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“In a non-rotating black hole, the singularity, rather than existing in a ring or a circular line, exists at one specific point, the point singularity.” 


-From an introductory astrophysics textbook, University of Sao Martim, Vila Nova do Sol, Colorida










CHAPTER ONE










ARAN





Aran winced as something shattered on the wall behind him. He hit his communicator. “Dessi!” he shouted through it, then ducked behind the fallen table as another object came flying through the air towards his head.


“You can’t hide there forever.” The raider man’s voice was smooth and cold with menace, and made even more menacing by the fact that this was someone Aran knew by name. The two of them had been discussing logistics calmly, if not with outright cordiality, a few minutes before. 


Circumstances considered, Aran couldn’t particularly blame the raider for his lack of friendliness. But still …


“I will drag you out, Aran, and then I will kill you.” There was an unpleasant, sibilant hiss to the raider’s voice, and Aran bit back a yelp as a shock of electricity jolted up his arm from the worn bracelet on his wrist.


If it hadn’t been abundantly clear that the raider in front of him had succumbed to the charak that had infested the minds of most of the raider crew, that would have been a very good hint.


He peeked out from where he’d taken refuge behind a table. Ani was hissing angrily from inside his cabin, one door away, but she hadn’t tried to melt her way through it yet, thank the Holy damn Mystery. Aran had taken to leaving her in the cabin. The bracelets that he and Istvay had made to prevent the charaks from taking over their victims’ minds and bodies were failing on an unfortunately regular basis, and Ani had unfortunately black-and-white views on anything that attacked Aran, whatever the reason. And despite the raiders’ current hostility, Aran couldn’t exactly let his crewmates—former crewmates, a small, uncomfortable voice in the back of his mind reminded him—be murdered by an irate Ani.


On the bright side, the charaks didn’t seem to have realized yet that it was the bracelets that were keeping them from taking over their hosts’ minds as easily as usual. That wouldn’t last forever, probably, but in the meantime, it meant that all Aran had to do to stop this was—


The raider grabbed the table, the material splintering under his claws, and yanked it away, leaving Aran exposed in the centre of the floor. “I found you,” the raider crooned, his sharp canine teeth gleaming white in the corridor lights.


Aran yanked out the vial of acid wash he’d shoved into his supplies pouch earlier and upended it over the raider’s wrist where corrosion had all but eaten away the thin metal bracelet he wore.


The raider snarled in pain, grabbing Aran’s shoulder with his free hand, claws cutting through fabric and into flesh. “How dare you …” he began.


Then he winced as the acid, which had been chewing steadily through the corrosion, cut through it at last, and an electric spark buzzed up his arm.


He let go of Aran, cursing, and Aran tumbled to the floor, gasping for breath. Blood soaked through his shirt where the raider’s claws had bitten through his skin and into the muscle, but in the breathtaking relief he could hardly register the pain.


“I am—I’m sorry, human.” The raider’s words were a mix of embarrassment and hostility.


Aran drew in a shuddery breath and pushed himself to his feet, shaking his head. “It’s fine.” 


“Do you—do you need me to get you a bandage?”


Aran sighed. 


The war with the yibos, started by Krevai and Sharda, had been, as far as he could tell, popular among the raiders. And after he had essentially blackmailed them into suing for peace, rather than wreaking absolute destruction across the entire system, he couldn’t exactly blame them for not feeling friendly towards him. He still felt an uncomfortable surge of guilt every time he remembered the betrayed look on Krevai’s face when he’d told the captain that he’d burned the cure Istvay had found for the charak infestation, and that the only way of getting it back was to stop the war with the yibos, sue for peace, and find a cure for Istvay so that they’d be able to rewrite it. 


He couldn’t feel entirely sorry for what he’d done, not really. He’d disappointed his friends, angered possibly the most dangerous species in the system, and given everyone a very solid reason to murder him as soon as Istvay had given them the cure, but he had stopped the war. And when he remembered the sight of the screaming, terrified yibos as they fled from the raiders, blood and viscera strewn across the streets as the raiders tore into their prey—if he’d had a way to stop it, and chosen not to, that would be on his head. 


“Aran?”


He sighed again. “Let’s—let’s just get this done, I’ll take care of it when I’m back in my cabin. Not like I don’t have practice.”


The raider looked, if possible, more guilty than he had before. “I’m—I am sorry, human, truly. I didn’t mean—I’ll call Dessi. She’ll be angry if her human gets injured, and I don’t want her taking it out on me.”


Aran managed a tight smile. The pain in his shoulder was soaking into his consciousness now, and he couldn’t help but wince every time he tried to move his arm. “Just scrub your bracelet with acid, please, and don’t take it off while you’re doing it. It’ll sting, but—”


“I understand,” said the raider gruffly. He was looking more guilty by the moment. “Listen, why don’t you let me—”


“I told you, I’ll be fine,” snapped Aran through his teeth. 


The raider looked at him in mild shock, and he drew in a deep breath. “I’ll be fine. You can call Dessi if you want, but in the meantime, you said Krevai wanted some information. So let’s damn well give him the information so you can go take care of your damn bracelet and I can go back to my cabin and deal with this before I pass out. This is the third time in the last two days yours has failed.”


The raider looked unmistakably shamefaced now. “Yes, yes, of course,” he muttered. He pulled up his data pad and handed it to Aran. 


Aran peered over it quickly, then squeezed his hand to pull up his palmscreen, trying to hide his wince, and copied the figures onto the data pad. “There,” he said, handing the data pad back to the raider. “Those are the atmospheric gas concentrations on Colorida. They’re very similar to most of your planets, but with a slightly less oxygen-rich composition. You shouldn’t need breathing apparatuses, though.”


The raider nodded and took back the pad. “I will let Krevai know, then,” he said. He paused a moment. “If you’re sure you’re—”


Aran’s shoulder was throbbing in earnest now, and he was trying very hard to hold onto his temper. “Just go. Please. If I—”


The door to the small room where the two of them were standing slammed open, and Dessi stepped in. 


The other raider’s shoulders drooped in relief, and he picked up the data pad and ducked out the door past her.


“Aran.”


