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  When we last left our fearless heroes



If you're coming straight from book 3 — A Broken Fighter on Bloody Sands — jump right into chapter 1. If you're like me and can't remember what you read this morning, let alone yesterday, keep reading.
 After being hoodwinked by Rebeka Mino's estranged husband to help him find the Celeste, the last lost treasure ship, it was promptly stolen by the gangster Ludovicus Visi.
 That gangster also stole Ish, their navigator, and delivered both ship and navigator into the clutches of the Archon Halcyon Koning.
 Ludo sets Ish a task: translate a book from the Celeste written in a language few know. However, as the child of a powerful Mintaraen house who'd been bound for a religious leadership, Ish is one of those few. But what he finds scares him to the core.
 The crew's hunt for Ish leads them to Thraxa, a planet of iniquity, carrying with them Ish's diplomat mother. Visiting the planet brings up complicated memories for Alek of his years spent fighting in the arena, most brutally in Thraxa's Grand Jubilee.
 To rescue Ish, Alek is forced to return to the arena he escaped from at no small cost. And to rescue Alek, Tink needs to kiss him ... which shakes her to the core.  
 Once the crew is back together, they return to the Lyra ... and find that it and Cass, its AI, are gone. All that's left is a disgruntled Grim.






  
  Fleeing Thraxa without a Home
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  1. Rebeka


Captain Rebeka Mino glared at the gleaming hull of the Berenike, smooth and shiny like an obsidian pearl. If she looked closely enough, she expected she'd see her reflection. She didn't trust sleek ships — all flash and no substance. She trusted Alvo Yearson even less. The pawnbroker had only offered them the ship in an attempt to bribe them into not going to the authorities about his son stealing the Lyra.
She ran her fingers over her itchy scalp and grimaced, regretting again that she'd left her shaver on the Lyra, along with most of her clothes.
Was such a fancy ship worth it? 
She scrunched her face — the thought of involving the local law still tugged at her mind. 
Regardless, much as it pained her, they had to accept Yearson's deal — without this ship, they had no other way to pursue the Lyra or get off the planet. And everyone seemed to be leaving Thraxa. She frowned at the growing noise in the crowded port. 
With another run of her hand over her head, she turned to the rest of the crew, minus Ish and Kandi, who were off gathering supplies.
"I'm going to kill him," Tink growled, her cheeks red and her knuckles white as she clutched the handle of her wrench. Not just the ship's engineer, she was also its owner, and it'd been her home for years. Almost as long as it had been Rebeka's.
"Who, the father or the son?" she asked.
Tink shifted her fiery gaze from the ship to her. "Both. I'm going to bash—"
"No, you're not." She pressed her hand over Tink's, forcing the wrench down as she glanced at the security camera. She turned back to scowl at the vessel. "That would start a legal battle you wouldn't win. And you'd never get the Lyra back."
Tink waved an arm at the Thraxan port, which was filling with more people by the minute; if they kept coming, the city would soon be a ghost town. "But no one will notice," she said. Still, some of the fire had gone out of her voice.
"Someone always notices," Alek said, his own scowl twisting his words.
Rebeka frowned at the crowds. The grand finale of the Grand Jubilee was still at least a day away. These people should all be seated in the stands or swarming to the off-ticket fights — not jostling her as she considered their options.
"We could go to the authorities." Fennick bopped onto his toes, his academic robes rippling around his knees. It must be sweltering in this heat. "Report the ship stolen," he added as if that weren't obvious.
Alek snorted. "Thraxan port security doesn't care as long as you've already spent all your money."
Rebeka's fingers massaged her neck in a vain attempt to knead the stress out of her muscles. "And I don't think they'd look kindly on the cargo that's still stowed in the Lyra's hold, assuming Fagin Yearson didn't ditch it. We'd be detained before you could say 'impounded'." Rebeka continued, seeing the confused expressions that met her. "Sera's not quite illegal bugs — the ones we were hauling to make up for Tink turning her last shipment into living bombs." She arched an eyebrow at Tink.
"Jacks." Tink's shoulders sagged, more of the fire leaving her. "We're going to have to reimburse her, aren't we? Again."
"They're going to die, and then we'll have dead-bug stink." Alek's nose wrinkled.
Tink shrugged. "Maybe it'll drive the bakweevils away?"
Rebeka waved a hand. "We'll deal with Sera Fox and her bugs later." She turned to Tink. "Have you reviewed the formal paperwork? As the official owner of the Lyra, you have to sign off on the sale."
"Can't I just make you president of Emmon Bell Enterprises Limited?"
"No," Rebeka said, and Tink pulled a face.
"If we take this ship, it comes with a condition." Tink's hands crossed over her chest, having left her wrench. "We have to find the pawnbroker's son first and tell him where he is before we go after the Lyra."
