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CHAPTER 10 

Common side effects include upset stomach, dry mouth, and drows iness. In some patients, more serious side effects may occur. Neural degradation is characterized by hallucinations, mood swings, and marked change of behavior. Talk to your doctor if you believe you are at risk for ND. 

From a neural implant ad 
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[image: THEFIR~1_img16]he grasshopper is small, and there’s nowhere I can go that I can’t feel Ofiera. Even in my bunk, my fingers rubbing the smooth metal of the playback device Hiro sent me, I can feel her swarm of emotions— guilt, worry, and anger—until a headache forms behind my eyes. 

I remember the pain from my neural implant syncing with Hiro’s, but it was nothing like this. At least with Hiro, they were by my side, curled into the same Academy bunk as me, and we found comfort with each other; there’s no chance of that with Ofiera, when we’re more likely to butt heads. 

But I have other things to focus on. Ever since Luce gave me the playback device, I’ve wanted to hear what Hiro has to tell me. Perhaps part of my hesitation now is fear. 

I’m afraid that I’ll put the device behind my ear and hear nothing. 

Maybe Luce was mistaken, and it wasn’t from Hiro. Or worse, I’ll hear Hiro, but they’ll admit to something I don’t want to hear. That they really are a traitor. And I know that Ofiera can’t read any thoughts that I don’t send to her, but could she figure out what I’m up to based on my erratic emotions? I can’t promise I’ll be calm listening to the device. 

I suck in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Fear is just another face of shadow. I must step into the dark to see its true shape. 

Despite my headache, I place the device behind my ear, directly on the bone, and tap it to start its recording. 

“Fucking gods, I’ve started this recording over a hundred times now—” 

I jerk the device off so violently that it tumbles from my bunk to the ground. 

Fucking gods. It is Hiro. 

My heart races frantically. I lean on my implant to calm myself so Ofiera won’t sense something amiss. Somehow Hiro’s voice makes everything real—the Fall of Ceres, Beron’s assignment, the Mother’s assassination. 

I’ll have to kill them. If I find them, I’ll have to kill my partner. 

I don’t want to listen after all. I don’t want to hear the truth. But curiosity drags me back to the device anyway. 

I have to know what Hiro says. I have to know the truth. 

I place the device behind my ear again. 

“Fucking gods, I’ve started this recording over a hundred times now. I’m never going to figure out what I want to say before I say it. You’ll just have to deal with the shitty, rambling quality of it. At least it will answer your questions.” 

THE FIRST TIME I met Hiro, I hated them. The whole class did. The morning of our first assembly at Icarus Prime Military Academy, we were to arrive in the dueling courtyard at 0600 hours properly dressed in uniform, the pleat in our charcoal pants perfectly pressed, our jackets buttoned, and our hair either trimmed short or bound in a bun or topknot. 

But Hiro was different. Hiro arrived at 0612 with their shoulder-length hair vibrant pink on top and black on the bottom and an outfit closer to a Paragon influencer’s than a student’s. Between the floral leggings and the yellow sinvaca leather jacket, I didn’t know what to make of them. 

“Father says hello,” Hiro said to our teacher, interrupting the welcome lecture. They dropped a designer bag at the feet of a student in the assembled two rows, almost as if they expected him to play servant and pick it up. That bag, which likely cost more than my family’s flat on the lower levels of Cytherea, fell sideways into the dirt. 

The instructor sputtered, trailing off the topic of Icarii glory and the responsibility we had as children of the elite. I had been filling in the gaps with my own narrative because I had earned a scholarship—the Val Roux, the highest honor the Academy offered; my parents certainly weren’t powerful, and they couldn’t afford to send me here. But Hiro . . . from their custom-made clothes alone, I could tell their family was wealthy. 

I expected our teacher to yell until his face turned red. Coming to the Academy, I had been prepared for anger and raised voices, something I had heard went hand in hand with military life. That wouldn’t have scared me—I was all too accustomed to cursing and slammed doors in my own home. What scared me was when the instructor went silent, his eyes going icy and his lips tugging down into the smallest frown of distaste. He rolled his head on his shoulders until his neck popped. 

“Run,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper but with all the sharpness of a mercurial blade. “All of you. Laps around the courtyard. Start running, and don’t stop until I say so.” 

I have to give it to Hiro. Even though they were wearing these clear high-heeled shoes that gave them an extra seven centimeters of height, they led the group. It was like they knew their appearance would get us all in trouble and, by doing so, would show us all who was meant to be the top of the class. Their rebellion was also a calculated move to assert their dominance, the clever jerk. 

But I was long-limbed even then, though skinny as a rail, and I had spent years before playing gladius, the sports version of dueling, 

on the lower levels of Cytherea where the recycled air was thick and the pressure heavy. I wasn’t about to let some rich kid show me up when they had been breathing pure filtered air from the moment they were born. Sure, my fellow students may have actually been from the best families across Mercury and Venus, but I wasn’t, so I had a chip on my shoulder and way too much to prove. Hiro had simply walked into the school like they belonged, while I had fought for my place here, never allowing myself to truly embrace childhood but instead throwing myself into a sport I wasn’t sure would pay off. This was what I wanted, and Hiro wasn’t going to take it from me. 

Once the instructor had watched us run ten kilometers, he let us pause for water. I came in second, then threw up my breakfast in the corner of the courtyard. Hiro laughed at us all. 

“I’m Hiro val Akira, bruv.” Everyone knew that name—even me. Hiro’s family legacy stretched back as far as the pacifist scientists who left Mars during the Dead Century War to seed Mercury. Their father was the CEO of Val Akira Labs; some even credited a val Akira ancestor as the discoverer of hermium, the element that powered all our tech. “Don’t even try to beat me!” 

I think I would have kept hating Hiro if we hadn’t been partnered throughout the rest of the day as the top two in our class. Every time anyone said something to me about not belonging, about my secondhand uniform, Hiro threatened them with physical violence, and if that didn’t work, with having the val Akira family destroy theirs. After Hiro’s stunt that morning, everyone believed them. At that point, I wasn’t even sure whether Hiro liked me or they just wanted to fight with everyone else. But I appreciated it nonetheless. 

