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      Hello reader,

      If you’re here, you’ve no doubt already read Eclipse & Chimera. As we get deeper into the Loop and the tragedies it contains the series does grow somewhat darker. However, Resurgence, is very much a continuation of Chimera and you won’t find anything here you didn’t find in the last book. As in the previous instalments, Resurgence contains death, murder, conspiracy, and violence, as well as themes of kidnapping, suicidal thoughts, human and sex trafficking, as well as non-consensual surgery and body manipulation.

      While these topics are part of the story’s narrative, none of them are covered in-depth, described in an overly graphic way, or glorified.
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      Abigail Monroe

      The Redemption

      

      “I swear, Marvin, this might be the most horrific plan you’ve come up with yet.”

      Abigail Monroe paced the bridge of the Chimera. She hadn’t believed she would ever find a ship she loved more than the Black Swan, but this one far exceeded all her expectations. A top-secret military vessel with more capabilities than was even supposed to be possible? She couldn’t even have dreamed of being so lucky.

      The Chimera was so new that she swore there was paint in some quarters that had yet to dry. There were even some holo-screens that had yet to be installed. It left the bulkheads a little bare in places, but it was a detail that would be to her benefit in the days to come.

      Abigail’s pact with the Resurgence had already paid off. She could have never procured this vessel for herself. But the Resurgence had managed to snag it during their raid of the Syndicate shipyards on Callisto. Even though she hadn’t been directly involved, they provided her with part of the spoils—a ship and supplies. In exchange, they received herself as a captain, and authorized a crew of her choosing to man the craft when the inevitable fighting began.

      “Your memory’s clouded from all that rum,” Marvin protested. “Many of my plans have been far worse. And to be fair, I’m not sure you’re the best person to be throwing rocks, given how things look for you right now. What are you going to do—keep Jenax hostage until she agrees to give you what you want?”

      The holo-projection of Marvin shimmered, reflecting bits of the Chimera’s bridge lights throughout the rest of the cabin, creating a light kaleidoscope effect. Abigail presumed Marvin was somewhere on Lunar, but so far, she wasn’t trusted enough to be told. But the backdrop that faded in and out behind him suggested he was in an office building like the ones found in Shackleton.

      But Abigail knew the resistance movement wouldn’t have lasted five minutes if they’d established their base in Lunar’s capital, not with the military presence the Syndicate Empire maintained there. No, this hideout had to be somewhere else.

      At least he looks better than he had when we first pulled him off that space station, she mused. Some of the color had returned to his cheeks, and it was clear the Resurgence team around him had been ensuring he’d been eating as properly as one could with their bootlegged resources.

      Still, it had been a shock to Abigail that those on board the Eclipse had been as malnourished as the rest of the Loop. The damned FLOWs grew the Empire’s food, and they still got shafted.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Abigail scoffed. “I haven’t even told her what I want. Not yet. There’ll be time for that later.”

      “And what do you want with her?” the resistance leader pressed. “Or are you still waiting for your teenage eight ball to come up with something?”

      Abigail ran a palm over her thigh, absently caressing the fabric of her favourite black bodysuit. The outfit clung to her skin, but she liked the way it made her feel—sleek and covert.

      “Relax. She’ll be my guest for a couple days at most. Once whatever threat Zee is seeing has passed, we’ll let her go on her way. By that time, Jenax will realize the man she’s aligned herself with is less man and more monster.”

      “You know how I feel about your little puppet.” Marvin eyed her with consternation. That was the problem with him—always so damned serious. “You’re heading down a dangerous path, and I don’t like that you’re using Syndicate assets to do it.”

      “Trust me, love, I’m steering us away from a path we don’t want to be on. It’s a slight detour. No harm done.”

      “I wish I shared your confidence, Abigail, but as far as I can tell, you’re poking around at ghosts because of a kid. Do you not see how insane that is?”

      “Nobody has ever accused me of being sane.” She smirked. “Jenax is safe. You have my word.”

      “According to my sources, she’s been in bed with Aries—both literally and politically. I’m not sure ‘safe’ is the word I’d use to describe her. I’m glad she’s in your brig instead of mine.”

      “Zee says that the Syndicate will not fall without her. But if we don’t keep her at bay for a time at least, innocent lives will be lost. More than we can spare. Added to that, Mikka will be set on a path to ruin, and we can’t have that. That beautiful woman’s redemption is the only hope for this empire.”

      “What you do with Jenax is up to you. What worries me is the blind faith you put in this child and his short-circuited mods. I really would like you to return to the outpost and await our orders.”

      “A few days,” Abigail reasoned. “That’s all I ask.”

      Marvin Alejandro crossed his arms, the light of his holo-projected body flickering against the backdrop of the Chimera’s bridge. The Resurgence-issued outfit he wore fit him well. It wasn’t technically a uniform, but most of those who were active wore them. It was a simple gray track suit with that double circle emblem stitched in black on the shoulder. Marvin’s amber eyes had become both more tired and more determined since Abigail had last seen him. But that old fire had returned as she knew it would. He gritted his teeth as he spoke. “You know you’re not even supposed to be flying that thing around yet? If word gets out that it was the Resurgence that stole the prototype fighters, we’ll lose our advantage.”

      “Oh, please.” Abigail waved a hand dismissively. “You know these ships can’t be detected on standard scans, right? Nobody knows we’re out here. We’re practically invisible.”

      “Not from a viewport, you're not! All it takes is one Orbital Guard patrol to look the wrong way and it's game over. The Chimera isn’t exactly a standard vessel, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t end up on every holo-feed from Venus to Ganymede. Plus, I'm not sure how easy it'll be to convince my people to mount a rescue attempt once they find out the only reason you’re in the shit is because of your own arrogance.”

      “Easy now—you’ve made your point,” Abigail warned. “I’ll keep under the radar from here on out. No public appearances until you’re ready to pull the pin. Besides, Mikka’s on board. The crew’s getting her quarters ready as we speak.”

      “I still don’t understand what you’re hoping to achieve . . .”

      “Patience, Alejandro. I’m hoping for patience. Wars are lost over rushed decisions.”

      “They’re also lost because commanders wait too long.” Marvin moved his hands to his hips. “We’ve got one shot. That’s it.”

      “You keep saying that, but I don’t know that it’s true. This is the only shot you can see. There will be others—you just need to be prepared to vary your approach. For what it’s worth, I have a feeling this plan of yours with the boy will go very badly.”

      “If you’ve got any better ideas, I’ll hear them, but I’m not interested in vague feelings or whatever your plaything believes the odds to be.”