"You think we can find him?" Alek asked.
"Yes ... no." Tink shrugged. "I don't know. But we need to get the Lyra back."
"And we need a ship to get to the Lyra, assuming we can locate it," Rebeka added, returning her attention to the sleek Berenike. 
"How do we know the pawnbroker won't report this ship as stolen?" Alek said as he hefted his small bag onto his shoulder, grabbing Tink's tool case in his other hand. He clenched his jaw as he frowned. "Do you trust him?"
"He's agreed to give us the ship proper." Rebeka pulled out her tablet and tapped the screen a few times to pull up the message from Broker Yearson. "He's transferred the official paperwork already." She couldn't keep the edge of surprise out of her voice. "All Tink needs to do is sign."
"And this ship is better than the Lyra." Fennick gestured towards the vessel with a smile. "I assume it's more luxurious inside too."
Tink's fingers went to her wrench again as she glared at Fennick. "I know Ish would miss you but—"
Rebeka put her hand between them. "Tink is right. The Lyra is—" She stopped short as an unholy howl interrupted her, the word home forgotten.
Grim hissed at the person who'd just stepped on his tail. The grey cat glowered at them with angry green eyes, lowering as if ready to pounce. The individual scowled at the cat then raised their gaze to castigate his minders. However, they turned and hurried off after catching sight of the irritated crew of the Lyra. 
Glancing around, Rebeka's eyebrows furrowed as a nebulous thought nibbled at the base of her brain. It took a second before she realized what was bothering her: it had gotten even more crowded. Ridiculously so. "I don't like how busy it is." She had to raise her voice to be heard over the rumble of the crowd.
"Look at that line," Fennick said, nodding towards the queue snaking out from the public shuttle terminal and winding halfway across the hangar, made haphazard by people pushing and shoving each other. "Seems everyone is trying to get off this rock."
Rebeka frowned, an uneasy prickle crawling up her spine, like a trail of ants. "We should follow their lead." 
Tink shrugged. "It's Thraxa's main port, and the Jubilee is coming to an end?"
"No." Alek scanned the port. "Even Thraxa never sees this many people leaving at once. And the Jubilee never really ends. Just dies to be reborn again."
As a former Arena fighter, he'd know. Rebeka opened her mouth to question him about his history as a fighter — and whether he was Aleksander Rex or Alek Wa at the end of the day. But just then, Ish and Kandi returned from their supply run. Run was an apt description — even Kandi glistened with sweat from the pace they'd been going, struggling to drag a hover cart laden with supplies between them as they wove through the crowd.
"What's up?" Rebeka asked. Interrogating Alek would have to wait.
"Rumours," Kandi said, bringing the cart to a stop.
"About...?"
"Take your pick," she said, shoving the cart towards the ship. "Imperial forces coming to crack down on vice."
Rebeka and Alek snorted in unison.
"Maybe you'd prefer sightings of the Horde," Kandi said.
Spiders crawled up Rebeka's back at the mention of the fanatical Skeleton Horde, coming to convert them by hook or by blaster.
"There's also disease, if that's your poison." Ish bent over, one hand pressing into his side as he tried to catch his breath, the other clutching the small orb around his neck as if that would help. "A deadly plague running rampant to burn Thraxa clean of vice."
"An epidemic?" she asked. "We've seen no signs of that. I'd almost believe the Horde story more."
He shook his head and waved a hand. "Think bigger. Pandemic."
"Some say it's just imperial infighting." Kandi's nose wrinkled. "Archon Koning is here."
"Really?" Alek coughed. "But that wouldn't cause people to flee."
"Have you been caught in the middle of a battle of clans?" Rebeka asked, recalling her time in the Legion and the deadly clashes between the Imperial Families.
"I heard 'rebels' thrown around," Ish said, then paused, his mouth agape. "Others mentioned an arcane weapon found on Thraxa," he continued, arching an eyebrow.
"The Celeste?" Fennick asked, his voice hushed. "But it's already gone."
Ish shrugged. "People will believe all sorts of things in a panic."
Rebeka's hand went towards her blaster. The discovery of the last lost treasure ship could be enough to draw the clans here at least ... but it didn't explain the mass exodus. And as far as she knew, its recovery was still a secret.
"Bleeding Hades." Tink's freckles stood out on her face, which was paler than usual. "Whatever it is, we need to get out of here. Before we can't anymore."
"Technically, it's your ship." Rebeka nodded at Tink. "We can take it or pursue the pawnbroker via legal channels."
"This is not my ship." Tink scowled at her, arms crossed over her chest. Rebeka stared back, eyebrows raised. After a second, Tink dropped her arms and pulled out her tablet. After swiping her finger across the screen, she continued. "Fine. Signed. Let's go." Her gaze shifted over Rebeka's shoulder. "And we should leave now."
