers laughed, each in their own way.

The question was valid, though. She’d asked it herself this morning.

For all the good it had done.




✧




Warden had awakened her at 0515 with the captain’s summons. She rose reluctantly, hangover raging, still the slightest bit drunk.

She was the last to arrive at the captain’s office. Second Lieutenant Rygerius looked her up and down as she entered. The lanky urexiite’s neck and shoulder feathers flushed with satisfaction.

“Good morning, First Lieutenant,” he said. “You’re looking well.”

She didn’t bother looking at him. “Thank you, Rygerius.”

Gethis glanced up at her and sniffed. “Immaculate as always, Shaara. Fall asleep in the head again?”

“I find the smell of your breath comforting, sir,” Shaara said. “That’s the closest I can get to it in my cabin.”

She heard a muffled, tittering laugh from one of the others—Myetu, the Justice Officer. She didn’t turn to acknowledge it.

Gethis glared at her. “I’m glad you’re in such a good mood. Can I get on with the briefing?”

Shaara looked around the room. Rygerius was still smiling at her. He sat next to the captain’s standing desk, head barely reaching Gethis’s broad shoulders. The captain thought it unseemly to have the second lieutenant stand at the desk with him. He made the unimpressive urexiite sit, balancing a tablet on his knee. Rygerius looked like a vindictive child drawing perverse satisfaction from a classmate’s punishment.

The rest of the lieutenants, including Shaara, sat in a semi-circle facing the invidious duo. Myetu sat at the far right. Zinan, the armory officer, sat next to her. Shaara was seated in the middle. On her left, the p’ruth mechanical officer, Filotha, hung from the ceiling. Three of her thick legs were affixed to the metal; the fourth bent down to scratch her back.

“Sorry sir,” Shaara said. “I think we’re all ready.”

Gethis’s eyestalks dipped. “Good. We have a prospective contract.”

Rygerius tapped the tablet in his lap. It projected a planetary system map into the air above Gethis’s desk.




✧




“The Lugeeta system is home to a technofeudal thurgellian offshoot-society,” Shaara recited from her notes. She pointed to the system map Warden was displaying in the air behind her. It skipped to the next images, logos and blocks of data.

“That means—nominally there’s a democratic government ruling from the capital world on the fourth planet. In practice, things are run by a handful of corporate conglomerates. They control the rights to the advanced tech, mining in the outer system . . . You know how it goes.”

The view switched again. A complex, multi-layered logo filled the screen.

“Our prospective client is the DruGal Consortium, a cybernetics and medical tech giant. Recently diversified by buying a couple planetoids. For reasons we don’t need to get into, they’re in a shooting war with this guy,”—the display skipped to an image of a tentacled, lavishly dressed thurgellian—“Artarus Veng. CEO of the system’s only licensed aerospace corporation. That conflict is not going well for the Consortium. Analysis predicts they fold within a month. Hence our speedy departure.”

A scaly nikayan hand went up—Sergeant Yanned, one of the better squad leaders. “What’s the op-for look like?”

“Right to the fun stuff?” Shaara asked. “Why not.”

She gestured, and Warden skipped ahead a few images. Curved, sweeping warships dominated the holo.

“Veng is an aerospace big-shot, so he’s got some pretty hot shit up his sleeve. Engine tech is good. Torpedoes are Myladan imports, solid guidance and evasion.” Shaara smirked. “Nothing Warden can’t handle—but Veng’s also got a lot more of that hot shit than our clients, so we’ll want to avoid big shootouts starside for the time being.

“Planetside, on the other hand . . .” Warden advanced the slide, revealing armored drones and a few varieties of infantry. “We got him beat cold. He’s apparently pretty proud of his combat drones. These big spider-looking bastards. Powered by Tolvaadus AI, so they’ll be smart enough. But our Destroyers should chew through ’em like Gethis on a bender.”

There were some knowing laughs.

“Infantry’s a step down—seems they lean hard on support from orbital weapons. No stomach for a real fight. We give them a good kick in the teeth, client thinks they’ll back off and lick their wounds.”

“Typical corpy salary-soldiers,” Bre’ said with a dismissive smirk.

“Exactly. Any other questions?”

More hands and tentacles waved.




✧




Gethis regarded Shaara with well-earned cynicism. “What is it, First Lieutenant?”

“We’re not giving the troopers a break? Fighting just ended a couple days ago.”