Aran’s stomach sunk at the tone in Dessi’s voice. He glared down at the ground, not actually wanting to meet her eyes.


“I’ve told you a hundred times not to hold your little meetings—” she stopped, sucking in a breath, and crossed over to him quickly. “Are you alright?” 


He sighed and looked up, trying to smile. “I’m—I’m fine, Zoran just—his bracelet failed, but I was able to get it back under control pretty quickly, so—”


Dessi, who’d clearly decided to ignore him, was examining the claw marks on his shoulder, a hint of concern showing through the sharp irritation in her expression. 


He jerked his shirt back up over the injuries and stepped back sharply. Something about the way his heart was pounding, and the sick feeling in his stomach at seeing the anger in the face of the raider scientist he’d once considered a friend, was too much to bear at the moment. “I was trying to keep anyone who’s bracelet failed from either attacking the crew, or being killed by Ani,” he snapped. “That’s why I’ve been holding my ‘little meetings’ in here, and if you really want me to change that, then tell Krevai to make it a damn order.” His voice was shaking, and he knew it, but Dessi knew him well enough by now that there was really no point in trying to hide it. 


Dessi sighed, and her voice was a little more gentle when she spoke again. “At least let me take care of that,” she said, gesturing to his shoulder. “If you bleed out, you won’t be any help to us on our way back to Colorida.” 


The flood of adrenaline was draining from Aran’s system, leaving every muscle in his body shaky, and his shoulder throbbed, and he was pretty sure that if he took the time to actually examine the injury, he might throw up. “Fine,” he said shortly. “I was—I was just going back to check on Istvay anyways.”


Dessi followed him out the door and down the corridor of the raider ship without speaking. She hadn’t seemed to have much inclination to speak to him, except on the most urgent matters, since—well, since he’d given Krevai his ultimatum to stop the war, and then had returned to his cabin to find that Ani had, through some form of parthenogenesis that the part of his mind that wasn’t completely drowned in guilt was absolutely fascinated with, produced offspring. Seventeen of them. 


The horrified raiders had insisted that a portal be opened to Joias immediately to return himself, Istvay, Ani, and her offspring posthaste, along with everyone else from Joias, and since then, everything had been a blur of trying to keep Istvay alive, trying to keep Ani from killing the raider crew to avenge his honour, trying to keep the raiders from killing each other and himself, and trying to figure out if he was going to have to stop the raiders from destroying the whole of the Joias system as soon as they arrived. 


Thankfully, it seemed the last point wouldn’t be a problem—Ani’s offspring had terrified even the raiders enough that their sole motivation appeared to be getting Ani and all of her babies back through the portal, getting the cure for the charak infestation that Istvay had come up with but was currently far, far too weak to replicate, and then getting back home as quickly as possible. Probably after exacting some unspecified revenge on Aran for his part in all this.


It had been enough of a whirlwind that Dessi had been just as busy as he had. But somehow, he doubted her coolness towards him was based on how busy she’d been.


“Wait just a minute—” he said over his shoulder when they reached the door. He pushed it open and ducked through the thick webbing that Ani had begun to spread with reckless abandon across their cabin. Why she needed to build a nest once her offspring were hatched, he wasn’t sure, but she seemed inordinately proud of it, and he didn’t have the heart to ask her to take it down. If she would even listen to him anyways, which was unlikely. But it did mean that there was always the possibility that you would bump into a hanging strand that contained one of the seventeen infant land devils, and then you would either be stung by the baby, or hissed at by a protective Ani. For Aran, it was less of an issue—in his three-years’ association with Ani, he’d long since developed a partial immunity to land devil poison, and Ani might hiss at him, but she’d never actually try to hurt him. Warning noises aside, she seemed relatively unconcerned when he interacted with the newborns. This indulgence did not, however, carry over to the raiders. And with the newfound tension between the raiders and Aran, her attitude had not improved.


“Hey, sweetheart,” he called softly, pushing aside a strand of webbing. “Dessi’s coming in, okay? No need to kill anyone, she’s a … a friend.” His voice choked a little on the last word, but he cleared his throat and ignored it.


A moment later, there was a suspicious chirp from Ani, and then she dropped down onto his uninjured shoulder, grumbling. He reached up and stroked her, and he could feel her alert posture relaxing a little. “She just wants to make sure I’m not hurt too badly, I guess,” he whispered, scratching Ani under the chin.


She must have sensed his distress, because she clamped her suckers down harder across his shoulder and shoved her bulbous head under his chin. He laughed a little, despite himself, and she chirruped questioningly.


“Yes,” he whispered. “It’ll be alright. We’ll—we’ll get back to Colorida, and we’ll get Istvay fixed up and—” he trailed off.


No use thinking past that. At this point, even reaching Colorida was beginning to look impossibly far away.


He looked over the hanging web strands between himself and the door once more, checking carefully for any sign of a land-devil hatchling that he’d missed on his way in, then called, “You should be okay to come in.”


Then he turned to the complicated machine next to Istvay’s bed that the yibo medics had instructed him and Dessi how to set up. The line that indicated Istvay’s heart rate was a steady pattern of uniform spikes, and his friend’s breathing, though shallow, was steady. Aran laid his hand on their chest anyway to reassure himself, and closed his eyes wearily.


Istvay had regained consciousness once or twice since the yibo medical team had taken over their care via holoscreen—no one would agree to come onto the ship, not with Ani nesting on it—but never for more than a few minutes at a time. 


Aran closed his eyes and swallowed hard, the slow rise and fall of Istvay’s chest under his hand equal parts reassuring and terrifying.


The ship was on its way back to Colorida. He and Dessi had the technology and the information to cure them, and between that and the genetic research files they had in the labs in the Sao Martim University, Istvay just had to hold on for a few more days.


“Aran.” Dessi had ducked through the hanging webbing, and now she was standing behind him. There was a mixture of exasperation and something else that he couldn’t quite read on her face. “You may as well let me get you bandaged up,” she grumbled. “I doubt your Istvay will agree to help us if we cure them, and you keel over two minutes later.”