      Abigail raised her hands placatingly. “Hey, I’m just playing devil’s advocate. Django just got off a FLOW. He barely knows his mouth from his asshole, and you’re going to sew the most powerful chip in the system into his arm and send him off to fight an empire he didn’t even know existed a week ago? And you say I’m the insane one.”

      “Django’s a good kid. I trust him to do the right thing,” Marvin replied.

      “That’s all well and good, but try seeing things from his point of view. He’s being told to get his head around two centuries' worth of misinformation and the death of his family, all while being sent out onto the battlefield. It’s a lot.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’re starting small.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “Not over these frequencies, I don’t. Besides, I’m still waiting on the Table’s sign-off on the mission. So, you might still get your wish.”

      “It’s not so much my wish, as it is my warning. Zee knows the boy will be involved. He’s also predicted things will get a lot worse before they get better. My point is, you call this boy your nephew. I hope you realize the danger you’re putting him in.”

      “Everyone in the Loop’s in danger every damned second they’re still breathing. He hadn’t been off that station for more than a few hours before some PA goon had him smuggled off to the mines. If you ask me, it can’t get much worse for him than what I’ve already brought him into.”

      Abigail paused and pursed her lips, running an index finger across her crossed leg as she considered Marvin’s position. The resistance leader had been out of the game for a while, it was true, but he knew better.

      “Oh, love. You’ve been on that cushy station for far too long. It can get worse. So much worse.”
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      Django

      Shackleton City

      

      Django had been outside for mere minutes, and already he hated it. No, ‘hate’ wasn't the right word; ‘terrified’ was more like it.

      How does anyone live like this?

      Artificial lights assaulted his senses from every angle. Neon hues of orange and green reflecting off the glass towers that stood mightily nearby. Several motorized vehicles rushed by him, threatening to run him over if he stepped in the wrong place at the wrong moment. Dozens of people scurrying about their day as though there was nothing wrong with the hellscape that surrounded them.

      Yet the worst of it all wasn’t the calamity that buzzed around him; it was the reality that stretched above his head that sowed primal fear deep within his gut. Past the tops of the towers, and the hovering drones casting spotlights below, past the ships that traveled to and from the docks, beyond all the dizzying lights was a blackness that shouldn’t have been there.

      Outside means death. It had his entire life. A space for accidents and the punishment of crime. And now there was nothing but openness, threatening to envelop him.

      Pressed against the sides of the buildings, Django’s back was nearly glued to the wall. He grappled with an unsettling fear that, at any moment, he might be launched into the vacuum of space, where his lungs would burst and his body would freeze.

      Your blood would boil first. Words his uncle Marvin spoke to him long ago reverberated in his mind.

      Django shivered. Not helping.

      As the residents of Shackleton breezed past him, going about their business, Django resisted the urge to yell at them to get inside, to avoid imminent danger. Being outdoors meant death, and he was starkly and distressingly outdoors. No ceilings, no walls―nothing holding him in. Nothing keeping the air flowing, or temperatures moderate, or cosmic radiation from microwaving his insides.

      His brain tried to reason with him that there had to be safeguards for all these things. But of course, no one had taken the time to explain to him how it all worked. Instead, Django had been left to discover this new normal for himself―and clearly, at some point in humanity’s past, someone had cracked the code to make lunar living possible. Shackleton City was nothing short of a technological marvel, and convincing his brain that invisible forces and science were keeping everything in check was a challenge.

      Instead of placating his fears, the towering buildings only intensified Django’s sense of vulnerability. How could anything stand so tall without tipping over? Without collapsing? How were thousands of tonnes of rock and metal able to reach so imposingly for the stars?

      There was only the Moon’s artificial gravity to ground them. Artificial gravity had always made Django nauseous, though he wished he could attribute his queasy stomach to that alone. The stabilization tech probably didn’t help, but the more likely cause for the flips in his stomach was the overwhelming sensation that death was imminent.

      Every part of him screamed that if there was nothing but an endless sea of stars overhead, it meant he’d been jettisoned out of an airlock and was experiencing the final precious seconds of his life.

      Walking on Lunar’s surface―through its streets, no less―was exposure like Django had never imagined. Running naked down the corridors of the Eclipse would have felt less vulnerable.

      Django had stopped several times during his journey to ensure he wasn’t gradually lifting from the ground, a second away from being flung into the void of space. Each step seemed too light, as if his feet were barely connecting with the ground; as if the solid rock underfoot would willingly let go of him.

      After considerable concentration and effort, Django managed to convince his brain that Lunar’s gravity was sound. This is no different from the high-ceilinged farmscapes of the Eclipse. He forced himself to focus on his destination and the note from his Uncle Marvin that rested in his pocket.

      Django had memorized the address while still in the apartment Commander Aries had provided for him, though it was of little use since he had no idea how Lunar addresses worked. Navigating the Eclipse was ridiculously straightforward—torus level, quadrant, room number. Simple.

      A person could wander around the D-Ring torus for a day, maybe two, but as the main corridors ran in a circle, they would always end up exactly where they started. Here, Django didn’t know how far he could go. How would he know if he was reaching the city boundary? He was pretty sure breathable air didn’t extend around the entire moon. Would there be a barrier? A sign? Any hint that one minute he would be breathing oxygen, and the next, nothing?

      Focus. He had to focus.

      He pulled out the slip and studied it again, attempting to extract some hidden meaning from the cryptic message scrawled on the dirtied slip of paper.

      Velvet Underground, 9333B Hadfield Ave, Old Artemis District.

      The words “Velvet Underground” made Django think he was about to return to the tunnels below the surface. Deep into the belly of Lunar, where he’d become separated from his newfound friends, Rowyn and Wilder. If it hadn’t been for them, he wouldn’t have made it this far.

      It was also where he’d been captured. After that, the guards had dragged him to the surface, where Commander Aries struck a deal with him—a shot at finding Eventide in exchange for intel on his uncle, Marvin Alejandro.

      Uncle. Revolutionary. Mercenary. He didn’t know what moniker to assign the man anymore. But regardless of who he was, Marvin was his ticket to rescue Eventide. Either through cooperation or betrayal.

      And his would-be uncle was the one who appealed for his rescue, giving the Resurgence leaders the push they needed to get him off that trader vessel destined for the mines. Hopefully he could do the same for Eventide, who had been hauled off on one of those so-called ‘Domani’ vessels.

      Django could only hope Marvin would be waiting for him at the location he’d scribbled down before they were separated.