Rebeka turned to see the pawnbroker pushing his way towards them, his progress hampered by the crowds. His two large bodyguards flanked him. She didn't like his expression, stern and fearful in equal measure. "Onto the ship, double time."
She gestured for the crew to pass her as she scanned the crowd. Once everyone else was on board, she scooped up Grim. She sighed in relief that he sat at her feet, even though he hissed at the people weaving around them. The cat protested loudly at being clutched to her chest, but she ignored him and hurried after the others. As soon as she reached the top, she hit the button to retract the ramp and close the door.
"Wait!" a voice called out from the crowd.
It could have been directed at anyone, and Rebeka couldn't pick out an owner, so she decided it wasn't aimed at her. She urged the ramp to retract faster. 
"Captain Mino." Definitely directed at her.
"That's Aron Iyan." Alek stepped up beside her.
She noticed a scowl pull at his expression just before he spun away and strode towards the front of the ship. 
Rebeka turned back to the opening. Sure enough, Iyan peered up at her. She glanced past him at the stream of people heading into the port. She spotted the pawnbroker and his brawny guards caught in the tide, fighting to get closer. "Aron Iyan," she said, returning to the Tinker. She slammed her palm on the large button to stop the door from shutting, but she didn't press the one to open it again. The least she could do after he'd put them up on Thraxa was speak to him. Even if he had also planted a tracker on the Lyra. "What are you doing here? I thought you were catching the ferry to Mantadae Gate."
"Cancelled. Can I catch a lift?" He reached his arms, lifting his case hopefully.
"Ready to take off, Captain?" Alek's voice squawked over the comms as the ship began to hover off the ground. "I see the door's still open."
"Just a sec." She sighed and crouched down. "We're not going anywhere near Mantadae."
"That's fine. Once I get off planet, I can find my way." He threw his case into the ship. "I'll pay."
She reached out and grabbed Iyan's hand, helping him lever himself up. Her other arm still clutched Grim to her chest as the cat struggled to escape. Once Iyan was onboard, she quickly slammed the button to close the door again. "Go, Alek. Get us out of here."

      [image: ]"Tink, make sure the engines on this boat are ready to run," Rebeka said as she dumped Grim onto the floor. The cat emitted a disgruntled hiss as he sniffed the walls. His back arched, then his body made a heaving motion. Some indecipherable shouting came from the direction of the engine room. "Kandi, check out what the ship has for weapons." She pointed at the security officer then towards where she assumed the bridge was. "We might need them soon." 
Rebeka ran her hand over her head then tapped her wrist patch, not knowing how to activate the comms on the Berenike. "Alek, I said let's go."
"We're halfway to breaking orbit."
"I ... oh, carry on." She frowned. She didn't trust a ship that flew without a single hiccough of protest.
Exhaling in a huff, she surveyed the interior of the ship, hands on her hips and a scowl on her face. She stood in what she could only call a foyer. Sleek, padded benches flanked both walls, and a small food dispenser was embedded into the wall to the side of the doorway that led deeper into the vessel. On the other side of the opening stood a closet with the icon of a helmeted person. Her breath caught as she realized the foyer was actually the fanciest airlock she'd ever set foot in. It was nicer than her office on the Lyra. Heck, it was nicer than her office in the Legion.
Stepping forward, she entered the ship proper, and the airlock door hushed closed behind her. A pleasant chime sounded, and a green light turned on to indicate it had sealed. 
Looking around, she found herself in a galley with a top-of-the-line kitchen tucked into one corner and a bench and table taking up much of the rest of the space. She nudged the table's smooth surface, and it slid back, opening up the room. A dimly lit corridor stretched away in both directions. Towards the stern, a door led to the engine and a storage area of sorts, judging by the green and purple lines that ran along the ceiling and their corresponding icons. 
Grim examined the walls, his lips curled back.
"Yeah, I'm not impressed either, Cat."
Rebeka turned and headed to the bow and the set of stairs at the end of the corridor. At the top, voices tumbled out of a rectangle of light. The bridge, she assumed.
As she strode that way, she passed two doors coming off each side and frowned. Bedrooms, she assumed. Four of them — too few for their complement of seven. She hated hot-bunking. And Kandi snored.
Taking the stairs two at a time, she entered a surprisingly spacious bridge for the size of the ship. 
She took a seat in the captain's chair. Shifting around, she tried to get comfortable, then realized she didn't have to. The padding was still soft and supportive.
Kandi glanced at her, a strained expression on her face. "You arrived just in time, Captain." She turned back to the viewscreen.
Rebeka focused on the view from outside instead of the amenities, and her stomach soured. 