I’m not sure when I started to think of them as a friend. I’m even less sure when I began to think of them as my family. But I do know, as I listen to Hiro’s voice on the recording device, that I miss them with a pain so tangible, I feel infected with it. My love for Hiro has grown until it has tainted my head, my heart, even my very bones, and now I’ll have to cut those feelings out like a cancer. 

The first time I ever saw you, Lito, I loved you. 

I listen to their words again and again. 

The first time I ever saw you, Lito, I loved you. 

THE LIGHTS ARE off. The ship is dark. I haunt the command deck, because I don’t want to sleep. To dream. To put my trust in my subconscious. 

It doesn’t trust me back. 

Go to sleep, I sing. 

“No,” I tell myself. 

Go to sleep, I beg. 

I am a traitor to myself. 

The stars are bright on our screens because we are close to them. I wish they looked like this all the time. 

Would that I could live on a ship, even one this small. Two people in a place big enough for one. One day . . . perhaps. 

“Go to sleep,” I say aloud. My voice echoes. 

“At least try,” I whisper. 

My eyes are heavy. My body is numb. I lost control of myself hours ago. The first time neural implants adjust to each other is the hardest. Or perhaps it’s not the implants adjusting, but the people. 

I force myself down the hallway and look at the two branching directions. One, to the hab quarters. The other, to the hold. 

The door is open. The beds are calling. I step into the little room and look . . . 

At Lito. At myself. 

Wait. 

Who am I? 

MY MIND SPLINTERS with a headache, and I shove myself upright in bed. My heart races—I was just looking at myself, standing there— 

Where Ofiera stands. 

“Ofiera, what the fuck—” My voice doesn’t sound like I expect it to. Why the hell doesn’t my voice sound like I expect it to? 

Even in the dark I see that her eyes are glazed. Her hands twitch at her sides. 

Shit. She’s having some sort of episode. “Ofiera!” I jump out of bed, heedless of my undressed state, and seize her shoulders. I shake her, and her head lolls on her shoulders. “Ofiera, snap out of it!” 

My heartbeat asks a singular question: Who am I? Who am I? Who am I? 

I saw myself through her eyes—I was her, looking at me. 

Her neural implant is reaching, seizing onto mine, twisting my mind toward its own demise. This shouldn’t be happening, neural implants aren’t meant to pull a mind into another’s body, not without risking the sanity of every party involved— 

She has neural degradation. Thousand gods, she has ND and I’m stuck on a suicide mission with her and she can’t even control herself— 

Red clouds my eye. I grip my shoulder over the gunshot wound. The sky is gray with smoke. Ceres— 

No. It’s the bleed. She is bleeding into me, and I into her, my memories surging up like a tidal wave in a tsunami. Does she see them too? 

The scar on my shoulder roars in agony. A knife slices into my temple. The pain is cutting something out of me—or pushing something into me— 

I scream. 

There’s no one to hear me. 

“OH-FEAAAAAAAAAR-UHHHHH.” 

Someone calls to me. Where are they? Who are they? 

It’s a girl’s voice. Not scared, but playful. 

“Oh-feaaaaaaaaar-uhhhhh.” 

I step over the body on the floor. I must follow the voice. Not far from the hab suites. Just around the corner. 

“Oh-feaaaaaaaaar-uhhhhh.” 

It comes from a glowing doorway. A gate to faerie. Like stories I know from my childhood. 

Tinkling laughter fills the air. 

Oh. It’s my voice. I’m laughing. 

I press a hand over my mouth. Fight the giggles. I cannot scare them away now. 

I step close to the glow and see . . . a thousand little fairies, small points of light. They sing and dance and throw their hands out to me. 

Join me! Join me! 

I want to. I reach out to touch them and—glass. A mirror lies in the way. But on the other side of the looking glass . . . 

If I look just past myself, I . . . Wait, who am I? 

A girl. Brown hair. Luminous hazel eyes. But I am not me . . . 

Little lost creature, who are you? 

MY EYES SNAP open. I’m on the floor. 

Who am I? Who am I? Who am I? 

“Shut up!” My voice is deep. That seems right. 

My mind feels like a fragmented stone, half sharp amethyst points that is me and half . . . Ofiera’s, I suppose, faceted squares of crystallized bismuth. 

I push myself upright and place a hand on each side of my head, which pounds in time with my heartbeat. With the way I fell, I’ll be lucky if all I end up with is bruising. Was any of that real? Too real, I fear. 

And Ofiera . . . I look down the hallway. Where did she go? 

The bathroom? What was that light, those fairies, that mirror? 

“Ofiera . . .” My voice, crackling, sounds like the voice in my memory. Or not my memory, but Ofiera’s head. Her memory? Oh-feaaaaaaaaaruhhhhh. 

The bleed has me so confused I can’t think straight. I was listening to Hiro’s recordings, and then . . . then I woke up, and saw myself— no, I saw Ofiera. Thousand gods, what’s happening? 

In the quiet with my eyes closed, I use my neural implant to call out to hers and . . . and I think I know where she went. 

I come to my feet so quickly my head spins with dizziness and my stomach pitches with nausea. But it doesn’t matter—I run down the hallway to the ladder and climb down. How did Ofiera manage this feat as deep as she was in her hallucination? “Ofiera!” I cry, to no avail. I bound from the ladder and run through the crates in the hold and— 

Freeze. 

She’s in the airlock chamber. The interior door is open, and her palms are pressed flat against the reinforced window on the exterior door. She’s faced away from me, but I can see the reflection of her expression, mesmerized. By what she sees or by the light? By the— thousand gods—by the fairies that are stars? 

“Ofiera, come away from there,” I say. 

She doesn’t seem to hear me. Her hand slinks toward the button on her right, the button that will vent the airlock. But the interior door is open, and neither of us is wearing a suit. 

“It’s space, Ofiera!” 

Not to her. To her, it’s a fairy garden. I know because I saw it too. 

I dart forward as her fingers grasp the button. I snatch her wrist and jerk her hand away. 

My entire body becomes stiff as stone. I cannot even breathe. 

Red clouds my eye. I grip my shoulder over the gunshot wound— 

No, don’t fall now. Focus. Concentrate. 

“Don’t ever touch me,” Ofiera snaps. 