      But that would only matter if he could figure out how to make the words and numbers match up. It wasn’t as if he could simply travel in a straight line and eventually hope to get there. An endless number of streets, alleys, and sidewalks seemed to lead in every direction.

      Holo-screens decorated the city streets. Advertisements and announcements that made little sense to Django practically yelled at him from their larger-than-life positions on billboards and alleyways. Certain words he recognized, but didn’t understand the context: Resurgence, Syndicate, terrorists. Reports of turmoil and strife. Negativity that seemed to be a call to arms against threats that might challenge the empire. Other terms were cast in a more positive light: Prefect, Council, Reykjavík. But Django couldn’t focus on their messaging now. They only overwhelmed his senses and were making his task that much more difficult.

      He had to find his way underground, so he did his best to tune out the noise. Determining exactly where and how he could access areas beneath the Moon’s surface was yet another challenge in this maze.

      At least he was well rested, no matter how confusing the search. Commander Aries had provided him with a temporary room for the night, complete with a warm shower and a soft bed. Heck, he'd even left the place with a new set of clothes. They were fancier than Django would've liked, but his old outfit reeked of dirt and urine, and he was thankful to be rid of it, despite how unpleasantly soft these new Lunar threads were.

      The fabric felt luxurious, reminiscent of something Eventide would have found in―and knowing her, pushed to the back of―her B-Ring closet. The collar crept up his neck, and Django constantly fought to flatten it against his collarbone.

      He would have preferred the gray slacks and soiled button-up shirt he’d been wearing when he was taken into custody, but after showering and sleeping in a clean bed, he couldn't bring himself to put on the tired outfit again. It had been dragged across Lunar's walkways, urinated on, bled on, sweated in, hosed off, and then dragged through the regolith tunnels underground.

      Even Django, with so little to his name, had a point where he could accept when something had served its purpose.

      So, he’d donned the dark gray dress shirt, which, despite being cut from too fine a cloth, didn't look half bad. It fit him well, although he wasn’t a fan of the gold stitching and matching buttons.

      The pants, however, were a ridiculous electric blue. Why anyone would choose to wear anything that could signal one of the Lunar Police Force officers, from a kilometer away, Django couldn't begin to guess, but they were clean and comfortable.

      He’d ran a brush through his hair for the first time in what felt like ages, then left the room and the uncomfortably lofty chambers behind to embark on his search for his uncle.

      Django had roamed the streets for hours before finally deciding he needed to ask for help. There were plenty of people around, but they all seemed determined to avoid him. Everyone wore the same fixated stare, doing their absolute best not to make eye contact, which immediately reminded him of the few brief hours he had spent on the B-Ring with Eventide before they’d left the Eclipse for good.

      When someone did meet his gaze, they would hastily look away, as though he was mere filth in the gutter rather than a person in need of simple directions.

      Django wandered a few more blocks before he finally found someone who looked friendly enough to approach. The vendor stood near a cart that wafted a salty-sweet aroma into the air. The man was haggard, with rheumy eyes and a limp that he tried to mask as he shuffled from side to side, but at least he looked up and attempted a smile as Django approached.

      Rows of greasy tubular food lined the front of the vendor’s cart. Despite the strange appearance, the offerings smelled delicious, causing Django’s stomach to growl. He assumed the brown rods were some sort of meat that he watched the vendor slide into a sliced bun.

      “Looking for a hot dog?” the man called out to him as he caught Django's gaze. “Family recipe. Passed down from Earth.”

      Django recoiled. “Dogs? You eat dogs here?”

      His question earned a hearty laugh from the vendor. “That’s a good one, son. Ain't nobody here seen a dog for a couple hundred years, never mind eat one. I hear a few colonists took some over to Mars, mind, but not here.”

      Django’s cheeks flushed, relieved that the mystery meat was not, in fact, someone’s lost pet.

      The man wrinkled his brow as he sized Django up. “Never heard of a hot dog before? Not from here, are ya?”

      “You could say that,” Django said, pulling his face deeper into his collared shirt.

      “Don’t worry about it, lad. We all come from somewhere. Won’t find these just anywhere, though. Give one a try?”

      Django's stomach growled in response, but he shook his head. “I’m a little low on credits.”

      Stars, do they even use credits here?

      Despite his hospitality, Aries had explained nothing about how this world worked. He'd given Django a place to stay and had allowed him to roam the Syndicate headquarters building freely—or as freely as the armed guards on every level would allow—but he was at the commander’s mercy for even the most basic needs.

      The vendor looked over Django’s outfit. “You sure don't look like the type to be down and out, but I guess bad luck hits us all at one time or another. More so lately, especially with word of this new Prefect. Rumor has it none of us are safe; that he's even more of a hardliner than his father.”

      He looked at the sky as though it might offer some sense of security, then focused back on Django. “Hate to think you've never had a hot dog, though. Tell you what—this one's on the house. Tell your friends ’bout me. Just don't be telling anyone I gave you one for free. I'll have beggars lined up from here to Armstrong.”

      Prefect. Aries had mentioned him, too. Django had figured out the man was a Syndicate leader, but everything else about him remained a mystery—except that the Prefect had only recently assumed their position and that he wasn’t well-liked.

      The vendor handed Django the thick bun with the dog inside. It was white and pasty—much like the man behind the cart—and the hot dog itself was unlike any meat he'd tasted back on the Eclipse, where the only servings to be found was gritty, textured meat from chickens and geese. The dog’s texture was smooth and uniform, exploding with spice and oil.

      “This is incredible!” Django exclaimed, barely pausing between bites. “If this isn’t dog, what type of meat is it?”

      “‘Meat?’” The vendor recoiled, as if the thought alone offended him. He scanned both sides of the street at the people passing by, concern etched into his brow that someone might overhear their conversation. His face tightened as he lowered his voice. “You trying to get me in trouble, boy? You think a lonely cart owner like me would have meat? And that I'd give it away if I did? You won't find anyone outside of the higher-end district restaurants offering it, either—and you definitely won't get anything in one of those places with no credits to your name.”

      Django raised an innocent palm to the vendor. He had to think quickly; he still needed this man's help. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I'm new to this city. Everything is so much more modern and fancier than what I'm used to. This was so good, I thought perhaps meat was something that might be offered everywhere here.”

      “Hah!” The vendor laughed. “Visiting from the outer colonies, then? Should’ve known—no local would mistake a hot dog for real meat.

      “Listen, friend.” The man waved his set of tongs toward Django. “Shackleton isn't as fancy as it looks. Remember that. There's a world beneath your feet that many good folks here would rather forget.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Trouble brewing beneath the surface.”