Aran managed a small smile and stood, and she sliced through his ragged shirt with a medical knife, peeling the blood-soaked cloth gently back from the injury. He gritted his teeth at the sharp sting of spray-on disinfectant, and then she fitted a bandage carefully over the wound and stepped back, examining her handiwork. “There,” she said. “That should at least keep you from losing too much blood—I’m not going to overwork my replicator just because you refuse to be careful.”


Aran nodded, not meeting her eyes. “Thanks, Dessi,” he mumbled.


He could feel her watching him, but he didn’t look up, and at last, she sighed. “Well, if that’s the only place you were hurt, I’d best get back to my lab. I’ve got plenty to do. I’ll send through some information for you to work on, since I know it’s next to impossible to get you to leave your Istvay for five minutes.”


He nodded again, still without looking at her, and after a moment, she turned away. He could hear her footsteps leaving, and the click of the door behind her, and he felt the way Ani relaxed on his shoulders when they were finally alone.


He sank into the chair he’d pulled up beside Istvay’s cot, pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. 


He wanted to cry. He wanted to curl up under a blanket and not come out again until everything had blown over. But that wasn’t an option—he’d known it wouldn’t be an option, from the moment he’d decided to infuriate the raiders, and turn all his friends against him, to stop the war and save Istvay. 


It had been the right decision. It was worth it. At least, intellectually, he knew it was worth it. But he wasn’t sure how much longer he would survive this.


Ani gave him a comforting little chirrup and wrapped her tentacles around his upper arm, and he reached up to rub her head, trying to smile.


“Hey, Pishti,” he whispered, laying his hand on his friend’s chest again. 


Istvay’s face was turned away, their shoulder-length black hair spread across the pillow. Their skin was stretched so tightly over their skull that they looked almost like a corpse already, and their restless movements beneath the blankets had subsided over the past couple of days, as if even that was too much effort.


“It’s going to be alright,” he whispered, even though he knew they couldn’t hear him. “We’re already back through the portal. We should have you to the university in less than twenty-four hours, and getting the cure finalized and ready to administer should only take another twenty-four hours or so after that, according to Dessi. You’re going to be alright.”


Istvay moaned softly, the sound almost too quiet to hear, and Aran squeezed his eyes closed and dropped his head back against the wall.


The fact that Krevai hadn’t deigned to speak to him in days, Dessi’s icy silence, the attacks of the charak-infested raider crew that were growing all too frequent—none of that mattered, ultimately. None of that compared, even the slightest, to this. 


He would get Istvay back in time. He’d do it if it killed him. 


And he was increasingly coming to think it might.










CHAPTER TWO










ALBA





Alba took a deep breath, fighting the panic tightening her throat, forcing her hands to unclench from her tunic as if it was a lifeline and she a drowning swimmer. 


This was ridiculous. 


She knew it, but it still took an almost impossible force of will to make herself turn her gaze out the porthole in the small, cramped cabin on the yibo transport ship.


It was a testament to her newfound importance that she had been given a cabin with a porthole, and she wasn’t about to complain about anything the yibos decided to do that showed the smallest measure of respect for humankind. But she would have much preferred an interior cabin, with no view out into the blackness of space. 


She was still shaking after their passage through the portal, twelve hours previous.


It had gone off without a hitch—of course it had. The yibos were the ones who’d created the portal technology to begin with, and a yibo captain was piloting the ship. Of course there hadn’t been a mishap.


And yet, none of those facts made the slightest bit of difference to the icy, horrifying flashbacks—the portal closing, the jags of bright electricity, the way the diplomatic ship had looked from the plex windows of the tiny escape pod as it split itself apart, disgorging its cargo of human lives in an icy wash of death.


Now, though, the stars she saw when she looked through the porthole were the ones she recognized from her childhood, almost unsettling in their familiarity. 


And far away … Yes. She could see it, even from here—the small, blue-green dot shining in the reflected light of the sun.


Colorida.


Home. 


She stared at it for a long moment, and then had to close her eyes against the blur of tears.


They were going home.


There was a tap on her door, and she blinked hard and cleared her throat. “Just a moment,” she managed, and fumbled for the control that would open the door.


When it slid soundlessly open, she was unsurprised to see Yosip standing there. His usual good humour shone in his eyes, and there was concern written across his features that she knew was for her—but even that couldn’t disguise the pallor of his brown face, the shocked relief still half-hidden behind his expression.


She knew him well enough to guess that for him, as much as her, the thought of going home was something so viscerally, unutterably relieving that it was almost frightening.


“Alba,” he said. “May I come in? It turns out we have an old acquaintance aboard.” He glanced over his shoulder with his usual friendly smile. “Feliu ran into her last night—she was looking for you. But she said it wasn’t urgent, and we both thought that you needed your rest after everything we’ve been through the past few days.”


Alba almost laughed at that. If only Yosip had any idea of how entirely ineffective her trying to sleep was, under the circumstances—going home, yes. But going home when their home system could well be under control of a dictator who had every reason to want her and everyone else in the diplomatic party dead, and she in the company of aliens who, although aboard a civilian ship currently, had the military power, only a message through the portal away, to destroy their entire system. 


The yibo had destroyed the Labarinto System, settled five hundred years earlier by their sister colony-ship. Their transport ship was bringing some of the survivors of that destruction back through the portal with them, seeking refuge in another human system. 


And Alba knew very well that if she could not ensure that the yibos’ brief presence in their system was met with peace, rather than hostility—which would almost certainly be Cavaco’s preferred method—that could be the story of the Joias System next. 


“You may as will bring her in,” said Alba.


Yosip stepped through the door and nodded over his shoulder, and a moment later, a tall, familiar figure ducked through the door after him.


Alba raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Reka?”


The government agent’s face was drawn in exhaustion, her torso heavily bandaged, and Alba could see even through the stoic expression on her face the pain she must be in. Her uniform was torn and stained with blood, her sleek half-shave partially grown out. There was a look to her face that was neither exhaustion nor pain, although it contained both, but a sort of haunted sense of loss. But she still exuded the same cool, smooth self-assurance that she’d been known for back on Colorida.


“Chief Justice,” she said curtly, nodding her head. 