Rygerius barked out a laugh. Shaara threw daggers at him. He dodged them.

“It did,” Gethis answered. “And they will be able to rest, before we Breach.”

“For what, two days? On the ship, prepping for another op? I wouldn’t call that rest.”

“I don’t much care what you call it, First Lieutenant. The preliminary agreement says we leave immediately, so we leave immediately.” Gethis turned away from her.

Shaara wasn’t done. “We haven’t recruited any replacements yet.”

Gethis waved a forehand. “Commission some indentureds.”

“We lost two Destroyer-certified troopers. I can’t just toss an indentured in there without training.”

“Perhaps you could commission your new companion?” Rygerius suggested, cloying. “If he’s anything like you, he’ll be a natural.”

Shaara leveled her gaze at him. “Very helpful, Rygerius. Thank you. But I doubt he has any combat experience.”

“What sort of experience does he have?” Zinan asked.




✧




“I honestly have no idea,” Shaara told the sub-command officers. “But I can tell you he’s not gonna be strapping on Destroyer armor anytime soon.”

“He a relative of yours?” Scattered laughter followed the jibe.

An uncomfortable sensation sliced through Shaara’s chest. Just below her heart. She shook it away.

“Yeah, he’s my cousin. We’re all related. Didn’t you know?”

“Explains the ugliness,” someone else said. The laughter continued. Shaara caught Corax looking at her, concerned.

Shaara smiled thinly. “All right. Nothing intelligent to say? Then get me your readiness reports by 1200. Dismissed.”

The sub-command officers rose from their seats, or up from their haunches, if they needed to. They walked, slithered, and slid from the room.

Sergeant Bre’elan shuffled over to Shaara’s lectern on the mass of tentacles that served as her legs. “Hey, Boss. Never mind the shore leave joke. I’m sure you did all you could.”

“Aw, you’re giving her too much credit, Bre’.” Corax injected himself into the conversation. “It was probably her idea.”

“Thanks, Corax.”

He feather-shrugged. “I do what I can.”

“Pretty sure real fun’s illegal on that bug planet anyway,” the thurgellian sergeant said.

“Your version of fun’s illegal on most planets, Bre’,” Corax said.

Bre’elan winked at him. “Speaking of which, why don’t we hit the rec room after watch tonight? Got a new program I’ve been tweaking.”

Shaara sighed. “Sounds good, but I don’t think I’ll have the time. I gotta finish interrogating the . . . prisoner, when he wakes up.”

Corax’s concerned look flashed at her again.

“Suit yourself,” Bre’ said. “How about you, LT?”

“Thanks,” Corax said, “but I think I got a virtual STI last time we tried one of your programs.” Bre’ laughed. “Doubt I’ll have much time either, now that we’re leaving so soon.”

“All right, all right,” Bre’elan said. “Better go break the good news to the troops.” She twined her arm-tentacles together and left.

Corax looked Shaara over. “Feeling okay?”

Shaara rubbed her eyes. “Oh yeah. Beautiful morning. You were right about the Tarveg wine.”

Corax clicked his tongue. “Told you.”

“I just said that—Don’t antagonize your superior officer when she’s hungover.”

Corax fluttered his feathers in the affirmative. “Right, you’ll assign me some god-awful duty. Scrubbing Gethis’s teeth.”

“Somebody oughta do it,” Shaara said, checking something on the lectern display.

Corax leaned forward to look. Shaara instinctively covered the screen with her hand. She frowned at her own occluded motivations.

Corax straightened up. “So the human—what’s his name?”

“Adnan,” Shaara said.

“Adnan’s gonna be all right?”

“By tonight, according to Warden.”

“And Gethis has you grilling him soon as he comes out of it?”

Shaara nodded, still looking at the lectern.

“Shit.” Corax trilled. “Guy can’t catch a break, huh?”

Shaara tsked. “He can join the club.” She saw Corax’s feathers rustle out of the corner of her eye.

“You doing okay with all this?”

Shaara looked up at him. “What do you mean?”

Corax feather-shrugged. “Well, we haven’t had another human aboard since . . . ever. I can’t imagine how’d I’d feel not seeing another ugly urexiite mug for six whole years. And him being from Earth . . .”

Shaara’s eyes fell. She said nothing.

“Must bring up some shit,” Corax continued. “That’s all.”

Shaara breathed deep through her nose. “Yeah,” she said. She looked at him again. “Yeah. But I’m okay. Too busy to be anything else, right?”