      Django wanted to ask the man to elaborate, but he figured he should get the directions he needed before he made another ignorant comment. “I’ll try to remember that.” Django put on the most convincing smile he could muster, took another bite of the hot dog, and mumbled through a half-full mouth, “I appreciate the meal. I’m happy to pay you back once I'm able.”

      “Bah!” The vendor waved dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. What brings you here, friend?”

      “I’m trying to find someone,” Django said. “But I need some help with the address.”

      “Well, today's your lucky day, lad. Ain't nobody who knows this city's streets better than me. Comes with knowing where the hungriest crowds are going to be, and sometimes that means heading to obscure streets most people wouldn't think of.”

      Django permitted himself a wide grin. Finally, a bit of luck. Hopefully, Marvin would be there as promised. He took the note from his pocket and slid it across the counter.

      The vendor’s eyes widened with horror and he pushed the note away as if it were contaminated. “The Velvet Underground?” His voice dropped even lower. “What are you, lad? A Syndicate spy?” The vendor eyed him suspiciously while scanning the surrounding street. “Or are you a pirate? Murdered a man for his clothes, did you? No credits? Bah! I should have known!”

      Then, as though the vendor realized he'd already said something he shouldn’t have, his shoulders hunched, and he gave Django a nervous glare. “What makes you think I'd know where a place like that is? ’Tis a hideout for pirates and thugs. I told you this place has a seedy underbelly, and the Velvet is the heart of it. You might wanna find yourself some new friends. If the person you’re looking for hangs out at the Velvet, it doesn’t say much for them. And I wouldn’t go down there looking for them, neither―you'll find a knife in your back for no other reason than someone likes your belt. Unless you're an SF spy. If that's the case, they'll see right through whatever act this is supposed to be. Don’t matter what you say you’ve got in your pockets, lad―you smell like credits, and that will be enough for some.” The vendor waved his tongs at Django again, gesturing at his outfit. “And you'll be beggin’ for death before they're through with you.”

      SF spy? Pirates and thugs? What is Marvin getting me into?

      Visions of the people Commander Aries claimed his uncle had murdered haunted him. His uncle was a stranger to him, and he no longer knew what to believe.

      If what the vendor had said about the Velvet was true, maybe Aries’ claims that Marvin had been a mercenary weren’t so far-fetched.

      Why the hell am I trying to find him?

      But what choice did he have? Either trust his uncle and rely on his help, or find him and turn him over to Aries.

      Whether benevolent revolutionary or heartless mercenary, the path to Eventide was through Marvin. Finding her was the only thing that mattered. He had to press on. He had no other choice.

      “I'm no spy,” Django said, fully aware that it was exactly what a spy would say. He decided the best course of action was to stick as close to the truth as he could. “A relative of mine gave me that address. He said that if I ever found myself in trouble, I could ask about him there.”

      “Relative, you say? What kind of relative sends a well-heeled lad to the Velvet Underground? This might be a relative you want to stay away from.”

      Django opened his mouth to reply, thinking he might glean some insight into his Uncle Marvin's reputation from a neutral party. It was possible, if he knew the streets as well as he claimed, that the vendor might know whether Marvin was respected or feared.

      But he felt an immediate sense of trepidation about what the response might be.

      Before he could vocalize his thoughts, the vendor's eyes widened, and he pushed the scrap of paper back to Django. “No, don’t tell me anything more. I'm better off not knowing.” The vendor heaved a sigh and cast several anxious glances over his shoulder. “Look, I've only heard of the place because a few of my customers go there, okay? You already have the address, so I guess I can guide you there if you’ve got your mind set on going, but I strongly advise against it. Ain’t nothing good comin’ out of the Velvet. But if you insist on getting your ass handed to you, that’s your own problem.”

      The vendor relayed a labyrinth of turns, alleys, and stairways for Django to navigate. The man was as good as his claims; he clearly knew Shackleton well. Django echoed them back to confirm his understanding and commit the directions to memory.

      Once he’d finished, the vendor squinted at Django, shook his head, and gestured dismissively with his tongs. “Off you go, then. But don't say I didn't warn you.”

      Feeling the surrounding air grow cold, Django took the hint. It was time to leave.

      Turning, he moved from the cart and took his first tentative steps toward the Velvet Underground. So much rested on finding Marvin, on finding Eventide . . . and if that meant entering a place of ill-repute, then Django would need to dig deep and face it head-on.

      “Hello, good friend.” The vendor's voice interrupted his train of thought. Django momentarily thought he was about to be berated for lingering, but instead, the man was focused on his next customer.

      The newcomer was dressed in a uniform reminiscent of the security detail aboard the Eclipse, except that instead of pristine white, this suit was composed of rigid gray panels with luminescent yellow at the seams. The guard ordered a hot dog and then swiped his sleeve over a scanner mounted to the front of the cart, a feature Django had previously overlooked.

      Django absentmindedly scratched the spot on his forearm that Marvin had traced with his finger several days prior.

      A chip that can access any Syndicate system.

      Apparently, these chips also served as payment methods. If the chip to be implanted in him was as versatile as Marvin had suggested, Django questioned whether it would grant him credits or if he would need to secure employment to earn a wage.

      “Thank you, sir,” the vendor said, offering a deeper nod than seemed necessary. “Long live the Syndicate.”

      The guard raised his hands in protest. “Drop the formalities, Chuck. We’ve known one another too long for all that.”

      “Easy, friend. Not everyone around here is as relaxed as you are. Gotta watch our tongues these days. The new Prefect is rumored to be even worse than his father. And there are eyes everywhere.”

      The last comment seemed directed at Django, who found himself lingering, drawn in by the guard's subsequent words.

      “Things might change soon, you know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The guard shot Django a suspicious glance. Django nodded and shifted slightly, masking his eavesdropping by finishing the last morsels of his meal.

      “Aries is working on something. I can't get into it―not here. And it’s all rumor, mind you. But if it pans out, the Loop might finally see some good days ahead.”

      Django knew he couldn't stay any longer. He set out on the route the vendor had given him, moving out of earshot before the guard could expand on Aries' plans. Ultimately, it didn't matter. The Syndicate, the Resurgence, the FLOW stations—they were all irrelevant. The only thing that mattered was finding Eventide. If Django could bring Benson down in the process, as Aries had promised, that would be a bonus, but he harbored little trust that the commander had his best interests in mind.

      As a stranger to this world, his only options were Aries or Marvin.