She can talk— 

Her heated eyes rove over my face, but I cannot turn to look at her. My entire body . . . frozen stiff. 

“Don’t you dare!” Ofiera yells. 

She is . . . herself again? 

The edges of my vision go black. I can’t breathe . . . 

“Release me,” she commands, and I do. Each finger unfurls from her wrist, my back snaps straight, and I salute like I am in lineup. Like I am one of the cannon-fodder drones, those unfortunate Icarii infantrymen, and my queen bee commander is demanding the unwavering loyalty of my mind and body. 

She’s Command, I remind myself. A Rapier and a Dagger. And this is what she’s truly capable of. 

She looks me up and down as the tunnel of my vision narrows. 

Gods, Ofiera . . . what have you done to me? 

I am screaming in my own mind. 

What will break first—her will over my body, or me? 

It’s dark. Ofiera says something else, but I can’t hear her. I’m slipping under. 

If Ofiera is big enough to fill my body and her own, where will I go? 

My name is Lito sol Lucius . . . I don’t look like him anymore, but I am him. I am . . . 

Who am I, in this light? 

A shock runs up my spine. I think it’s odd that my knees ache so much, and then I realize I am gasping in glorious cool air. I’m breathing again, and it is as sweet as water on a hot day. Sweeter even. I fell to the ground, to my knees—I collapsed— 

“Lito? Lito! Gods!” 

Ofiera taps my face with the flat of her hand, her arm around my shoulders to hold me steady. 

“Ofiera . . . ?” My voice cracks. 

“Lito!” She throws both arms around my neck. Hugs me. Holds my head against her chest and strokes my hair like a mother would. 

“Ofiera . . .” She smells sweet like coconut. Or is that a memory of Luce? 

“I’m so sorry, Lito,” she says, and tears hit my cheeks—not mine . . . hers. “I’m so sorry . . .” 

I close my eyes and let the nothingness wash over me. The only person I am in this moment is myself. 





CHAPTER 11 

Earth is a cold and harsh planet, but not so severe as her children, the moons known as Selene and Diana. It was common for my family to lose members when raiding the dead satellites and ships in Earth’s exosphere for supplies. But more common than that was for us to lose children to sickness and deformity. 

From Outside Earth’s Moons by Magnus Starikov 
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[image: THEFIR~1_img37]orry makes a nest in my belly, keeping me from both food and sleep. I need to write Ren, and I need to do it soon. But I have thought that for two whole weeks, and have yet to feel brave enough to put pen to paper. 

I while hours away in the chapel, waiting for Ren to call me back to her room. She never does, which intensifies my anxiety instead of subduing it. Ringer visits me each day for confession, more to check on me than to unburden himself. I am not surprised to find him waiting for me today outside the chapel after confession hours are over. It’s like he senses when I need his comfort. 

“In certain lights, you look exactly like Astrid,” he says.

That name again. I have yet to discover who Astrid is, but now that Ringer has brought it up, I change tactics. I furrow my brows and cock my head, placing one hand upon his biceps. Though my worry still gnaws at me, my curiosity takes hold. 

“Would you walk with me, First Sister?” Ringer asks, and I nod assent. He leads the way, and I soon fall into step beside him, each one of his steps equal to two of mine. 

“Do you ever miss your home?” After a moment, he corrects himself. “Do you even have a home to miss?” 

I shake my head and pat the wall as we pass by to indicate that the Juno is my home. As much of a home as I have ever had, anyway. 

“I miss mine,” he says, undeterred. “The longships tethered to the mountainous gray rocks, the brown and white of Earth on the horizon each morning, my family—from my siblings to my cousins—all under one roof, bigger than most Martian families.” 

I raise my brows to show my curiosity. Though it is considered a social faux pas for those of us born on Mars to separate ourselves from those born on Earth, Ringer seems to take it a step further, separating himself from Geans entirely. 

“I grew up on Máni. Though I suppose you would call it Selene.” 

I let him read the shock on my face. Selene is the barely habitable moon of Earth, orbiting alongside its smaller twin, Diana. The moons are home to families from the coldest lands on Earth, places like the Russian Federation and the Ice-lands, and the people who live there do so in the gray area of Gean laws, surviving by repurposing the rubbish left in Earth’s atmosphere and raiding the odd lost traveler. From what little I know, they also have little to no connection to the Sisterhood. 

“I’m sure you’ve met many of us without knowing,” he says. “It’s shameful to leave our families, so those of us who do also leave our birth names behind. My name is Hringar Grimson. ‘Ringer’ came later.” 

We have stopped walking without my noticing. Ringer glances about the hallway, finds it suitably empty, and continues. “You may think that living on Máni or Skadi—that is the true name of what you would call Diana—is a terrible fate, substituting one ship’s interior for 

another, even our homes made of grounded ships. But that’s not so. It’s quite beautiful, and there’s nothing like sharing a longship with your kin.” 

I find that I’m smiling despite myself. Family, at least, sounds nice. 

“We even have temples made of many-roomed ships, places in which we may make offerings to the gods.” 

I had truly believed Ringer a devout follower of the Goddess. Is that not so? Has he his own gods, or does he hold to none at all? 

“Though none of the gods are greater than Freyja, our goddess of war and fertility. She gives in times of raiding and through cultivation of the soil. Were I to further describe her to you, you would find that she has much in common with the Goddess of the Sisterhood. I believe they are one and the same, or were when all humanity lived on Earth. Though I’m sure others don’t share my view.” 

I wonder how Ringer sees me, then. A handmaiden of his Freyja? Is that why he is so kind to me? But as I begin to wonder, he continues. 

“One day, a visiting ship arrived on Máni, a captain and his best soldiers come to feast with my father in his longship. He brought a woman in gray with him, and she did not say a word.” 

A Sister. My heart sinks into my stomach. 

“The day they were set to leave, they asked for Astrid, my sister. She took this as a sign from Freyja, honored to be chosen to fight, and readied herself for war. But it became clear she would not be on the battlefront. No, the woman in gray wanted her to join her order. Astrid didn’t want this, but the captain offered my father whatever he would ask in return for her: ship parts, food, clothing, anything that would make our hard lives easier. My father considered, but Astrid did not. She took a knife—” 

My hands began to tremble. 