“Heard that.” Corax’s feathers ruffled. “You know, you tell me if you want to talk about it.”

“I know you love to talk.”

“That is true.” He made a fist and raised his arm to her. She mimicked the gesture, and they struck their forearms together. “See you, Chief.”

“See you, Corax.”

Corax’s footsteps echoed as he walked out.














Chapter Four




ADNAN’S CONSCIOUSNESS KNIT itself back together slowly, the broken and discarded pieces weaving into a whole one by one.

Time came back to him first—he remembered what it was, or it remembered him. He remembered that he moved along with it, was carried by it. He couldn’t go back or step out of it. It was a law. Unwritten, like all the ones that mattered.

He remembered that he was an I, and that he could remember. The bits of sensation and feeling he floated through were his memories. The things he’d thought were dreams, nightmares, cosmic fantasies, were in fact his life. They were him.

This return to self brought him neither comfort nor clarity. He felt, once he remembered how to feel, a crescendo of confusion and fear as he was dragged back to personhood. He was drowning in his own memories, in a sea of pain, hope, and loss in no sensible order.

He had to get out. He had to remember more, as much as that frightened him; how to fight, how to escape, how to move—

Pain blossomed on his face. It rolled out through his body, a wave receding into a trackless ocean, revealing a beach littered with the detritus of a life half lived.

The world outside him resolved abruptly as the tide withdrew. He sat on a floor, cold and metal. He leaned against something warm and metal. The jumpsuit he had worn to sleep in the cryobed on Ziusudra still clung to his body, dirty and stiff. Something was crusted on the collar, a dried liquid he knew was his own blood.

The room was sterile, slate gray tinged with blue. Large metallic cylinders with frosted windows were set at angles into the floor all around him. A woman crouched in front of him. She had just slapped him across the face.

“Sorry,” she said. “Quickest way to snap you out of it.”

Her gray, flinty eyes peered at Adnan from beneath thin brows; they sat over a pointed nose, a strong set jaw. The woman’s skin looked deprived of sunlight, all the way up to her close-shaved head. She sat on her haunches, strong arms draped over her knees. Her plain long sleeved shirt was covered by a tight fitting military-looking vest. A slender knife jutted from a sheath on her left hip, and an odd-looking gun was holstered on her right thigh. She reminded him of a kickboxer he’d seen fight once, back in—

“Hey,” she said, snapping her fingers in his face. “You okay? I don’t want you knockin’ your brains out on me again.”

Ah, he thought. Now I remember.

They were dead. All the people he’d said goodbye to on Earth. The people he’d said goodnight to aboard the Ziusudra. All their hopes. All their dreams.

Dead.

Tears stung his eyes.

I remember you.

He felt it again. The panic. The clawing, desperate anguish. It coiled in his muscles, crying out for release, to destroy and be destroyed. The death-agony of an entire civilization, surging through its last survivor’s miserable heart.

So much pain.

Too much. The star of his suffering, too massive to explode, collapsed in on itself. A void marked its passing; a place where light went to die.

“Yes.” His voice cracked. “I’m okay.”

The woman—Sarah?—nodded slowly. “Yeah it’s tough. Especially the first time. Just hope you don’t have to get used to it.”

Adnan’s hand drifted up to his temple. The memory of the wound was sharp. His fingers brushed dried blood in his hair. He felt no other sign of it. Not even a scar.

“What . . .?”

“You’ll need a shower,” Shaara—that was it—said. “Regen pods don’t clean you off.”

Adnan blinked, swallowed. “How is it—How am I—”

“Alive?” She pointed at one of the other cylinders. “Don’t know how they work, but they’ll fix up just about anything. Kinda fucks with your head, though. Regen fugue. I guess it’s better than dying, but . . .” She grimaced. “You know.”

Adnan looked at his hands. “How long?”

“About a day. Wound wasn’t bad, but brain shit takes the longest to fix.”

Adnan glanced around the room. There were no nurses or doctors. It looked more like a morgue than a hospital. There were about a dozen of these regen pods, spaced a few meters apart in diagonal rows. Each had lights on the side—all but one were dark. A pod on the far side of the room was steadily blinking. A small, hexagonal drone hovered in the air above it for a few seconds, then zipped over to set itself in a nearby alcove.

“Do they always . . .”

Shaara raised an eyebrow at him.