      And he didn't trust either one of them.
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      Django

      The Velvet Underground

      

      The pounding music and raised voices of its rowdy patrons made The Velvet Underground relatively easy to find. Even as Django navigated the tunnels beneath the city, he could feel the bass pulsing through the regolith. His experience running through the subterranean tunnels used by the Resurgence helped him feel slightly less alien among the hewn-out rock. The Tubes, as they were known locally, seemed to be an extension of those. Nature or human hands―Django had no idea which―had carved out a wide street from the dark gray regolith that descended into darkness.

      It hadn’t been a difficult journey to get this far. The entrance from surface to tunnel was hidden away at the rear of an otherwise nondescript building, its only purpose seemed to be providing access to the underground. The structure bore signs of past grandeur, with ornate stonework framing the gateway. Rock carvings, now crumbling, once adorned its façade.

      The stairs were lined with marble, but the steps themselves had been worn down by centuries of use, revealing the underlying rock beneath. Django got the sense that, once, this place had been important, but it now lay forgotten on a deserted street corner, watched over by a handful of shabby guards.

      Django had approached the stairwell cautiously, expecting to be stopped, but instead, the guards appraised his attire, then nodded him through with a tight-lipped stoniness that gave the surrounding regolith a run for its money. The guards were tasked with preventing people from coming up, not from entering.

      Dim LED lights faintly illuminated the rough rock walls of Shackleton’s underbelly, casting shadowy patterns across the gray cavern. Intermittent lights ahead flickered or failed altogether, and it took Django some time before his eyes adjusted to the cavern.

      The main road, possibly wider than the streets above, branched off into smaller pathways, housing makeshift businesses in the tunnel's hollows.

      Stalls spilled over with rotting fruit and vegetables, along with unappetizing gray and brown slabs of gelatin masquerading as “chicken” or “beef.” Even without Chuck's warning about the illegal trade, by the look of them alone, Django would never have believed them to be real meat.

      As Django continued to follow the tunnel, the market morphed into a square, the ancient fountains dotted around it having run dry long ago. No longer a place for people to socialize and enjoy the afternoon, it was instead filled with makeshift beds, blankets, and packaging materials strewn out everywhere. Laying out in the open were people with nowhere else to sleep.

      The tunnels beneath Shackleton City were filled more with an air of desperation than Chuck's depiction of danger. The people here didn’t appear to be a threat.

      If anything, they needed help.

      Django coughed; the air was stale, reminiscent of an uncleaned D-Ring maintenance bay―a mix of stale, burnt odors, left-over waste, and mold. The grit in his lungs echoed the discomfort he felt in the tunnels surrounding the Resurgence’s safe house, as did the hacking and wheezing around him.

      The tomb-like catacombs crawled with life, reduced to mere shadows by Django's unadjusted vision. Wide-eyed figures retreated into the alleys, regarding Django with equal measures of suspicion and fear. Most were children, their faces gaunt and expressions haunted.

      Django couldn’t help the shiver that ran down his spine. How long had these people been suffering?

      Ghosts pushed back into the darkest corners, pressing deeper into the shadows as he passed, Aries’ words about his life aboard the Eclipse ringing in his ears and flooding him with guilt. “No crime, and nobody goes without food and water . . .”

      How can this place exist so close to the wealth of the city above?

      The throbbing music had increased in volume with each step until finally he’d reached the destination where he now stood. The Velvet Underground. From the outside, it didn’t seem to be anything special. Like most of the structures within the Tubes, it had been carved out of the rock wall. Albeit with more precision, as its walls were smoothed, as though sculpted in place with cinder blocks instead of chiseled out of the regolith.

      Dominated by a massive, solid metal door, the entrance resembled the mouth of some ancient lunar beast. The door was aged and battered, scarred with dents and gashes that hinted at a past, or perhaps present, that was no stranger to violence.

      There was no sign marking the establishment. Django guessed it was either an effort to be discreet, or perhaps an unnecessary expense—waves of music, and patrons clutching beer steins both flowed out of the entranceway as the door open and shut.

      With the music cranked to max volume, maybe discretion isn’t their concern.

      Like many of the Tubes’ other constructs, there had been holes cut in the building's side that looked as though they might have once held glass-filled windows, but now only thick rebar crisscrossed over them.

      Patrons steadily flowed in and out, their faces lost in shadow. Others who caught his eye deflected their gaze and hurried off to their intended destination.

      Ain’t nothing good comin’ out of the Velvet.

      He braced himself and leaned into the old metal door and into the cacophony of smoke and noise that waited inside.

      Inside, the dingy ambiance contrasted with the buildings on the surface, but it was practically a sanctuary compared to the streets outside. Purple lighting cast an eerie glow on the Velvet’s patrons, who occupied the tables and booths lined with bright red cushions. Django, in his pristine Syndicate outfit, attracted wary glances.

      Pirates and thugs, remember?

      The venue was larger and busier than Django had expected. Between the dim interior and the crowded tables, if Marvin was here, it would be difficult to find him. Throngs of people were scattered everywhere, occasionally silhouetted by glancing beams of strobing laser light. Rough cheers and taunts broke through beats in the music, and as Django moved a little closer, he could finally attribute them to patrons arguing over a complicated-looking card game. To their left, a couple of lean, yet fit, men sullenly threw darts at a board fixed to the wall, against a backdrop of unsociable regulars who did nothing but stare at their mugs of beer.

      “Are ya lost, son?”

      A stocky woman behind a counter to Django’s right accosted him, a towel in one hand and a metallic beer stein in the other. The bartender’s arms were nearly the size of most of the patrons and Django didn’t doubt for one second that she could single-handedly keep a rowdy crowd in line. She set the stein down on a lower tier of the bar and lifted another, drying it for whoever would need it next.

      “I'm looking for someone,” Django replied.

      The barkeep's gaze never left her work. “Most folks here don't want to be found; especially by someone dressed like they walked out of an SF District fashion mall. You tryin’ to get mugged, or are you just stupid?”

      “I didn't realize . . .” Django started.

      “Stupid, then.” She cut him off. “I don't think anyone here wants to be found by you. Better head back to your penthouse . . . though I could use a customer with a few credits for once. That said, I don't want trouble in my bar, and you don't seem worth the risk.”

      “I'm not here to cause any trouble. I’m just trying to find someone.”

      “It's not you I'm worried about.” The barkeep gestured to a group across the bar. “There's half a crew of Saturnian pirates been sizing you up since you walked in. If I were you, I'd watch your back on the way out.”