“And cut her face like so.” He runs his hand down the length of his face from forehead to chin on both sides. “She did not even hesitate. She said she would go to war or not at all. When my father saw what she had done, he wept, but the captain and the woman in gray did not 

want her any longer, not for the Sisterhood and not for war. I gave thanks to Freyja for Astrid’s quick thinking. 

“But of course, that was not an answer they could bear. It was my fate, instead, that was resigned to the stars. Freyja chose me to go to war, and I joined the captain and his crew so that Astrid might choose her life, even if that life was scarred.” 

He wipes a thumb across my cheek, catching a tear. I didn’t even know I was crying . . . 

“So you see, little sister, whenever I see one of you in gray, I think of Astrid.” 

Astrid and her freedom . . . The Sister could have taken her anyway, sent her to surgery to have her face fixed. But what I cannot say, what I know to be true, is that they deemed her unworthy for her rebelliousness. Why take a girl who would rather maim herself than be a Sister? 

But her story shames me. I would not mar my own face. I had never thought to. And my hesitation with Ren . . . 

I press my forehead to Ringer’s wide chest. This brave man sacrificed his home, his family, his life, so that his sister might live. And yet, instead of blaming Freyja, he continues to worship her under a different name and treats the Sisters as his own blood. He is a brave child in a world too cold for him. Thank you. I cannot say it, but I want to. 

He pats my head like he would his own sister’s, like he would Astrid’s, and a true smile comes to my lips. I must return to my room and write. 

I WAS TEN years old when the orphanage that had cared for me throughout my youth gave me to the Sisters. By then I knew how to read and write, and spent the majority of my time in the small common room perched beside the one-shelf library filled with outof-date volumes on art, history, and engineering. I cared more for those brittle pages and the musty smell of old books than I did my 

fellow orphans. I spoke little. Had I known what was to come, I like to believe that I would have filled my days with talking, or at least with reading my books aloud. But I was quiet and shy and kept to myself. 

Matron Thorne, an old woman with flyaway graying hair and soft jowls hung from a bony, thin body, saw me despite my shyness. She knew I was intelligent and did her best to help me learn, providing me with new reading material whenever she found a cheap manual for trade or allowing me to help her with the maintenance on her simple hand prosthetic. But the orphanage brought in little revenue, and medicine to combat Mars’s low gravity was expensive, so I was forced to read and reread the same passages until I could quote them. 

Strange that I have forgotten so much of who I am, and yet I have not forgotten those books. 

There was no chance of going to university when I had no parentage. I considered volunteering in the military, but Matron Thorne stopped my talk, showing me the stump beneath her prosthetic. “Foot soldiers are easily forgotten,” she said. “You are better than that.” 

Another option was to find myself a trade, and this was the plan of which I was most hopeful. The majority of Martians worked in industry, the factories and their thick gray gases as old as terraforming itself. There were many workshops I could apprentice myself to, and Matron Thorne even knew someone at a mill that made small metal parts for Gean crafts. But it would not come to be. 

The older I grew, the more beautiful I became. I knew this because it was commented upon by all around me: fellow orphans who either vied for my attention or vilified me; strangers we met on errands in town; even Matron Thorne herself. I did not understand beauty, but I did not mind it, for what child ever turns away attention when she has been given so little throughout her life? 

One night Matron Thorne told me someone was coming to see me. In my excitement, I believed that my beauty, that strange but tan

gible thing, had finally drawn a loving couple to adopt me. I groomed myself as well as I could, brushing my hair until it shone like liquid gold. I put on my best dress, two inches too short but cornflower blue like my eyes. I packed my few belongings—a box of matches, an ad I’d found of a beautiful woman selling health care policies, and an assortment of ribbons I’d pocketed one day at market—into my pillowcase and set it aside for later. Certainly my parents would have a suitcase for me filled with new clothes and shoes—shiny shoes that fit my feet, with little golden buckles, like those I envied on other children. 

But the only person who came to visit was a silent woman in somber gray. She did not speak and did not stay long. She gripped me by my shoulders and turned me around and around until I felt dizzy, and then departed. She did not even smile. 

I cried that night, believing I had failed some test, that my beauty was not enough. I should have cried because I had passed, though I did not know that at the time. The next day the Sisters sent another woman in gray who did not speak to gather me, and Matron Thorne pulled me aside and told me to do as they instructed me. If I did, I could have a good life with many beautiful things. 

At the time, I believed Matron Thorne wanted the best for me. Now I think she wanted one less mouth to feed. I am sure the Sisters donated to her orphanage handsomely in return for me, and that she pocketed some of the proceeds for herself. Though perhaps that is what this world has made of me, and she did nothing of the sort. Perhaps she treated the other children to more medicine and clothes and books. If only I could believe such niceties existed for those like me. 

Living with the Sisters was nothing like living at the orphanage. The Temple of Mars had reclaimed Icarii tech that formed a barrier around its grounds, generated gravity, and controlled oxygen flow, and I was thrilled that I no longer had to take the disgusting medication that kept us healthy in Mars’s low gravity. I was never allowed 

to play in the Temple, but outside my window I could watch the bustling space elevator atop Olympus Mons, more beautiful than I could have ever imagined anything man-made. Like the trunk of an ivory tree, the elevator stretched toward the heavens and held the red sky of Mars in its formidable branches. 

I was assigned to the Order of Andromeda—not surprising, since out of the seven Orders, Andromeda is charged with the care and education of children. Aunt Delilah, who was as dark and stern as a winter storm, became my mentor, and I traveled everywhere at her side as her Little Sister. She was so clever I wanted her to love me, and while she could speak, she taught me to communicate with gestures and facial expressions, minute changes of my body. I learned how to sit still as a statue and present myself as cultured. I learned how to care for my skin and to enhance my eyes and lips with cosmetics. 

If I or any of the other Little Sisters spoke aloud, we were slapped. If we spoke again, we were whipped with a cane. If still we continued to make noise, even a whimper from our beatings, we were locked away in what I can only call the quiet room, which allowed no sound in or out, for a whole day without food or water. I learned quickly to hold my tongue. Quicker than many. 