Alba frowned. “Reka. I was under the impression you were travelling with Savina and Joska.”


She caught the small, almost involuntary reaction at that, the way Reka’s face tensed and her shoulders drew in. But she just shrugged. “I was. I joined the transport ship at the meeting point.”


She didn’t elaborate, and Alba didn’t press her. It was hardly her business. “Please, have a seat,” she said instead.


Reka nodded, a flicker of gratitude in her expression, and sank into the seat that Alba beckoned her to with a barely concealed sigh of relief. “I appreciate you making the time to see me, Chief Justice.” 


Alba shook her head. “Please. The usual formalities are hardly necessary, I think, after what we’ve been through.”


Reka studied her, and Alba almost found herself stepping back from the intensity of the woman’s gaze. At last, though, Reka nodded. “You’re right. We don’t have the time for formality.” She leaned forward. “There is a good chance that when we come back, Cavaco will have taken power. What is your plan to deal with that?” 


Alba sighed. “I’m not entirely sure. I’m hoping that there will be enough sane voices left in the Council that I will be able to convince them of Cavaco’s duplicity. But until I understand what’s happening on the ground—” she shrugged helplessly.


Reka’s dark eyes bored into hers with an uncomfortable intensity. “You think that will be enough?”


Alba snorted. “If you have a better suggestion—”


Reka huffed out an amused breath. “I’m no politician, Madam Chief Justice. I thought that would be very apparent, considering my history.”


Alba watched her. “I—am aware of your history,” she said at last. “I hardly think I need to tell you that as far as I’m concerned, your record will be wiped entirely clear when we return.”


Again, that sharp flash of something that felt almost like pain in Reka’s expression. “I didn’t fulfil the warrant on Savina,” she said quietly.


Alba raised her eyebrow. “Perhaps not. But you have saved hundreds of civilian lives. I’m not going to begrudge you a warrant.”


Reka flashed her a small, wry smile. “Maybe. But the next person she kills might feel differently.” She sobered. “That’s not why I’m here, though. Madam Chief Justice, I know you worked across from Cavaco. But I doubt you know him like I do.” Alba was silent, watching her, and again she saw that flash of a sardonic smile on the woman’s face. “He’s very respectable in public. And you all, you politicians—you believe that. Because you don’t want to believe the kind of thing that lurks underneath the pleasant smiles. You want to believe that someone who knows the correct protocols, and calls you by the correct names, follows the silly little rules of your Council meetings, would never stoop to brute violence.”


Alba had to pull in a steadying breath.


Reka was right, of course. Back on Joias, the violence inflicted by politics had always been something far away and removed, something that happened to someone else, carried out by other, less civilized people than those who sat in the halls of law.


Her time in the yibo system had disabuse her of that notion forever. 


It was funny how the moment one experienced such violence oneself, it became that much more difficult to ignore, even when happening to someone else.


And she still could see Karri’s face, the yibo politician who’d put her reputation on the line to protect human lives, and who’d been killed for it. In the horror of the raider attack, and then the chaos of trying to get Aran and his pet monstrosity back through the portal, Alba had hardly had time to think of it. But she knew when she did, the thought would make her ill.


“He’s not going to try to win people over by arguments.” There was still that sardonic note in Reka’s voice. “Oh, he will as long as he thinks that will gain him what he wants. But make no mistake, Alba. He will not hesitate to kill every last person on this ship, if he thinks that’s in his best interest. He will not hesitate to plunge the system into war—yibos, raiders, it doesn’t matter. He believes he has the power to deal with any alien threat. I know him. So I came to warn you—don’t make the mistake, in your calculations, of thinking that Cavaco will play by any of the rules you ‘civilized people’ put on yourselves. He’s far more like me or Savina than he is like you.”


For a long moment, there was silence in the small cabin. At last, Alba nodded slowly. “Thank you, Reka. I appreciate your insight. If you have any suggestions on a course of action—I would welcome them.”


A spark of surprise flickered across Reka’s face, instantly concealed, and for an unsettling moment, Alba was forced to consider how very shocking her willingness to listen would be to someone who hadn’t spent the last few weeks or months in crowded refugee quarters with her and the others.


At some point, she would have to confront the reputation she’d earned on Colorida, and she was quite sure it would not be a pleasant experience.


But there would be time to worry about that later. At the moment, what mattered was getting the humans back through the system without sparking a human-alien war, and then, somehow, finding a way to draw Cavaco’s fangs for long enough to warn the rest of the Council about him.


At last, Reka stood. Her sardonic smile was gone, her eyes once more respectfully on the ground. “I’m sorry, Madam. I don’t have suggestions, just cautions.”


“Thank you,” said Alba at last. “I appreciate your candour.”


Reka nodded and slipped from the cabin, leaving Alba and Yosip alone. 


Yosip sighed and sank into the chair that Reka had vacated. “I wish I could say I disagreed with her, Alba,” he said quietly. “But those of us who have worked farther away from the centre of politics—” he shook his head. “I’ve seen what his policies in the Rim Mountains have done. Anyone who would be willing to inflict that sort of brutality somewhere far away, where it can’t be seen—that person will not hesitate to inflict it closer to home, if he thinks he can get away with it. Violence begets violence, and those who thrive on it know that.”


Alba nodded, and closed her eyes wearily. “Cavaco has always been a threat. I suppose Reka is right. I was simply never prepared to accept the extent of it.”


For a moment, the two of them were silent. 


“Well, Alba, if you feel up to it, I think perhaps we should call Feliu in,” said Yosip at last. “Even putting aside the danger Cavaco poses, I doubt anyone on Joias has any idea of the extent of the danger that a combined yibo and raider aggression could cause. We should strategize our next move to ensure this encounter remains peaceful.”


Alba sighed. “You’re right.”


Yosip gave her a weary smile, but there was that ever-present twinkle in his eye despite the seriousness in his face. “Best not to borrow trouble when we have plenty that’s rightfully ours.” He paused. “And our yibo hosts—are they, too, preparing for war?”


Alba shook her head uneasily. “I believe I’ve made them understand that their ships appearing in our airspace without warning will look like a threat, and they must not act the part of aggressor unless absolutely necessary to defend themselves.”