      Pirates. Even though Chuck had forewarned him, Django had naively been hoping the vendor had been exaggerating. His only frame of reference for the term was the tales of ancient seafaring adventures down on Earth: men and women sporting bizarre hats, curved swords, and peg legs, pilfering goods across the Atlantic Ocean to and from the Americas. These modern pirates, it seemed, had traded water-borne vessels for spaceships, but he could hazard a guess they were cut from the same cloth.

      Django had never been one to crave adventure, especially the lethal kind. For a fleeting moment, he wondered how Eventide was faring in this alien universe. Adventure had always been her dream, but he doubted this reality was of the type she'd envisioned.

      The quicker they could get themselves out of the Loop's seedy underbelly, the better.

      “Ma'am, my uncle . . .”

      The barkeep chuckled.

      “‘Ma’am’? I can tell you don’t come down here much—or ever. What's your uncle's name? If he's here, he's here, but don't expect me to share my customers' private affairs.”

      Django sighed. Evidently, not all of Lunar’s inhabitants were as friendly as Chuck, if their earlier exchange qualified as friendly.

      “His name is Marvin Alejandro.”

      At that moment, the song on rotation ended, leaving enough of a gap in the melody for the nearby patrons to hear Django’s words. The barkeep’s face lost all color, her towel ceasing its circular path around the beer stein she had been drying.

      The surrounding chatter also came to a lightning-fast halt as the rest of the bar froze. All eyes were now fixed on him.

      “That's a dangerous name to be speakin’ aloud.” The barkeep lowered her voice as she firmly placed the stein down and poured a yellowish liquid into a smaller tumbler. To Django's surprise, she downed the drink in one gulp. “Especially for the likes of you.”

      Django regarded the comment, uncertain of his next move. He had braced himself for the possible unsavory deeds his uncle might have committed, but he was now being stared down by a dozen patrons who looked ready to gut him and leave him for dead. Was his uncle's notoriety so extensive that even pirates feared him?

      Maybe it’s not fear . . . maybe it’s hate.

      “Last I heard, Alejandro’s dead. One more casualty in the Infinity ‘accident.’” The barkeep lifted her fingers in air quotes around her last word.

      Django’s heart sank. If Uncle Marvin had been here, this woman wasn’t aware of it . . . or she was too afraid to tell him. But Django had a hard time believing there was much that scared the barkeep.

      Even though most of the patrons had returned to their own conversations, Django could feel their eyes still glancing toward him, and thought it was best not to announce that she was mistaken. “I’m sorry,” he offered instead. “The information given to me must have been outdated.”

      “Yeah,” the barkeep snorted. “By a bloody decade.”

      “It’s okay, Leslie,” a confident feminine voice said over his shoulder. “I'll handle this.”

      A wave of dread washed over Django. Saying Marvin’s name here had clearly been a mistake. Why the stars would he tell me to come here if he’s not welcome here, either? He resisted the urge to glance behind him, trusting the barkeep wouldn't permit anyone to shiv him in the back in the middle of her bar.

      Would she?

      Leslie grimaced, moving further down the bar to attend to a customer frantically vying for her attention to refill his drink. “I see ya. I see ya.”

      A flash of red hair shifted to occupy the stool beside Django. “You got a death wish?”

      His gaze met a set of sparkling emerald eyes.

      Rowyn. Django exhaled in relief. The red-haired woman was a sight for sore-eyes. She had cleaned up well since the last time he’d seen her. Compared to the grizzled men and women who sat in the Velvet, she stood out nearly as much as he did. Although she had the good sense to be wearing more appropriate attire, a brown shawl that she’d wrapped around her beige jacket, pulling it up like a hood over her head.

      The last time he’d seen her, Django had dug her out of a rockslide and diverted a group of guards to allow her and their friend Wilder to escape.

      “Marvin told me I’d find him here. How can I do that if I don't ask?” he murmured.

      “You use your eyes and not your mouth, like any other man on this rock would do,” Rowyn replied. Her tone was stern, but her eyes twinkled in jest.

      “Two rums, please, Leslie!” Rowyn shouted over the buzz.

      Leslie nodded from her position at the bar and produced a bottle of dark liquid from a shelf beneath the counter.

      “Rum?” Django's stomach churned at the thought of alcohol. “We're not leaving? Is Marvin going to join us?”

      “Lower your voice,” Rowyn warned. “Since you've made our intentions known to the entire bar, we'll need to stay here awhile and see if anyone takes an unhealthy interest in us. Marvin’s name rarely draws the right kind of attention, and we can't afford to be followed.”

      “Well, if we’re going to be here awhile, maybe you can tell me a little more about my uncle, because I’m really starting to wonder whether I even knew him at all. Why does his name alone make me a target?”

      Rowyn accepted the two drinks Leslie had prepared and stood from her stool. She leaned in to whisper in Django's ear, the strong, syrupy scent of the rum in her hand reminding him of his uncle.

      “We can't discuss this here.” Her cool breath brushed his cheek as she whispered, sending shivers down his spine. Django could smell both the sweetness of whatever perfume she was wearing and the bold, boozy scent of the rum.

      Rowyn placed a hand on his arm and directed Django toward the back of the bar, past the gaming tables and dart boards. Several hardened players eyed Django and his attire, but for the most part, they were much more interested in Rowyn.

      Regardless of her admonishments, it was good to see her―especially back on her feet. Django had been worried the tunnel collapse might have caused her some lasting damage, but the way she strode confidently through the maze of tables told a different story.

      “You're walking okay,” Django observed. “How’s the leg?”

      “It's as good as new. The damage wasn’t all that bad. Inflammation mostly. The doctor was surprised nothing was broken. But enough talk about me. It appears you've had quite an eventful few days. First of all . . .” Rowyn laughed as she selected a booth and sat down. “What are you wearing?”

      Django glanced down at his outfit. Among the sea of people around him, he stuck out like a sore thumb. Everyone else's clothing seemed so alien to him. How was he supposed to know that the outfit Aries had provided would attract so much attention?

      Guess the bright blue pants should have been a clue.

      “This old thing?” he joked, trying to take the embarrassment in stride. “Listen, I didn’t have many options. But it beats sitting on the floor of a dank jail cell.”

      Rowyn squinted at him. “The Syndicate arrested you?”

      “They interrogated me, actually. Wanted to know about my connection to the Resurgence.”

      Rowyn's usually playful green eyes turned serious. “And what did you tell them? You didn’t tell them anything they could use against us?”

      “How could I? I don’t know anything!”