When I turned twelve years old, I woke to find my sheets covered in blood. I cried then, so sure was I that I had done something horrible. I did not fear for myself, never once considered that I was the source of the blood despite the pain in my stomach, but wondered whom I had harmed or killed. Finally my dreams of violence had come to fruition, and I had become a monster. 

My Auntie heard me crying and came to see what was the matter. She did not speak, but in the lines of her ecstatic face, I saw that she was pleased. She held me to her chest and hugged me, then slapped me across the face for making noise. 

That night I was given an adult’s portion of food at the dinner table. Fellow Little Sisters looked on in jealousy, and I preened at my Auntie’s side. They even allowed me a glass of wine, which made my 

tummy feel twisted like a knot and my head clouded with sweat that would not come out. The ordeal made me sleepy. So sleepy that I fell asleep right at the table. 

They had drugged me. Though perhaps that should not be surprising with all else they did to me. For when I woke a Sister, my head throbbed like I had been struck by a grown man’s fist, and when I cried, I no longer needed to control the sobs, for no sound came. 

I was silent. My voice was gone. 

And with it, the name I had always known. 

Somehow, at twelve years old, I had been forced to forget my name. 

I was sent away then to my first assignment, a pleasure liner that brought soldiers home from deployment, with a dozen other Sisters who attended to passengers. And that was when I used all I had been taught, the taking of confession, the act of forgiveness, and, when I grew older, the comfort of the body. Yet I clung, ever so tightly, to the secret part of me. I wanted a home. I wanted a family. I wanted to be anything other than what I was. 

This is what I write to Ren. 

WHEN I FINISH, I stop in front of the captain’s quarters and knock. I have never been more scared in my life than when the door opens and I see Ren on the other side. She leads me deeper into her room, and I shake as I pull the letter, written in a childish scrawl, from my pocket. 

She paces as she reads, her eyes darting over the numerous pages the size of her hand. She could call for soldiers at any moment now. She has the confirmation that I am a traitor to the Sisterhood. 

But beneath my fear is something more, something I hesitate to name: excitement. For someone outside the Sisterhood to have heard my words and responded to my inner thoughts . . . I press a hand to the desk to keep myself from tipping over. I feel faint. 

“You should sit.” Ren guides me to a chair, helps me settle as my head spins. I press my cool hand to my forehead. 

“You’re okay,” Ren says. “You’re safe here.” But I don’t feel safe anywhere. 

When the vertigo ebbs, I find I’m across the desk from Ren, and she’s sitting in the smaller of the two chairs. Which means . . . I’m sitting in the captain’s chair. Her chair. 

She looks at me, unmoving. She doesn’t call for soldiers. Doesn’t name me a traitor. Just . . . meets my eyes. 

“I’d love to talk with you now, if you feel up to it,” Ren says. 

It is hard for me to rationalize the two sides of Ren I have seen. The hardened warrior who punished Second Sister for stepping out of line stands in direct opposition to the lonely captain who asks me to write her and promises me safety. 

It takes all my strength just to nod. She flutters the papers before setting them between us. “I’m sorry you had to face this. You were just a child, and it was unfair of them.” 

Her words make me feel like a fist is tightening around my heart, so I wave my hand through the air as if brushing the past away, like what happened doesn’t even matter. But it does matter, and it chills me to my core that she knows about it now. 

She can see something is bothering me, but she seems unsure as to what. “Why don’t you ask me questions? Whatever you’re curious about.” 

I can’t help but smile, at least a little. The fact that she’s offering me her story in response to mine makes our exchange feel more equal, like a true conversation. Perhaps that is the point. 

A thrill runs through me as I withdraw the tools of my betrayal from my dress pocket. As the pen hovers over the paper, I realize how pathetic I must be, some sad-eyed girl with a sorrowful tale that half the cosmos shares. I harden my expression and let the ink flow without hesitation. 

I start simply. Where were you born? I write. 

I offer the page to her when I finish, and she takes it with her flesh hand. She reads it with a quick flick of her eyes. “I was actually 

born off-world. In a ship.” She chuckles. “So I’m not from anywhere, I guess. Or maybe I’m from space itself, and that’s why I’m so comfortable here.” 

But I recall her dossier saying something different. 

I heard you were born on Mars, I write. I think twice before I hand it to her. 

Half her mouth curls upward, and she musses her own hair. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was nervous too. “Listening to rumors about me?” I start to apologize, but she forces a laugh. “Don’t worry, I’m not upset. Just know that no one truly knows everything about me.” 

Perhaps not even her dossier, I begin to fear. 

“As for where I was born, they don’t issue you a birth certificate until you come planetside. As soon as the ship landed, Mars claimed me as a newborn citizen.” 

Oh. I hadn’t known that. I smile as Ren picks up another pen from her desk and taps it against her lip. “Do you have any friends here on the Juno?” 

I try not to frown as I look at the blank page beneath my hands. Perhaps she expects me to name a few Sisters, but instead all I write is Ringer’s name. 

“Ringer?” Ren asks, eyebrow quirked high. 

Hringar Grimson, I write on another page. 

She reads it but shakes her head. “I haven’t met him. Right now I’m still learning the names of my subordinates, so I can’t say I have any friends yet . . .” I quirk my lips at the idea of a captain trying to make friends. 

What did you want to be when you were a child? I write. Safe territory. 

Ren’s gracious enough not to point out any spelling mistakes I make or my terrible handwriting. “I only ever wanted to go into the military.” 

Why? I ask with a raised eyebrow and cocked head. 

“Why did I only consider the military?” Ren asks, looking at me to ensure she understood my question. I nod encouragement. “Well . . .” 

She looks embarrassed with the way her eyes flick around the room, unable to settle on any one thing. “At first it was only because my father wanted me to. Then . . . I felt that a good warrior could change things. Could change everything. And I want this war to end, for everyone involved.” 

I’m not sure how to answer that, so I place my hands flat on the desk. This is an unmarked section of the map, dangerous to speak of. 

But also . . . perhaps this is what Aunt Marshae wants me to pursue. 

You aim for peace? I write. 

“Just think how much we could achieve during peacetime with the Geans and Icarii working together.” Ren’s eyes float from me to the screen showing the stars beyond. “During the Dead Century War, Earth and Mars fought for one hundred years without progress. One hundred years, and nothing to show for it, nothing but senseless slaughter.” 