“Do they always work? The pods?”

“If you get to ’em in time. If there’s enough of you left to put back together. So don’t go getting your head blown off.”

In that moment, Adnan cursed the pods for their efficiency. Better that he had died of his head wound. Better still that he had passed in frozen sleep, with the rest of Ziusudra’s crew. That their ship had never been found, drifted through space forever. A silent tomb.

“Listen,” Shaara said.

Adnan snapped out of his morbid fantasy.

“I’m sorry,” she continued, sounding reluctant. “About what I told you. Before. I wouldn’t have gone after you like that. If I’d known.”

Her face bent with discomfort. Awkwardness. But her eyes held a sadness. Hard as she was trying to hide it. Adnan knew it. He felt it.

“I’m glad it was you, at least,” he said, drawing the words out of himself like a poison. “If someone had to.”

Shaara’s eyes twitched. She drew back a space.

“I mean, a human,” Adnan clarified, searching for the meaning in his words. “Someone who’d understand. Rather than some”—visions flashed behind his eyes, alien shapes he’d seen during his half-conscious trip over here—“thing else.”

“Right.”

Questions floated into his mind with the clouded memories. Lots of questions. He shook his head.

“You hungry?” Shaara asked.

The question blindsided him. He groped for a response. He found he was.

“I’m always hungry after,” Shaara said. “Come on.”

She stood up, waited for him to do the same. He rose slowly, legs shaking. She made no move to help or steady him. When he was sure he could stand on his own, he gave her a single nod. She turned and started toward the door.

He couldn’t follow. The room swirled. He placed a shaking hand on the nearest pod.

Shaara noticed he wasn’t with her. Turned around. She looked annoyed at first. Her expression softened when she saw him.

“You good?”

Of course not.

He thought again of all the ways he could have died before this moment. All the exits fate had denied him.

None of those things had happened. He was alive.

Shaara was still staring at him.

He forced a smile. “Good.”








Chapter Five




A MEMORY CAME back to Adnan as Shaara led him through the ship’s metallic halls, all the same bluish-gray as the regen room: a terrifying face staring down at him, huge, frog-like eyes, hex-patterned skin, sharp teeth. He’d panicked, to the extent his half-frozen body would allow. There had been other shapes too, indistinct, like nothing he’d ever seen. Glimpses of monsters in a film before the final reveal.

This, now, was the reveal.

He and Shaara passed five distinct alien species before he realized his mouth was hanging open. And he was staring. Both behaviors he tried and failed to correct. The monstrous expressions looking back at him were utterly unreadable. In each, his mind conjured annoyance, anger, hatred.

“Something wrong?” Shaara asked.

Adnan snapped his head around. Her stranger’s face suddenly seemed as familiar as an old friend’s. “Yeah. No. It’s just . . .”

Shaara looked around. She met the eyes of a terrifying, bipedal, fish-like creature with scaled skin, bulging dual-pupiled eyes, and spines running along the top of its head. Its lipless mouth seemed locked in an angry grimace, revealing pointed semi-translucent teeth. Its clothes looked almost like a wetsuit. She nodded at it. It nodded back.

She looked at Adnan. “Yeah, sorry I didn’t warn you. Better get used to ’em, though. They’re not going anywhere.”

“How many . . .?”

Adnan’s mouth fell open again as two aliens rounded a corner and headed toward him. They walked—slithered—along the floor on a writhing mass of tentacles. Each was about five feet tall, covered in short, shiny fur, mottled brownish-black in color. They wore strange clothing over most of their bodies, including the tentacles on the floor. Partially clothed tentacles jutted out from their midsections.

On top of their tapered bodies sat a head, almost like that of a dog, or otter, but without ears or a nose. Long slits ran down the sides of their heads, disappearing beneath the collars of their uniforms.

“Comin’ through,” one of the otter-squids said. It nudged Adnan out of the way with a leg-tentacle. He stumbled. The aliens chuckled as they slithered past him—for a moment, when they were close, he heard a gurgling noise mingled with the laughter. His hand drifted up to his ear. There was a small device inside it.

“H-How—”

“—many species?” Shaara sighed. “Eight or nine on the ship. In the galaxy, hundreds? Thousands? Who knows.” Her tone implied and who cares?

Adnan felt sick again. “I never . . . I never—”

“Right in here,” Shaara said, abruptly stopping.

Adnan welcomed the opportunity to escape the menagerie. He approached the door.