      Rowyn nodded, satisfied with his answer, though she continued to eye the Velvet’s patrons as if expecting someone to ambush them from the shadows.

      “Are you going to tell me what's happening? I feel like my feet have barely touched the ground. One minute, I’m risking my neck to get off the Eclipse; the next, you and Marvin are putting a rifle in my hands! And now here I am in this dive bar filled with pirates and thieves trying not to say the wrong thing for fear of finding a knife in my back. What’s this Resurgence really about?”

      “You see these people?” Rowyn gestured to the crowded space around them, the people each clutching their steins of ale. “They're the fortunate ones. They have a few extra credits to splurge on a drink after a hard day. Most of them are shipping crew. Some are pirates; others are fugitives with nowhere else to go, wanted by the Syndicate Front. But aside from the loners drowning their sorrows, most still harbor hope. They're not revolutionaries, and most aren't even bad people, but the Syndicate’s taken their freedom away from them. You think it's easy to ascend from the Tubes to the Upper Rim? It's nearly impossible.”

      “What does Lunar’s living conditions have to do with the Resurgence?”

      “Everything.” Rowyn's gaze held a fierce intensity. “The only way these men and women will have an opportunity for a better life and those living on the streets will get a chance at survival is if the Syndicate falls.”

      “From what I hear, the Syndicate has a different view. They say the Resurgence would replace order with anarchy. That the power vacuum would cause chaos.”

      Rowyn scoffed. “Do the children huddled in the alley outside seem orderly to you? Because I can assure you, those kids are better off than those deeper in the Tubes. Did you notice the hordes of displaced people in the port when you landed? The ones that the Port Authority have stopped bothering to drive away? Does that seem orderly to you?”

      “I was too busy getting my face scraped along the metal walkway to notice.” Django touched his cheek. The memory of the experience still burned his skin.

      Rowyn ignored his comment. “There's only order for those on the surface. Nobody cares about any of us wasting away down here. Why would they? We carry out the dirty work they wouldn't even dream of doing! Chaos already exists―under the heels of Syndicate boots.

      “The Resurgence doesn't seek anarchy―we just want to live. We want life for those who have been denied it simply because of where they were born. There are more than enough resources in this system to benefit everyone, but eighty percent of the wealth is channeled to the Earth’s surface, where only a fraction of humanity lives. How is that ‘order?’ While those of us below ground and in the outer colonies struggle for survival, fighting each other for scraps, those above us live like royalty!”

      This feels like a speech she’s delivered before.

      “And Marvin aims to change all that?”

      “Marvin and the others who started this movement. We thought he’d died almost a decade ago, but his legacy lived on. We’ve finally grown his vision into the movement he’d imagined and we can only thank the stars that he's alive to see it unfold!”

      Without realizing what he was doing, Django took a sip of his rum. As the liquor burned down his throat and hints of vanilla and caramel danced on his tongue, he decided it wasn't quite as awful as the sludge he'd tried on the station.

      “What about you?” he asked. “Why did you join?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      Rowyn shot Django a playful smile, as if she was about to tell him a story, but her expression quickly soured when her gaze shifted over his shoulder. She grabbed his hand and yanked him forcefully to his feet.

      “Come on,” she said. “We need to leave.”
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      Mikka

      The Chimera

      

      In her pirating days, Mikka Jenax had taken command of plenty of vessels. Most had been more run-down than her small Delta class runabout ship, the Redemption, but there had been a couple times where she had found herself boarding something with a little more class. The pleasure cruisers she’d commandeered had all been owned by affluent Syndicate yes-men and retirees who spent their days drifting through the inner system, with cabins designated for Domani quarters, full-service bars, and infinity pools that looked out upon the stars, all wrapped up in a level of comfort that those in her employ had never experienced.

      The Chimera, however, was so much more than the architects of those vessels could possibly have dreamed of. Even though its design and weaponry confirmed it was a ship intended for battle, it made the finest luxury yachts Mikka had ever boarded seem like the antiquated shuttles and rockets first used to colonize Mars or deploy pioneering equipment to Io.

      Mikka stepped off the Redemption, struggling to keep her jaw from dropping as her feet settled on the Chimera’s cargo bay floor.

      Kiara Ryson followed closely behind her. To her credit, Mikka’s navigator did a better job of maintaining her awe―but that could just as easily have been because Kiara was pissed about being on board.

      No doubt intended to transport substantial payloads of military equipment and weaponry, the Chimera’s cargo bay alone could have housed the Redemption five times over. Despite Abigail’s insistence for Kiara not to ‘scratch the paint’ on the way in, there’d been more than enough room for the navigator to maneuver into the larger vessel’s hold.

      The cargo hold still smelled of fresh paint and newly glazed machinery. Whoever Monroe had seized the ship from had only recently manufactured the vessel. All the strength and might on display suggested it was a military craft and an advanced one at that.

      Even the storage facility was lined with vibrant lighting and holographic displays. Their clarity made the technology in David Aries’ Syndicate Front office back on Lunar seem outdated. Whatever Abigail and her accomplices were planning, they were pulling out all the stops.

      If the engines match the level of sophistication of the decor, Mikka thought, the Redemption had no chance of outrunning this ship.

      She released some of the tension she’d been holding in her chest. She and Kiara had been outmatched and outmaneuvered in a standoff with not just one of these vessels, but four. It would have been insane to make any other move than surrender.

      There will be a time and a place to escape, she reassured herself, but it requires finding the right opportunity.

      Abigail Monroe stood on the opposite side of the hold, facing the Redemption’s loading ramp. The eccentric pirate had changed outfits since their last encounter; she now wore a black cape with gold trim, made from a thin, silk-like material. It was tied loosely at the neck, masking a black bodysuit that accentuated her petite frame in a way that was more than attractive. The synthetic leather clung tightly to her, accentuating her toned, muscular frame. The necklace of bones she wore at her throat was more noticeable, either because of its increased size or the contrast of the pirate’s black ensemble. Either way, a chill ran down Mikka’s spine.

      For someone who claimed never to kill, the ornament was menacingly sinister.

      But that was the enigma of Abigail Monroe, Mikka guessed. She still hadn't figured the pirate out, and that made her more formidable than any Syndicate soldier or bounty hunter who might cross her path. There was simply no predicting the erratic pirate's next move.

      Monroe’s claims not to kill unless in self-defence struck Mikka as an odd code for a pirate, but she knew Abigail manipulated that rule by delegating her dirty work to others. Her tingling spine reminded her to stay alert while aboard the Chimera, regardless of what Monroe claimed. This wasn’t a safe haven for her―not so long as those on board knew about Mikka’s past.