I want to disagree with her, but I don’t know enough history to do so. The Dead Century War was fought because Earth continued to demand resources from its child, Mars, while they were both suffering. Unable to help Earth any longer, Mars went to war. And afterward, when the war stopped because the Synthetics abandoned their makers on both sides, there was no choice but for the two planets to enter into a reluctant treaty and become the Geans. While the Dead Century War had raged, the Icarii built paradise and then refused to share it with the rest of the galaxy. 

Her eyes burn as they turn on me, like two coals in a near-dead hearth. “Think of all we could do if we dedicated ourselves to peace. Is there anything you dislike about the Sisterhood you would want to change?” 

I think of the amber-eyed girl thrown out of the Juno. 

There is so much I want to change. Too much for me to fit on one sheet of paper. I could write and write and run out of sheets. I could start writing and never stop. I settle for an affirmative nod. 

“Wouldn’t you like to change it?” 

Her words set off warnings in my head, but I find my hand moving before my mind catches up. How? I consider crumpling the page, throwing it away, but Ren has always shown preference to my honesty, so . . . I hand her the page. 

“By changing the minds of the leaders in charge, or by replacing them with people who aim for peace. Warlord Vaughn is old but refuses to name a successor or retire, and the Mother wants to expand this war now that we have the Icarii tech from Ceres. She will start by expanding the Sisterhood.” 

I don’t ask how Ren knows this. I simply swallow hard at that thought. More Sisters means more girls who will lose their families, who will have their voices silenced, who will lose their control over their bodies to the will of the Sisterhood. A tremor runs through my hand, and I clench it into a fist. 

“It might be worth considering where your future lies in the Sisterhood.” 

I fight a shudder at how close Ren’s words come to my Auntie’s. Why should it matter what I want for my future? If I had a choice, it would be apart from the politics of the Sisterhood, not entrenched in it. I can worship the Goddess in my works by dedicating myself to a single captain and growing a garden of my own; I don’t need to be Her conduit. 

“Let’s talk about something else.” As quickly as she approached the subject of the Sisterhood, Ren abandons it. Perhaps she has sensed how far she has pushed me and how confused I am by her words. “Why don’t you ask me another question?” 

But I am overwhelmed, and the only questions I have are too pointed and sharp, like daggers made of words. 

You’ll make enemies if you talk this way. Why do you care about peace that much? I write. 

But then I realize, she already has made enemies. Enemies like Aunt Marshae and the Mother, who assigned me to spy on her. 

I rip the page from the notepad and make to throw it away, but Ren halts me. “Hey, I said you can ask me anything. Or tell me anything. Hell, call me an asshole for all I care.” 

My emotions run high, and, spurred on by Ren’s boldness, I write down another question. Why did you do that to Second Sister? I stop and scribble out Second Sister. Instead I write, the amber-eyed girl who used to be Second Sister. 

When Ren takes the page from me, her face falls. “Aunt Marshae . . .” Her flesh hand digs into the arm of the chair where she sits. “She brought me proof that Second Sister was a traitor.” 

Traitor, traitor, traitor, my heart beats. 

“She told me it was my duty as captain to take care of her according to the Canon. So I did as she asked. Perhaps it’s a shitty excuse, but I couldn’t think of a way to get out of it.” 

A test. Even Saito Ren had to face a test of the Sisterhood. And if she had refused, Aunt Marshae and the Mother would have had their proof she was a traitor. They wouldn’t have needed to enlist my help. But Ren passed, so here I am . . . 

What if Aunt Marshae made up the evidence against the amber-eyed girl? The question comes so suddenly, my heart jumps into my throat. How much of a fool am I to even consider that? Perhaps not all is as I thought within the Sisterhood, but even Aunt Marshae would never kill a high-ranking Sister as a test for someone else. Would she? 

I take the crumpled-up paper from my lap and spread it flat. Why do you care about peace that much? it reads across wrinkles. This time I hand it to Ren, not with anger, but with curiosity. 

She hesitates as she speaks. “It sort of . . . came to me, after Ceres. I was dying, and . . . I suppose it makes you reconsider things.” She closes her eyes, but I can see the continued movement beneath her lids. 

“A quicksilver blade split me through the Ironskin.” So an Icarii warrior did this to her, perhaps two, since they fight in pairs. Her eyes flutter around the room, looking for something or someone, but she is not here; she is back on Ceres. “I should have died. I wanted to die.” 

Her voice cracks when she speaks. I remember Jones’s words vividly. She’s not the same after Ceres. Is this what he meant? 

I stand from the captain’s chair at last. Walk around the desk until I come to her side. Slowly, so slowly, I take her hand—her flesh hand against mine, tawny against pink. 

She doesn’t jerk away. 

“I didn’t die, so . . . they sent me here. Away from the front lines, because I could no longer pilot an Ironskin. Away from the war. To a battleship, where I will hold a comfortable position with a desk and a soft chair. Where the last person to die will be me, because I will send soldiers to die instead . . .” She snorts. 

My grip tightens on her hand, and I find myself frowning without forcing myself to. Her words have angered me. Of course she’s not the same after Ceres, not after losing her limbs and facing battle after battle. Who is anyone to judge her for that? 

“Don’t give me that look,” she says. 

But I keep my sneer, and her pain melts away until she is at peace. Finally, I smile; I have done my job well to help the captain in a moment of agony. 

“I enjoyed talking with you, First Sister,” she says, looking up into my eyes through her thick lashes. 

Heat rises to my cheeks, and I have to separate from her in order to take my paper and pen. My hand misses hers when she’s gone . . . and I find that surprising. 

I enjoyed talking with you, Captain Saito, I write. 

“Ren,” she says, wearing one of her happy smiles. “Just Ren.” 





CHAPTER 12 

The Icarii as a people are a quilt, a patchwork of cultures, languages, and histories from Earthen societies by way of Mars. For those who are religious, sprawling temples of many rooms are dedicated to the Thousand Gods Below the Sun, kept by priests educated in a variety of historical services and freely available for everyone to worship as they please. There is no place more exemplary of this pluralism than Ceres. 