“It’s reassuring that this is clearly a transport, not a military ship,” Yosip murmured. “At least, it is if the democratic government is still in control. I’m afraid that if Cavaco has seized power, however, the perception of weakness may be more a liability than an asset.”


Alba nodded grimly. “We shall have to hope, then—”


She was cut off abruptly by shouts from the hallway, and the harsh buzz of the yibo communicator attached to her wrist. She swore under her breath. “Just a moment,” she said grimly to Yosip.


“Alba.” The yibo voice came over her communicator, translated by the program Ines, the diplomatic interpreter, had placed in her wavelink. “There are armed ships approaching our position. Please report to the bridge.” 


Alba glanced at Yosip. “Armed ships. There’s no way they would have reached our position already if they hadn’t been expecting us.”


Yosip’s face had gone grave. “And there’s no way anyone should be expecting us.”


For a moment, the two of them stared at each other, and she could see her own sharp fear reflected in Yosip’s face. 


“I shall join you on the bridge,” said Alba tersely through the communicator. “Do not take any action until we open communication with the ships.”


She shot another worried glance at Yosip. “Ask Feliu to meet me on the bridge, if you would.” She hardly waited for his nod in response before she made her way out of the cabin.


The halls of the transport ship, always busy, were twice as crowded now, and she had to fight the unexpected claustrophobia that she’d never had before this trip, the horrifying memory of pushing her way through the crowded hallways of a dying ship, a bloodied Feliu propped against her shoulder, unsure of whether they’d get out or be crushed in the press of bodies.


She gritted her teeth and forced herself forward.


When she arrived, the yibo soldiers who’d been sent to accompany them through the portal were clustered around the communication dock. They stepped back to make room for her.


“We’ve opened a line through to the ships and requested communication,” one of them said in passable Common Dialect.


Alba nodded, grim faced, and peered down at the holoscreen in front of her, grateful once again for the assistance of the diplomatic ship’s engineers, who’d managed to modify the yibo ship’s transmission lines to allow them to communicate with Joias ships.


She recognized the ships at once—sleek Joias military design. There were five of them—enough to easily overpower and shoot down their yibo transport ship. But it was also possible that, as large as the transport was, the Joias ships wouldn’t be certain of its military capabilities, or lack thereof.


Alba took a deep breath and hit the communication button. “This is Chief Justice Alba Espina, paging the Joias military ships.”


For a long moment, there was no answer. 


When a voice came back through the communications system at last, sharp with incredulity, it carried a homey do Sol accent that, despite the circumstances, made Alba have to swallow back tears. 


“Madam Chief Justice?”


“Yes,” said Alba. She managed to add the tinge of icy disdain to her voice that would have been expected, back on Colorida—a tone she had, quite frankly, not dared to take for so long that it felt unfamiliar on her tongue.


“Chief Justice Alba Espina?” the speaker’s voice still sounded disbelieving. “We assumed you’d been killed.”


“I am happy to inform you, then, that I am very much alive, thank you,” Alba snapped. “Please turn on your visuals, if you’d like to ascertain my identity.”


A moment later, the holoscreen flickered to life. 


Alba found herself looking into the faces of two ships captains, their grim expressions cut with what could only be described as shock.


She waited patiently as the identity scans were run. At last, one of the captains met her eye. “It’s really you.”


Alba sighed. “As I said.” 


“Madam Chief Justice.” The automatic respect in their voices was enough to make something odd catch in her throat.


It had been so long. 


“Madam. We have been instructed to ask if you will please accompany us back to Colorida.”


“I appreciate the gesture,” said Alba dryly. “However, as you can see, we are a civilian ship on a peaceful mission. We are not in need of a military escort.”


“I’m sorry, Madam Chief Justice,” said the captain. “We’ve been instructed to bring your ship back to Colorida. Those were our orders.”


Alba glanced at Feliu, who’d come up behind her.


He looked as worried at this new development as she felt, but when she caught his eye, he gave a quick shake of his head.


He was right—no point in antagonizing these captains until she was certain what they wanted. 


If it was Cavaco who’d sent the ships, they wouldn’t hesitate to use force, and the yibo ship was a civilian transport, not fitted out with military-grade weapons, and loaded with civilians—both the remnants of the diplomatic ship, and refugees from Labarinto looking for a new home.


So at last, she turned to the yibo, muting the ship-to-ship communication.


“Alba.” The yibo captain’s voice was grim. “Are these ships peaceful?”


Alba sighed. Her breath was tight in her chest. “For the moment, it appears they are,” she said. “I hope they will remain that way. But I am afraid that any attempt at hostility will lose us whatever tentative goodwill they may be willing to grant. I suggest we go with them.”


There was a long moment of silence. At last, the yibo commander gave a brusque nod. “Very well. But I’m sending word back through the portal first, so they can be prepared should something untoward happen.” 


Alba hesitated.


But this was likely the best she could expect, honestly. 


She tapped the communicator back on. “We’ll follow you,” she said to the two captains. “As long as you can assure us of your peaceful intent.”


“Of course, Madam Chief Justice. We simply want to ensure that your return to Colorida will be uneventful.” But there was a tone under the captain’s words that made Alba cast a quick glance back at Feliu, and she saw on his face the same unease she felt on hers.










CHAPTER THREE










SAVINA





“Savina?”


Savina looked up quickly at Joska’s voice.


The others had been tiptoeing around her for the last three days, as if they were afraid she might break.


Which was stupid. She didn’t break. She was perfectly capable of brushing off Reka’s betrayal this time, just as easily as she had every other time. The fact that Reka had thought she was worth loving only as long as they were trapped behind the portal with no way out, and the moment she discovered they were coming back, learned Savina had grown up in an Old Believer compound and realized she’d have to reckon with that, she’d simply walked away without looking back, was irrelevant. Savina wasn’t stupid enough to actually have believed that Reka could look past who she was and love her anyways, and … well, if she had been that stupid, she damn well deserved every bit of the hurt.


Joska, at least, still treated her normally, and if there was that hint of concern in her voice when she spoke, and if her mouth tightened when someone mentioned Reka, Savina could ignore that, at least.