It opened onto the interrogation room. Adnan’s heart sank. He paused in the doorway.

At least it’s clean this time, he thought, noting the absence of the smears, stains, and smells he had endured on his first visit.

“This shouldn’t take long,” Shaara assured him, her hand on his back gently but firmly urging him into the room. “And you’ll have some privacy. What would you like?”

Not this.

“Anything,” Adnan relented, and entered.

“Warden,” Shaara said as the door closed behind them, “get me a . . . number one, and a couple glasses of water, please.”

“Of course, First Lieutenant,” the ship replied.

Without prompting, Adnan circled the battered table in the center of the room and took his seat. He scanned the table’s corners for evidence of his injury. That had been erased too.

Shaara sat down across from him. They waited in awkward silence until a drone entered, carrying their water and Adnan’s food. To his surprise, it smelled good. Almost anything would have, at this point. But he thought he detected a hint of curry in it, or something similar. It reminded him of home.

He dug in as soon as the drone had departed, ravenous. It tasted good too, and definitely contained a curry analogue. The sense of home and family rose within him as he ate. He tried to suppress it. It wouldn’t do to start bawling into his first meal on the ship. Not in front of Shaara.

She’s already seen you break down and crack your skull open. How much worse could it get?

“I wanted to pick up where we left off,” Shaara said, and in spite of himself he laughed, with his mouth full of food. He coughed as it caught in his throat. He reached for the water and drank—and found Shaara smiling at him.

“Maybe not exactly where we left off,” she said.

“I’d prefer that, thanks.”

Her face grew serious. “You said you came from Earth.” He tensed, prepared for another round of indignant verbal sparring. She raised her hands. “It’s all right,” she said. “I believe you.”

He relaxed a little, taking another bite.

“Why’d you leave?”

Adnan studied her face. Could she really not know? 

He found it difficult to believe no memory of what had happened to Earth had survived, even after a thousand years. He wondered how much was safe to tell her. Though it was difficult to imagine how telling the truth, at least in this respect, could harm him now. Under the circumstances.

“We were desperate,” he said at last. “The planet was in the middle of complete ecological and economic collapse. In most projections, it had maybe thirty years left of supporting human life. Then it’d be . . . like an alien world. A desert.”

Shaara’s expression didn’t change. “You couldn’t fix it? Reverse it?”

“We tried. It didn’t work… Sometimes I think we just tried the wrong things.” He couldn’t remember when he’d learned that Earth was beyond saving. It seemed to have always been a fact of life, though right up until the end, some had held out hope that a solution could be found. “We had a few bases on Mars, Ganymede. We were trying to make them self-sufficient, but . . . it was a losing battle.”

“So why Reciprocity?” Shaara asked. Adnan frowned. “This system. That’s what they call it.”

“Ah.” Adnan chuckled. They. “We were able to image the planet through telescopes. We saw it had a breathable atmosphere. One of only three we could find that did.” He shook his head. “We never thought there’d be someone here already.”

“They weren’t here,” Shaara said. “Or they wouldn’t have been. When you were looking at it.”

“Then I guess we never thought someone would beat us here.” A thought came to him. “I take it this isn’t a human world, then?”

Shaara’s eye twitched. She shook her head. “No.”

“Who does live here? What are they like?”

“. . .Not us.”

Adnan was about to ask another question when Shaara cut him off. “What did you do? What was your job, on your ship?”

Adnan collected his thoughts. He took another mouthful of the cooling food. “I’m an agricultural geneticist.”

Shaara squinted at him. “A farmer?”

Adnan chuckled. “I did some farming, yes. Mainly I helped design new strains of crops. To survive in harsh conditions. Low moisture, high heat, that sort of thing.”

“Because of the ecological . . .”

“Yeah. If we had made it here . . . If it had been empty, I’d have started designing crops to survive in the alien biosphere. We only had enough supplies to last us about a year, I can’t remember if I said that . . . before. I’d have had to work fast.”

Don’t have to worry about that, anymore. His eyes fell.

“So even if you had made it here,” Shaara said, “the colony might have failed.”

“Easily could have,” Adnan said, still looking down. “But it was worth a try.”

No, part of him thought. It wasn’t.

He shook his head.

“You said you found two other planets,” Shaara said, “besides this one. Did you send ships to them too?”

Adnan looked up at her. Is this a test?