From A Brief History of Ceres by Toliver val Berquist 

 

[image: THEFIR~1_img1]

[image: THEFIR~1_img42]or two weeks on the grasshopper, I live alone with my aching scar, my memories, and Hiro’s voice. Some things Ofiera dragged from the depths of my mind. Others Hiro imagined into existence. And others still I have not thought about since those six months in the dark basement of the Spire while I healed from the Fall. 

Hiro says they are guilty. 

It should make my mission that much simpler, but all of their answers leave me with more burning questions. 

I know what Beron would say. His voice is the voice of Command. You are a duelist. You have your mission. You must complete it. 

I imagine Luce on the level where we grew up, the air filters flagging, the caustic stench of the meat vats overwhelming. Her annual salary alone wouldn’t pay for her art degree, and our parents would never help her in that regard. Their money is theirs, and ours is also theirs. She would have no choice but to work in a factory. Who else would hire an art school dropout? Lucinia sol Lucius, back where her name says she should be. 

In my dreams, I see Luce turning old and gray, withering as she ages. She begs for me, cries my name, but even though I stand beside her, she cannot see me. When I try to speak to her, my mouth is so full of blood, I can’t form words. I wake when she is a withered husk, riddled with diseases she couldn’t afford to fight. 

The nightmares force me to remember why I’m doing this: I have to kill Hiro so that I can protect Luce. 

Ofiera and I don’t slip into each other’s minds again. Whatever that had been, whether it was ND or Ofiera trying to read my thoughts and going too deep, our neural implants have adjusted and regard each other with strained curiosity and no more. 

I wish I could believe it was simply our way of getting accustomed to each other, something I never had to do with Hiro, since we had grown up together. But secretly I worry it’s something else. Something worse. 

Ofiera knocks on my door, soft and tentative. 

I pause the recording of Hiro’s voice, the soundtrack of my long days and longer nights. “Yeah?” 

“We’re landing, Lito,” she says, and then she’s gone. She doesn’t linger. She doesn’t try to see me face-to-face. We find comfort in speaking nothing about the incident. 

Landing on Ceres is the first time Ofiera and I have been in the same room together since that night. I strap myself into a chair on the command deck as her slender fingers dance across the control panel, turning off the hidden hermium engine and releasing us from gravity’s pull. The grasshopper jitters beneath us, straining against its retrofits. 

It’s hard to believe I’m returning to Ceres. That I’m rocketing toward the place that tore Hiro and me apart a year ago. That almost 

killed me. That would have, if I hadn’t been able to drag us all, bleeding out, onto the nearby shuttle . . . 

I tighten my grip over the armrests, digging my fingernails into the soft padding. Here and now, I coach myself. Not the past. Not the future. We’re only here and only now. 

“They hailed us?” I ask. 

“Yes.” Ofiera’s voice is soft and slight. I had almost forgotten its cadence. 

No, that’s not true. I had forgotten how she sounds when she speaks out loud, not how her voice sounds in my head. 

“Our credentials held up, then.” Since Asters also work with the Geans, the grasshopper is a make and model that won’t draw attention, and we can spoof a code for an unallied trader with Icarii tech. The real test will be down on Ceres, where security will be thick due to the Mother’s Celebration. Our background checks will be more stringent than our ship’s, and since they already scanned us and found two life-forms aboard, they know they’ll be able to arrest or shoot us if our IDs are bad. 

Ceres has no atmosphere, just a hermium-powered dome like Cytherea, so entry is straightforward; the ship’s intelligence has been slowing us down for the past few hours to make this landing, and it guides us now. We approach Ceres at the edge of the dome and pilot our ship to the docks where they’ll either allow or deny us entry. Or kill you, a dark voice whispers in my mind as my shoulder aches. It sounds like Hiro’s. 

Shut up, I tell them, then feel stupid for doing so. I use my implant to clear my emotions. I need to be steady for what’s coming. 

After the grasshopper rattles to rest at its designated dock, the ship hisses as its interior pressure releases. Air from the dome filters in, far fresher than the recycled air Ofiera and I have been breathing for two weeks. At least Ceres was in perigee to Venus and we didn’t have to spend more time together. 

I suck in a deep breath as the comms sound. “Prepárense para ser 

abordados,” a Gean agent says, then repeats herself in both Chinese and English, the three most-used languages in the galaxy. “准备登机. Prepare to be boarded.” 

It’s odd knowing that the Geans are using the tech we left behind. Whatever they find, they keep. Their scientists put it to good use too, testing it to see how it works so they can make their own. Though without access to the hermium, which is only found on Mercury, mass production is impossible. They’re stuck repurposing what they’ve seized. But the Geans are scavengers that way. It’s the only reason they have a shot at winning battles—and why the war has dragged on for so long. 

Ofiera doesn’t open the doors, though. She stares at the grasshopper’s livecam screen, her eyes glassy, caught on something I can’t see. The docks are bustling as usual with tourists and travelers, only these people wear the dark, muted colors and natural fabrics, cottons and silks, that Geans favor instead of the bright hues and synthetic materials beloved on Venus and Mercury. And just as I suspected, security is thick. Geans in military navy patrol in groups of two or three along the docks. If our IDs don’t hold up—and they might not, since the Geans are now using our tech—we won’t just have trouble with the agents coming on board; there’s nowhere for us to run or hide without finding more troops. 

“Ofiera,” I say, my heart speeding. I need her to keep it together right now, not fall into another ND fit. I take a deep breath, commanding my muscles to loosen and my pulse to slow. “Open the door, Ofiera.” 

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t speak. 

Mierda. 

Neural degradation. Characterized by a marked change in behavior after extended use of a neural implant. Symptoms include headaches, nausea, hallucinations, mood swings, losing chunks of time, memories bleeding into your partner . . . I could go on. They warn us all about this stuff in the Academy before we even get an implant. Ofiera should know that as well as I do. 

But if she didn’t report it when the symptoms first started, and none of her other partners noticed anything, no one would have pulled her from the program. No one would be checking her for it either. Most people can have the implant for fifty or sixty years before the slow rewiring of the brain’s neural pathways triggers some sort of cognitive failure, and Ofiera is maybe a year or two older than me, twenty-five at the most. 

But if it’s not ND, then what’s wrong with her? 