She stood and made her way over to the captain, her legs still trying to remember how to use the mag boots after weeks of yibo ships with their artificial gravity.


“Do you recognize these ships?” There was a worried note to Joska’s tone that made Savina frown and peer closer at the screen.


She tried to avoid letting her attention wander to the familiar Joias stars. Something about coming back through the portal had started a lump of ice in the pit of her stomach that had spread, creeping through the core of her and out into her limbs until she couldn’t seem to get warm no matter how she tried.


She hadn’t realized, until the Dolphin had made it back through the portal, how much she’d come to accept that she’d never make it home. That she’d live out her life in a place where she could forget who she’d been and where she’d come from, and be … someone new, maybe.


And then Reka had reminded her of how impossible that was. That, at least, was one good thing that had come of all that.


But when she peered at the ship’s screens, it wasn’t the familiar stars of the Joias System that caught her eye—instead, her attention was pulled to five blips surrounding the yibo transport.


“Those are Joias military ships,” said Savina slowly, unease starting in her chest.


Joska nodded grimly. “Can you think of any reason why they’d have military ships waiting by the portal? Aside from the obvious one?” The tone of Joska’s voice told Savina that the woman had already gone over all the possibilities, and that what she’d come up with wasn’t any more optimistic than any of the ideas currently swirling half-formed in Savina’s brain.


“Rafel,” called Savina over her shoulder, her voice sharper than usual. 


Rafel stood, grumbling, but came over without any retort, and Savina had to consciously avoid looking at him so as not to see the pity in his gaze.


He caught sight of the ships the moment he was close enough, and his customary scowl grew tight with sudden concern. He turned to Joska. “The only way they’d have those type of ships up here is that the top military brass had political permission to send them. I think we all know what that means. I don’t know why they’re here, but as far as I’m concerned, we don’t want to wait around to find out.” 


Savina and Joska exchanged glances.


Savina had never worried too much about politics, other than what she needed to know to do her job. But even she knew that this was not a good sign.


As they watched, the ships moved in closer around the transport.


“I don’t like this.” Rafel’s voice was tight with worry. “Captain, I don’t like this at all.”


“Neither do I.” Joska glanced over her shoulder “Beni? Chart us a course, please. I’m inclined to agree with Rafel—I don’t think we want to be here when those ships come looking.”


Beni appeared a moment later, their face a scowl of concentration. They felt their way into the chair, then sat quickly, running their fingers over the controls to orient themself. “Give me a minute.” Their tone was clipped and businesslike, and Savina was struck with how much Beni had changed in the last few weeks.


“There,” they said at last. “I’ve sent you coordinates. This will take us behind some space debris that should keep us off their scanners.”


Joska nodded grimly, bending over the controls.


“Captain.” Rafel’s voice was grim. “I think we may be too late.”


Savina glanced back out the window, and swore under her breath.


A handful of smaller ships had peeled off one of the larger destroyers, and were starting towards them.


“Not if I can help it,” Joska muttered, and the old cargo ship turned ponderously, and started off towards the cloud of space junk that Beni had pointed them to.


“What’s happening?” 


Savina didn’t have to look over her shoulder to recognize the worried voice of her little brother, Nicolau. And, if the past was any indication, his girlfriend Ines, the former diplomatic interpreter, would be with him, considering they’d been all but joined at the hip since they met weeks back.


“Joias military,” Rafel snapped. From Ines’s sharp gasp, she’d caught the implications as quickly as any of them.


“We’re not going to try to outrun them,” said Joska tightly. “I doubt we could if we wanted to. But the Dolphin is just a cargo ship. They weren’t here when we came through the portal, and they have no reason to suspect that we’re doing anything but running cargo.” Despite her wards, there was a note in her voice that told Savina she was as worried as any of them. “We’ll get behind the space debris, and we’ll watch and see how things go from there.”


The Dolphin was moving at a steady pace towards the new destination, and Savina’s eyes were glued to the control screen. The military ships were still following, but they’d pulled back a little, seemingly willing to wait and see what the Dolphin was planning.


Even at their new, sedate pace, however, the ships were approaching much too quickly for Savina’s comfort.


“Can’t this piece of space junk move any faster?” she snapped. 


Joska glanced up with a look of mild reproach, but there was a touch of humour in her voice. “Savina. That’s no way to talk about your ship.”


Savina stared at her for a moment before she remembered. 


Of course. The ship hijacking. When she’d stolen the Dolphin from Joska, and sent them all through the portal in the first place.


The thought did absolutely nothing to make her feel better. 


She glowered at the captain, and despite the tension of the situation, she could see the way the corners of Joska’s mouth twitched.


“To answer your question,” Joska continued, “It takes time to warm up the Dolphin’s auxiliary systems, and I have a feeling if we start doing that, those ships behind us will start to wonder if there’s a reason we’re running away. I don’t know if they’ll shoot down civilians, and I don’t particularly want to find out.”


Savina gave a tight nod.


“Rafel and I have some experience dealing with pirates,” said Joska. “This isn’t entirely unprecedented.” 


“A lot of good that did you,” Savina muttered. “You got your ship hijacked just a few months back.”


Rafel turned to glare at her, and Joska’s mouth twitched again with that hint of amusement.


They were coming up behind the edges of the cloud of debris clustered around a large asteroid, big enough to easily block the ship from any sensors.


“We’ll watch and see what they do,” said Joska quietly. “It’s possible that this is just scouting mission, or that they want to make sure that we’re not posing a threat.” She glanced at Rafel. 


“It’s possible.” He didn’t sound convincing. 


The Dolphin had almost made shelter. 


Savina’s entire body was tight, her teeth clenched hard enough that she was giving herself a headache. She unclenched them with an effort. 


The military had no reason to suspect the Dolphin was anything other than a cargo ship, and Joska was right—the fact that the portal had reopened and a ship had come through, even a ship that was clearly nonmilitary, would mean a cautious government would almost have to send out a force to investigate. But she couldn’t keep her shoulders from slumping in relief when Beni said, “There. We should be off their sensors now.”


The release of tension in the cabin was almost tangible.