      Abigail’s skin tone was one of the palest Mikka had ever seen, and next to her own darker complexion, Monroe could have been a ghost. People who grew up in the Tubes were often paler than those living on the surface, though a wide range of skin tones and races appeared in both places. Pale white skin such as Abi’s was said to have originated in the northern regions of Earth’s past. Maybe, Mikka supposed, it existed on the Earth’s surface.

      It wasn’t so much Abigail’s skin that made the pirate stand out, but her pale eyes, her white brush-cut hair, and the scar that ran down her cheek. Her small stature was further emphasized by the five crew members surrounding her, each of whom stood nearly a foot taller than her.

      Abigail had managed to become captain of a crew that was, by all accounts, stronger, more intimidating, and likely more experienced. Each of the men and women at her side was at least ten years her senior, yet they had each agreed to serve the sprite of a leader before them.

      Mikka had learned a long time ago never to underestimate a pirate based on appearances—a principle this crew seemed to understand, whether voluntarily or not.

      There was something regal about Abigail’s pose, like a matriarch awaiting a grand procession. The woman Mikka had rescued from the explosion of her own vessel only days before was gone. This woman held the confidence of a ship’s captain. Her eccentricities were still uniquely Abi—the mischievous grin and the unbridled charisma―but the illusion of nonchalance had vanished.

      “Welcome aboard the Chimera,” she greeted, her trademark grin widening.

      The two lead members of Monroe’s crew approached Mikka and Kiara and stripped them of their weapons. Of course, Mikka had hidden most of her gear aboard the Redemption, hoping Abigail might leave the ship alone, but the knot in her stomach told her that was wishful thinking.

      The Redemption had been ill-prepared. It had never faced off against a top-secret military armada before, and even if Mikka had poured all her resources into arming her ship, it still wouldn’t have been enough. There was no black market dealer in the Loop that would have been able to provide her with the parts or enhancements needed to match the Chimera.

      Mikka had considered trying to seize the Chimera by force, exiting the Redemption guns blazing in a desperate attempt to overcome the pirate and her crew, but she knew Kiara would never have agreed to it and they would likely have died in the effort. Besides, she didn't know Abigail’s true motives for attacking the Redemption and singling her out. And there was an infuriating part of Mikka that couldn’t help being intrigued by that.

      She also had no idea how many crew members Monroe had on board, and there were those three identical ships that would provide backup the moment the first shot was fired. Given that Abigail had brought five crew members with her to the cargo hold, Mikka imagined at least another five were manning the ship, though there could easily be another twenty.

      Mikka could take on five lackluster pirates by herself, but two dozen was an entirely different story—especially considering Abigail was no fool. She would have chosen her crew members based on skill.

      All in all, this was one of the craziest situations Mikka had found herself in. A pirate interested not in her cargo, but in her. As far as Mikka could tell, Monroe wasn't planning on killing her, like a bounty hunter would; she'd merely prevented her from completing a delivery because . . .

      Because what? Because a kid with a malfunctioning neuro-implant had told her to? Mikka didn’t quite believe the pirate would be so stupid as to follow the advice of a child blindly, but then again, how well did she really know her?. Throughout history, people seeking power often resorted to desperate and crazy things. Nero, for instance, had killed his own mother following the prophecy of an astrologer.

      Was this any different? And who would be the victim of this modern-day prophet?

      Prophet.

      Mikka snorted. Abigail’s pet was nothing more than a poor kid who’d had the misfortune of being butchered by some back alley bio-hacker.

      The pirates accompanying Abigail made for a motley crew and, like most pirates, had no uniforms to speak of. Each of them, however, excluding Monroe herself, was united by a single element that hung around their necks—two intertwined circles. Mikka swore she had seen that symbol before, but for the life of her, she couldn't place where. It could easily have been a trend started by some Lunar or Martian celebrity; she had always found it hard to keep up with the Loop's latest fads.

      One of the crew approached Mikka, clad in a brown patchwork suit padded for combat. The suit’s nanostructured fabric was designed to disperse blaster fire, and several burn marks on the suit's surface revealed it had seen more than its share of battle. Energy weapons were typically restricted to Syndicate soldiers or the rebels who stole them.

      The crew member herself also appeared to be no stranger to warfare. Her left sleeve, rolled up a few inches, revealed a bionic arm—synthesized flesh covering a nano-carbon appendage. The prosthetic was more noticeable at the hand, which lacked the same deep bronze skin. More fragile than the bionic components themselves, hands were often left bare, as they were more intricate and prone to wear and thus costlier to cover than arms, legs, and other body parts. Besides, the silicon design rarely accounted for nerve endings, so the use for skin was purely cosmetic. For amputees who worked frequently with their hands—mechanics, electricians, engineers, soldiers, and the like—it was more practical to coat the carbon with a protective spray.

      Though the bionic arm should have been a surefire giveaway if their paths had crossed before, something about the pirate seemed familiar, but she couldn't quite put her finger on it. The woman's raven black hair was shaved on the left side, revealing the dark skin of her scalp, while the hair on her right was long and thick and was styled into a braid that reached the center of her back. Her eyes were a striking hazel, her lips slightly parted, and the softness of her face gave the impression that she was about to soothe a baby to sleep, though Mikka suspected, given the woman's choice in friends, that the serene look could morph into a menacing one in an instant.

      “Have we met before?” Mikka asked in a hushed tone. “What's your name, soldier?”

      The pirate had no reason to answer. In the middle of disarming her, she looked Mikka dead in the eye, and her comforting gaze turned haunted. Mikka finally recognized the woman even before she spoke.

      “Penelope Martínez.” Her accent was thick Northern Lunar—a distinct, uncommon accent that was immediately recognizable. Everyone Mikka knew from the three North Lunar settlements spoke fast, with a tendency to omit words and drop their 'r's. “We've met, but I was only thirteen then.”

      A rush of memories flooded Mikka’s mind. Flames flickered at the edges of her vision and the roar of explosions filled her head. The screams of long-dead ghosts echoed from a time she had tried to forget.

      “You're Lex Martínez’s daughter,” Mikka managed, struggling to remain in the present. The flashbacks had become less frequent over the years, but they always lurked on the periphery, threatening to break free and consume her.

      “Yes, ma'am,” Penelope confirmed, her gaze unwavering. “The day we met was the last time I saw my pop. And after what you pulled, I swore that day that if I ever got the chance, I'd kill you.”
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