“Yes,” he said slowly. “There was Deucalion. They left the year before us, ’93. Noah was supposed to leave in ’95. I don’t know if they ever did. We didn’t have any contact with Earth, after we went into deep freeze.”

“Where were they going?”

Adnan searched his memory. His head was still fuzzy. He rubbed the side of it. “I’m not sure. It was closer, though, Deucalion’s planet. It was only supposed to take them a hundred and fifty, two hundred years to get there. Noah, I can’t remember anything.”

Shaara’s eyes flitted back and forth, searching the air for something. Adnan set down his fork.

“You never . . .” he said. She looked up at him. “You never even heard of us? The ships?”

Shaara shook her head.

“Your ancestors, they didn’t . . . I mean, they weren’t on either of them?”

She shook her head again.

“Then how? How did they—”

Shaara looked like she was about to change the subject again. Adnan held up his hands.

“No,” he said. “Please. I need to know. I need to know what happened to us. I have a right to know, don’t I?”

Shaara looked into his eyes. To his surprise, he held her gaze. She looked away first. Sighed, rapped her knuckles on the tabletop.

“There’s a lot of different stories,” she said tiredly. “Most of ’em, it’s like you said. Gaea—Earth—was on her last legs. And then there was a war. Nukes, from the sound of it. And that was it.”

Of course they did, Adnan thought. Bile churned in his stomach. Of course they fucking did.

He covered his eyes with one hand. Tried not to think about the suffering his parents endured in a nuclear holocaust. About whether it was better than what they’d have suffered if Earth had been allowed to wither away instead.

“And,” Shaara said, “some people survived. On ‘Mars,’ I guess. And the other one you said.”

Adnan sniffed away his building tears. “How’d they get out here?”

“A little while after the war”—Shaara seemed to struggle with the words—“someone else showed up.”

Adnan uncovered his eyes. “Aliens?”

“Aliens.”

“And they . . . rescued us?”

She smiled ruefully. “Sort of.”

Adnan shook his head. “Do we have . . . I mean, did they find us a new homeworld, or—”

“No,” she said, calmly but loudly. “We’re just kinda spread out all over the place. Look.” Shaara cut off Adnan’s budding question. “I actually don’t have a lot of time here. We’re gonna Breach, tomorrow, and we’re going straight to another job, so I got a lot of prep to do. We should wrap this up.”

Adnan frowned, confused. Disappointed.

Shaara searched his face. Hers softened.

“Besides,” she said. “I don’t want to keep grilling you. You probably want some rest, yeah?”

At the mention of rest, exhaustion flooded into Adnan’s bones, like they had just remembered they were allowed to sleep.

“Yeah,” Shaara repeated. “Okay. So I’ll get Corax to find you a bunk and a stasis berth, for the Breach. Then when we come out of it, we can figure out . . .” She made a circular motion with her hand.

“I’m staying on the ship?” Adnan asked.

Shaara looked at him. Something hidden passed behind her eyes.

“For now,” she said. “We’re not stopping at the planet before we leave, so we couldn’t drop you off even if . . . you wanted to.”

Adnan thought on the prospect of staying. Shaara said there was no world for humans now, but there must be communities of them. Even spread throughout the galaxy. He wanted to find one, see how the survivors of humanity lived in this time. Maybe make a new home with them. Live out some pale shadow of the dream he’d held in his heart when he left Earth.

On the other hand, he had no idea what they’d be like. Shaara seemed reluctant to tell him, which didn’t bode well. As reticent as she was, she was now the only human being he knew in the universe—a thought that made him more profoundly lonely than he’d ever felt, in a life painted in shades of isolation. The idea of leaving her side terrified him, in a deep and primal way.

But still . . . Something about this ship felt wrong. And he knew he didn’t want to stay.

“Is this a warship?” Adnan asked, not sure where the idea had come from. Maybe the gun at Shaara’s side, or something she’d said. Maybe the harsh, utilitarian aesthetic of the interiors. Like a submarine or an aircraft carrier, without the homey charm.

“Yeah,” Shaara said. “We’re a mercenary company.”

Adnan’s eyes widened. “Mercenaries?” Of course. Doesn’t that just fit?

Shaara frowned. “That a problem?”

“Not if I don’t have a choice.”

Shaara nodded slowly, like she understood.








Chapter Six




THEY STOOD IN front of another door, identical to all the rest. Adnan wondered if Shaara and the others found their way around the ship by memory alone. He could see no signs or guide markings of any kind. The ship felt like a single hallway that curved back in on itself, again and again.