Joska pulled back on the controls, pulling the ship around to nestle behind the asteroid. “We won’t be able to get a clear view of what’s going on through our sensors, not with the space junk in the way,” she said. “But the yibo ship is big enough that we’ll get a general idea of its movements. We should be able to make an educated guess as to—” 


Her words broke off as the Dolphin shuddered violently, like a rat shaken by a dog. 


“What the hell—” Rafel began, his voice rough.


Savina managed to catch her balance, turning hastily to the control screen—but there was no need. As her eyes brushed past the plex window, the scene outside caught and held them.


The asteroid they’d sheltered behind had been vaporized.


“I think that answers your question about whether they’ll shoot down civilians,” said Rafel through his teeth. “Captain, should I go on the missiles? We don’t have anything that will make a difference against ships like that, but—”


“No!” Savina snapped. “Joska, power down the ship, everything but the life-support systems.”


Joska glanced at her, eyebrows raised, but did as Savina asked.


The Dolphin was spinning gently, and Savina, watching through the plex, could see the other ship rotating dizzyingly in their field of view.


“What the hell does that assassin think she’s doing?” Rafel hissed, but Joska shook her head. 


“It’s a good idea—with all the debris from the asteroid, we’ll be hard to pick up on the sensors with most of our power shut down. This might be enough.”


Rafel glanced out the window again, his expression tense, but he gave a short nod.


They drifted for what seemed like hours, although it couldn’t have been more than fifteen or twenty minutes. The military ships were flying in slow, sweeping motions, obviously searching for them. Savina gritted her teeth, her heart pounding in her chest hard enough to make her feel nauseous. But the ships passed by them, just far enough distant that they must not have picked up on the trick.


Savina felt herself slump in relief.


“So,” Rafel said into the quiet. “What now?”


Joska turned to them, her face grave. “They know we were here. If they were willing to shoot down a civilian ship, they really don’t want anyone to know what they’re doing out here. They won’t give up on us quite as easily as all that.”


Savina swallowed back the tight sickness in her stomach.


Joska was right.


“So what, then? We just give up and let them shoot us?” she asked, her voice unintentionally sharp.


Joska was quiet a moment. “As far as I know,” she said slowly, “the Dolphin is still registered to land on Colorida.”


Savina turned to stare at her. “You want to go back to Colorida? Where those ships came from?”


Joska shrugged wryly. “Unless you can think of a better idea.” She paused. “They’re looking for us, Savina, and they’ll keep coming until they find us. From my point of view, best if we’re not in the ship when they find it.”


“And how do you know that they won’t be waiting for us when we come in? How do you know they haven’t tracked down our ship’s registration number, and the moment we register to come down, they’ll send us a welcoming party?” Savina snapped.


Joska shrugged again. “I don’t. But I can’t think of a better idea. So unless you can—”


Savina swore. 


“Your ship, Savina,” said Joska still, somehow, with that touch of humour to her tone. “You make the call.”


“Until we get down to Colorida,” said Savina, making no attempt to hide the sarcasm in her tone. “And then it’ll be your ship.”


Joska smiled, just a little. “So it will,” she said.


Savina closed her eyes. “Fine,” she said. “We’ll go back. And we’d better hope like hell Cavaco doesn’t have a surprise waiting for us when we get there.”








CHAPTER FOUR






ALBA



Alba and the others stood in tense silence on the bridge as their ship followed the Joias military ship, escorted by four other armed warships on all sides.


They’d already spoken about all the possibilities. She’d briefed the yibo captain on correct protocol to ensure they were broadcasting nothing aggressive, and she, Feliu, and Yosip had, between them, gone over every possible response they could give to whatever Cavaco had planned.


Now, there was nothing left to do but wait. 


“Madam?” 


She turned to Feliu, who stood beside her. His expression, when he caught her eye, was in no way reassuring. “Madam, they’ve cut us off from the other ships. I don’t see the raider ship or the Dolphin on the screens.”


Alba glanced over at the display.


He was right—the military ships had split them off neatly, and the blocking technology they were running distorted the signals enough that it was impossible to make out either of the two ships that had traveled through the portal with the yibo transport. Whether the interference was accidental or on purpose, there was no way of knowing. But Alba had her grim suspicions, and from the look on Feliu’s face, so did he.


“Can you get ahold of them over wavelink?” she asked in a low voice. 


He shook his head. “I’ve been trying for the last twenty minutes. And I don’t dare suggest using the inter-ship communication system, as the military ships will almost certainly intercept the transmissions.” 


She paused, irresolute. It was possible that one or both of the ships accompanying the transport ship had made a run for it when they saw the Joias military ships. They’d been flying in a loose enough formation that it was possible that they’d made their escape without either the yibo ship or the military ships noticing. It was even possible the Dolphin would have made it clear, although she was quite certain that Cavaco would track it down sooner or later. But the raider ship was impossible to mistake for a ship from this system. Besides, from what Alba had seen of the raiders, it was much more likely that they’d attempt to take out the Joias System singlehandedly than that they’d run at the first sign of trouble. 


That, of course, had always been the greatest danger of this entire enterprise. And it was very possible that Cavaco had just unwittingly triggered the doomsday option. 


She would do her best to avoid betraying Joska to the military ships, but if they’d lost track of the raiders, that was something everyone present should be aware of. 


“This is Alba Espina, paging Starfleet Ship 117,” she said at last, speaking into her wavelink line. “Please explain why we are cut off from those accompanying us.”


There was a long pause before anyone answered. “I apologize, Chief Justice,” said a voice she recognized as one of the captains. “But considering the circumstances, we thought it best that we not broadcast your arrival too widely until you have had a chance to be debriefed. This necessitated a communication shutdown that, unfortunately, had the side effect of cutting off communications between ships. You can contact us, but you will not be able to contact your friends via wavelink until you’ve landed.” 


She paused, biting down hard on her teeth. 


A total communication blackout, orchestrated by the military ships that Cavaco had almost certainly authorized. The same man who’d tried to have her murdered on the diplomatic ship months earlier. 


“Captain,” she said at last, managing to make her voice icy and imperious, rather than sick with dread. “I demand—”


“I am sorry for the inconvenience. You are welcome to express your displeasure once we’ve docked.” 