Damn it. Our entire mission could be compromised. I can’t imagine the damage she’d do if we were in the middle of a battle when she had one of her breakdowns. 

Grumbling, I reach over her to the control panel and release the airlock doors. As my arm flickers into her view, she snaps to life, moving with all her natural fluidity. Back again. She doesn’t apologize; she says nothing of the lapse. But that’s par for the course with how things have been lately. 

She joins me as we descend to the cargo hold to await the Gean agents. 

Two of the Gean soldiers wait outside the exterior airlock door, standing to the side so they seem to be waiting when they’re really guarding against either of us making a run for it. The third is already poking about our crates of goods, a compad in her hands that looks familiar. One of ours. 

Do not react. Do not let your fear overtake you. It’s easy to push the anxiety away with a simple command to my neural implant. How can Ofiera be so calm when she can’t rely on hers? 

“You have alcohol,” the officer says. She’s a tall woman, almost my height, with brown skin and hair in thick box braids. I recognize her voice as the one that hailed us over the comms. She has that slow and meandering Gean accent. 

“For the Celebration,” I reply, matching her accent. The alcohol is part of our rations, but I had forgotten how Geans abhor the stuff. 

She sniffs pointedly. “We Geans don’t drink so much.” 

But like a greasy trader, I flash a full-toothed smile. “Not on duty— but after, yes?” I’d offer her some as a bribe, but I know they have a law against drinking on the job—against doing anything while in service, actually. Many of them forgo romantic relationships because of how impossible it is to keep in touch with a loved one on a tour of duty. Their standard military contracts are for five years. But catch a Gean officer off duty? Well, all that bottled-up angst has got to escape somehow. 

She looks at her compad instead of meeting my eyes. She’s disgusted by me. Good. It’s better than being suspicious. “IDs,” she says, and once again, I fight a wave of panic with my implant. Ofiera produces her ID before I do as if it was just at her fingertips. I take time to dig through my pockets to find mine, then hand it over. 

She scans them both with the compad’s face away from us. The machine beeps twice, but she remains quiet as her eyes flick over the details provided. 

Is she reading our manufactured backstory, or is she already sending a warning to her fellow Gean officers that there are two spies on Ceres? 

“Coming from Vesta?” she asks at last, naming one of the Aster settlements as her thick eyebrows furrow. 

“Originally Pallas,” Ofiera answers easily, naming another. “We passed through Vesta last to pick up supplies. You know, buy some spare parts, restock on water, eat freshly grown meat for once.” 

I can practically hear the officer’s sneer as she hands our IDs back, but I feel only relief. The asteroid belt and its planetoids are Aster territory, and the majority of humans who prefer Asters and ships to a stable life planetside are outcasts and pirates, like Dire and his smugglers. But I’d rather have her judge us on our falsified places of work than our real identities. 

“Enjoy the Celebration,” she says, clearly not caring whether we do or not. She tucks her compad beneath her arm. She’s done here, ready to check the next ship. Thank the thousand gods. 

“Gracias por su ayuda,” Ofiera says in flawless Spanish. 

The officer replies in a language I don’t know. Swahili, maybe? Hiro was always the one with the ear for languages. They could mimic anyone and collected accents like fashion statements. 

The woman passes through the airlock; then, at a wave of her hand, her two fellow officers fall into line, and all three leave the grasshopper. We wait for them to disappear behind another ship, pretending to check our own cargo after landing, before we turn to each other. 

“You speak Spanish?” 

Ofiera quirks a brow. “Ich spreche alles.” 

Most people who speak German also speak another of the main languages, so I never bothered to learn. Same with our mother’s Italian, other than the basics that are close enough to Spanish. Instead I took up Japanese for Hiro and made a valiant attempt at Chinese, but I was shit with the tonal pronunciations, and Hiro was too busy laughing at my poor conversational attempts to correct me. 

I ignore Ofiera’s little jab and instead gesture with my thumb to the ramp. “I have a place I used to go for information. If it’s still there, it’ll be the place to go now.” 

“If.” All Ofiera’s playfulness disappears. “I have my own sources,” she says, and somehow I don’t doubt her in the least, but she is so closed off about her feelings that she is unknowable even through the implant. 

Ofiera adjusts a gray scarf around her neck, pulling it up over her hair in its messy bun. “Meet back here when the dome simulates sunfall?” 

She could’ve just said at sunfall, and I would’ve understood. “Yeah. See you then.” 

She sighs somewhat sadly and steps out of the ship. I watch her go before returning to the hab quarters. 

I dump out the backpack and regard the few items Command allowed us: Gean coins, varying in thickness to denote value; an ear

piece somewhat like the playback device Hiro left me, old by Icarii standards but still used by the Geans to send and receive vidcalls; and my mercurial blade. 

When I slip the hilt of my sword into my jacket’s hidden pocket near my armpit, I feel complete again. A warrior once more. 

I can’t fail, I think. I won’t fail. I will assassinate the Mother. I will find Hiro. 

I debate taking the playback device. I know I shouldn’t; if I’m caught with it, no ID will hold up against the truth of Hiro’s words. Then again, I shouldn’t have brought it with me on the grasshopper in the first place. 

Reasoning that it is just as dangerous left on the ship as with me— which a part of me knows isn’t true—I slide the device into a hidden compartment in the heel of my boot. 

With nothing left to do on board, I head down to the hold and step into the airlock. The exterior door is open, but I can’t bring myself to leave. I stand there hesitating, debating what I’m feeling. The bullet wound scar on my shoulder throbs, as if it knows I’ve returned to Ceres. 

But there is no time for fear. 

I return to the place where my life fell apart. 

I HAUNT THE streets I once called home. My heart aches with longing for the ghosts of my memory. I stop at a bakery that used to sell red bean buns but now stands empty, the glass windows shattered and partially covered with plastic sheets. 

All of Ceres is like this. The smell of cooking in the close cobbled streets has been replaced with the metallic tang of destruction and decay. The families who used to spill out into the neighborhoods are missing. Chunks of cobbles have been blasted to pebbles, while sidewalks ripple like a tree’s roots have pushed up beneath them. Once well-tended plants now brown and die on apartment balconies. 

But what’s most jarring for me are the streets that remain untouched. The shops
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