The door opened, revealing a long, narrow room. Nearest the door, the walls were covered with racks of equipment. Further back, rows of bunks were separated by semi-transparent dividers. A dozen or so aliens milled around the room. Several looked up when the door opened. Shaara waved at one.

“Corax,” she said.

The alien waved back. It walked over. Adnan’s pulse quickened. It looked almost identical to the one that had welcomed him into this nightmare.

“This is Adnan,” Shaara said, jerking her thumb at him.

The thing she’d called Corax turned its frog’s eyes on Adnan. Its mouth opened wide, revealing a maw full of fangs. The feathers running down the side of its neck and over its shoulders changed color and fluttered.

“Hey, man,” it said. “Good to meet you.”

Its mouth movements didn’t match the voice Adnan heard through his earpiece. Shaara’s didn’t, either. This “Corax” sounded like a normal guy. It moved almost like a human, for that matter, with just enough subtle difference to be disturbing. When it stuck one of its hands out toward Adnan, his mouth fell open in shock.

“Uh . . .” Adnan reached his hand out toward the alien’s on reflex. Corax reached forward and grabbed Adnan’s forearm, started shaking it. Like he’d seen people do in movies about ancient Romans and Persians.

“Hi,” Adnan said, tentatively shaking back.

“I guess technically we’ve met before,” Corax said, releasing Adnan’s arm. The feathers on one side of his neck ruffled. “But uh, I don’t think you were at your best.”

Adnan winced. “No, I suppose I wasn’t. Sorry if I—”

Corax clicked his tongue rapidly, made a flicking motion with his hand. “Don’t worry about it, pal. Not the first time someone’s screamed at the sight of me.”

“I gotta help Bre’ sort out some Destroyer fuckup,” Shaara said to Corax. “Can you find Adnan a bunk and a stasis berth? I’ll get him more settled once we get to Lugeeta.”

Corax’s feathers flattened somewhat. “No problem. I got a couple free. But we haven’t cleaned ’em out yet.”

Shaara nodded grimly. “I know.” She looked Adnan up and down. “And . . . if you have any questions, if there’s anything you want to see, just ask Corax.”

“Sure,” Corax said, regarding Adnan with a strange expression. “I’m only one of the most senior combat officers in the company. I don’t mind being a tour guide.”

Shaara arched an eyebrow at him. “Come on. Any excuse to hear the sound of your own voice.”

Corax’s feathers ruffled. “That is true.”

Adnan smiled. It surprised him.

“Great.” Shaara looked at Adnan. “I’ll check in again tomorrow.”

She stalked off down the corridor with purpose, and without a goodbye. Adnan watched her go. He felt a pang of sadness and fear at her departure.

“So,” Corax said. “Tired?”

Adnan looked back at the alien. Holding its gaze was difficult. “Yes. But I don’t know if I could sleep yet.”

Corax’s feathers flapped up and down rapidly. “Yeah, I know that feeling. Well, I do have a little free time right now. I could give you the tour if you want.”

The prospect of touring a cold, metal labyrinth full of alien monsters, with a slightly less monstrous alien for a guide, appealed very little to Adnan at the moment.

“Actually,” he said, “I think I’d like to be alone. If I could.”

Corax’s feathers flapped again. “Sure. Tell you what, why don’t you use my bunk for now? You can put up a full privacy screen.”

Adnan relaxed, a little. “Thank you. I really appreciate that.”

“Any time,” Corax said. “I mean, not literally. I gotta sleep in there.”

Adnan smiled. Corax’s reptilian face twisted—the eyes widened, the mouth yawned, revealing another row of needle teeth. Adnan’s heart hammered against his ribcage. He reared back.

“I’m smiling,” Corax said.

Adnan chuckled. “Okay.”




✧




Shaara yanked the faulty mechanism from the back of the Destroyer armor with a muttered curse. The armor was shining and pristine. Seemed a shame to be pulling it apart already.

“Appreciate the help, boss,” Bre’elan said. She was leaning next to another newly manufactured suit. “Damn thing was giving me a headache.”

Shaara focused on the work. “Anytime.”

“No, really. I figured you’d be busy showing the new mea—uh, human around.”

“Corax can handle it.”

Bre’ laughed. “He does love to talk, doesn’t he?”

“Mmhmm.”