The line clicked off, and Alba was left staring straight ahead, fists clenching and unclenching unconsciously.


The yibo captain glanced at her, a question in his eyes, but she gave a short shake of her head. “We can’t be certain their intent is hostile, not yet. Even if we could, as they are armed, and we are not—” she shrugged helplessly. 


The yibo captain tipped his head to one side in reluctant acquiescence, but even as difficult as she found yibo expressions to read, Alba could see the grimness around his mouth.


She hoped, desperately, she wasn’t leading all of them into a deathtrap. 


She very well could be. 


She was still on the bridge when the ships broke through the atmosphere several hours later. The familiar lights of Vila Nova do Sol spread out beneath her—the yellow-white of the houses and streetlights, the rich purple glow of the Cathedral of the Holy Relics in the centre of the city, the outline of the Old Quarter clear from the softer, warmer glow of lights designed to keep the atmosphere of the place as close as possible to what it had been five hundred years ago. 


She had to fight back the sharp ache of nostalgia in her chest. 


Her life had been so much simpler, the last time she’d seen this city. 


She closed her eyes and drew in a long breath. 


No. That wasn’t true. She’d just been blind—unable to see the problems lurking beneath the surface, unable to admit her own complicity in them. It had never been simple at all; she’d just been insulated enough that she could pretend it was. And if part of her still ached, irrationally, to be that insulated again, at least now she understood that it never would have solved any problems, not really. 


The ships brought them down towards the site of a military base an hour’s or so transport ride from the city. Alba could feel the tension building in her muscles the closer they came to landing. 


If she recalled correctly, when she’d left, this base had been stripped down to the bare minimum personnel, on the point of being deactivated. Now it was buzzing with activity—ships swarming around it like flies around a bit of rotting meat, the lights flickering across the base easily visible at their approach. 


When they were close enough, the massive bay doors of a hangar slid open for them, looking unaccountably like a gaping maw.


When they finally touched down inside the massive hangar, Alba could see people in Joias military gear swarming around the base of the ship like ants. 


She tapped through her wavelink to the military ship’s line. “Captain,” she said, forcing her voice calm. “I wish to remind you that everyone on the ship is a civilian. And please be aware that my diplomatic privilege extends to all of them—harming anyone on board the ship will be tantamount to an act of war.”


“Of course, Madam Chief Justice.” The man’s voice held exactly the right notes of courtesy and gravity, and yet, she couldn’t hold back a shiver. “Once your ship has finished docking procedures, we ask that you please come out alone. We’d like to ensure that you are safe and unharmed. After that, of course, accommodations will be provided for the rest of the crew, but we would like to speak with you first. I’m sure you understand the caution—especially considering we had heard reports of your death, we would like to be sure that you are here of your own free will.”


Alba glanced around her uneasily. She couldn’t exactly argue with the captain’s words—even had she been inclined to, she doubted, at this point, that it would do any good. She and every person on this ship was entirely at their mercy. 


She drew in a steadying breath. “Very well,” she said. “I will be unarmed. Please show me the same courtesy.”


“Of course.”


“Madam?” Feliu was frowning at her in concern. “I’ll come with you.” 


She shook her head grimly. “They said alone. I have a feeling they mean to enforce that.”


There was sharp worry on Feliu’s face. “Madam, if they intend to murder you—”


She managed a small smile. “If they intended to murder me, they could have shot our ship down in deep space with no one the wiser. And in the position in which we currently find ourselves, I hardly think we have much choice in the matter.”


Feliu nodded uneasily, and Alba pushed herself up from her chair.


Her body ached, down to her bones, with exhaustion. Even putting aside the strain of their return trip through the portal, she wasn’t sure she’d slept more than a few hours in a stretch since news had come through of the yibos’ and raiders’ sudden renewed interest in depositing their human visitors, and their accompanying land-devils, back through to the Joias System. 


But then, she could hardly remember what it felt like anymore not to be exhausted.


“I’m certain I shall be fine, Feliu,” she said, glancing over at him. “I’ll keep my wavelink on an open channel. I doubt very much that the room they take me to will allow open communications, but you should be able to hear if my wavelink clicks off, at least. If it does not, then you may assume that I am alive, and you have no cause for alarm.”


Feliu muttered something about how those two things did not necessarily correlate with each other.


She ignored him. 


He was right. But so was she—they didn’t exactly have another choice.


“Your escorts will await you at the base of your loading ramp.”


“Thank you,” said Alba through her wavelink. 


She turned to the yibo captain. “They wish to talk with me privately,” she said. “I shall inform them of the purpose of our mission, and of the fact that you have helpfully volunteered to transport myself and the remainder of the diplomatic ship, as well as other human refugees from Labarinto, back into our system. My hope is that will be enough to convince them of our peaceful intent.”


The yibo man tipped his head to one side in grudging acknowledgement. “I hope you’re successful,” he said quietly. “I sent word back through the portal before we left to follow your military ships, and the Synod will be uneasy at their lack of communication with us if this goes on for too long.”


“And I told them back in the Advisory Chambers that the people in our system would be cautious of anyone coming through the portal, until they were able to reassure themselves of your peaceful intent,” Alba snapped. “Please inform the Synod, the moment you are able, not to take any action until at the very least I have been able to speak with my colleagues in government.”


The captain nodded. “I passed on the message that you gave me. But you know how politics are. And you know how many of the Advisors are suspicious of humans.”


Alba sighed heavily.


She knew both of those things far too well. 


“With luck, it will not be long until you are on your way back to reassure them in person,” she said briskly. “And now, if you would be so kind as to ask one of your people to open the hatch door?”


“I’ll do so when you’re in position.” His voice was terse with worry, and Alba could hardly blame him.


When at last she’d made her way through the airlock, and the outer door hissed open, Alba looked out into a broad, whitewashed hangar bay, the style and function of it familiar in a way that made her chest tighten oddly. Even the sight of the soldiers—there was something about the familiarity of stepping down into a building designed by her own species, surrounded by people with whom she could speak without the need for a wavelink translation, that tightened her throat with
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