 “Still, thought maybe you’d have wanted to take the lead. Friendly face and everything. Before we throw ourselves out front of the guns.”

“Fuck.” Shaara pulled another defective circuit. “Who calibrated this piece of shit?”

“One of the indentureds—don’t worry about it, I already chewed ’em out.”

Shaara muttered more curses. Worried for a few silent seconds Bre’ might bring up Adnan again.

“So, the human.” Fucking hell. “You’re sure he’s not one of those terrorists, right?”

Shaara bent lower over the thurgellian-configured Destroyer suit. “We’re not all terrorists, Bre’.”

“Yeah Shar, I know you’re not. It’s just a bit—”

Shaara cut a sharp glance up at her friend. “Drop it, all right?”

Bre’elan shut her mouth and stared back for a second. “Sure thing, boss. Sorry.”

“Forget it.” Shaara turned back to the suit, cheeks flush with embarrassment. In the corner of her eye, she saw Bre’elan twine her arm-tentacles together.

“Anyway,” Bre’ said, “hope this contract doesn’t last too long. I looked Lugeeta up. They got some pretty high-end R&R districts on a few of those planets.”

“They do.”

“Maybe after we’re done kicking ass, Gethis’ll give us some proper leave. You and I can hit one of the seedier ones—tear it up like we did after Vexus?”

A smile tugged at Shaara’s lips. “Maybe not exactly like that.”

Bre’elan gurgled. “Fuck it. We were never going back to that planet anyway.”

Shaara plugged in the last component, slapped the access port closed. The smile lost its grip and fell a long way down.

She rose to her feet and jerked her chin at the other fresh armor. “This the other one?”

Bre’elan’s smile faded, too. “Yeah.”

“Great.” Shaara bent down and got to work.











Chapter Seven


“AND THAT LOVELY, scaly lady over there is a nikayan,” Corax said. The fish-creature was sitting on her bunk, eating pink sludge from a cup with a spoon. She nodded at them as they passed.

Adnan nodded back, his mouth suddenly very dry. “Uh-huh.”

“Thurgellians are the ones to get used to, though,” Corax continued, strolling down to the far end of the barracks. “They’re all over the winds-damned system we’re heading to.”

Adnan glanced over at two of the tentacled otter-squids chatting next to two oddly shaped bunks on the other side of the room. “Right.” He averted his eyes.

“And, here we are,” Corax said as they reached the slightly larger bunk at the rear of the barracks. He made a grand sweep of it with his hand. The room’s walls enclosed it on two sides, and a semi-transparent divider separated it from the next bunk over. Small images, and what looked like writing, decorated the walls.

“The fourth side closes off and goes full opaque if you want,” Corax explained.

Adnan sat on the bed. It was surprisingly comfortable. Once he was behind the divider, the alien sounds from the rest of the room grew distant.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Sure,” Corax said. “You want anything to eat? Apparently Warden does a decent approximation of human food. Shaara’s been eating it for years, and there’s nothing wrong with her.” His feathers ruffled. “Well. Physically, anyway.”

“No, thank you,” Adnan said. “I already ate. It actually wasn’t bad.”

“Good, good,” Corax said. “All right. I’ll leave you to it. You just touch right here if you want to close the whole thing off.”

He pointed at a raised circle on the divider. Something leaped into Adnan’s throat.

“Wait,” he said, suddenly afraid of being left alone. “I-I did have a couple of questions.”

Corax leaned against the wall. “Shoot.”

“Shaara said that. . . you were mercenaries?”

“That’s right. Company’s called the Wardens. After the ship.”

“Okay,” Adnan said. “So, mercenaries. Meaning what exactly?”

“We get paid to fight other people’s wars.”

“What do you do that for?”

Corax’s feathers shifted. “Besides money?”

“The money’s worth dying for?”

Corax trilled. “Of course not. The idea is not to die until you can spend it.”

This is the future I slept a thousand years to see? “And you’re on your way to a job now? In another star system?”

“Yup. Shouldn’t be too bad of one, if you’re worried.”

Adnan scoffed. “Well. I don’t imagine I’ll be doing any fighting myself. I’m hoping to be off the ship long before then.”

A color Adnan hadn’t seen yet passed over Corax’s feathers. “Could be. I’m not really in the loop on that.”

Adnan was tempted to ask about the human communities Shaara had been so reluctant to talk about. How he could find one of them. But whatever there was
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