A massive dreadnought loomed in the sky above Thraxa, carving a path through the multitude of ships fleeing the planet. Ships like theirs.
And then she recognized the insignia. "Zeus' bollocks."






  
  2. Alek


Atorrent of conflicting emotions flooded Alek's system at the sight of the Charybdis looming in the space above Thraxa. Even with only a glimpse of its sharp lines in matte grey, fear clashed against doubt. And they both worried their way along his bones: the clan Erregina dreadnought had been both a sanctuary and a prison for him.
"How quickly can you get us away from that ship, flyboy?" the captain asked. His chair shifted as the weight of her hand pressed into its back, but it made none of the creaking sounds of the cockpit on the Lyra.
"Depends whether we plan to abide by the freeze order that Erregina just issued." He glared at the light blinking on his console. A brown hand reached over his shoulder and tapped the screen. The light stopped flashing.
He turned to the captain as she withdrew her hand.
"What freeze order?" she said, her tone innocent even though the crew of the dreadnought couldn't hear her. The look on her face was definitely not innocent — a storm raged in her eyes.
"All right, then." Alek smiled as relief nudged out fear. He steered the ship downward at a sharp angle and glided it to the right, hiding it behind other vessels trying to flee the area. "Where's the closest slip point?"
Ish made a disgusted noise. "Zeus only knows. How can anyone make sense of anything from this display?" He plucked at the waving lines that shimmered bright blue and fuchsia, casting a vibrant glow over Ish's face. "Nowhere close. Just a sec." He flicked his finger. "Head to the far side of the planet. It looks like there might be one there."
"Looks like?" Rebeka asked. 
"There's a ripple." Ish shifted in his seat. "But it's ragged."
A gentle hum from the Berenike filled the momentary silence.
"Can you navigate us in?" Alek asked. The stream was still a black box despite years of study to become a pilot and Ish's explanations.
Ish snorted. "I took us through that slip seam, didn't I?" His tone was less certain than his words. His dark eyes shone as he glanced at Alek.
"That's not an answer," Rebeka said, her hand clenched the back of Alek's chair.
Alek jerked his chin at the viewscreen, his jaw sore with tension. Outside, in the deep black, scout ships poured out of the Charybdis like angry wasps from a giant hive. "It's better odds than staying here." Just as he finished speaking, the proximity alert went off when a vessel flew by too close. He forced himself not to react until the ship had passed — recoil too quick and he'd send them careening into another vessel in the crowded exodus. Space was large, but not with the rich and powerful in full flight. But moving slowly also attracted less attention from the scouts. In the corner of the viewscreen, he watched one tag a ship as it tried to speed away.
"Shouldn't we stay?" Fennick asked, his voice high and quiet.
Alek blinked — he hadn't realized the young archaeologist was there. Fennick sat in a jump seat set into the wall. His face was pale against his black tunic, and his knuckles white as his hands clutched his book bag to his chest.
"Comply with the Imperial representatives?" Fennick continued in a murmur.
"Have you dealt with Erregina?" Rebeka asked, and Alek felt her hand leave his chair. "We don't even know where this ship has been ... or what might be hidden onboard. We're small gnats to them but...."
"But Erregina loves torturing insects." Alek exhaled. Judging by her words, the captain had similar feelings about tangling with that dreadnought. If the Charybdis asked to speak to them on video, someone on that bridge would recognize him.
"All of this for rumours?" Ish shook his head, and Alek refocused. 
"No, Erregina isn't here because rumours," Rebeka said, as Alek sensed her move away.
His eyes narrowed. "They do nothing without a reason."
"Or an order from the Emperor." Tension dripped from Rebeka's words.
He clamped his jaw shut as he dodged around another ship. In the rearview square on the screen, a flashing beacon informed him that a drone had tagged the other vessel. A flock of them, barely visible, filled the space above the Thraxan port. Alek was impressed — the Berenike had some fancy optics to be able to pick them out, black on black.
His stomach dropped as he recognized their formation.
"Everyone, hold on. I might need to perform some evasive manoeuvres."
One of the drones flew towards them, and Alek banked left, hoping it wasn't after them. He skimmed a large yacht to put it between them and the drone. A muscle in his shoulder tweaked from tension: the respite ended as the dreadnought vomited more drones by the minute, and fleeing ships zigzagged across the viewscreen.
The speaker crackled to life with a near-range comm, broadcasting an automated message, the sound crisp and clear compared to the Lyra. "All vessels are ordered to—" The announcement cut off.
"Hmm, seems to be something wrong with the comms on this ship." Rebeka's tone was flat as she pulled her hand away from the panel beside Ish. "Maybe that's why it was with the pawnbroker."
Alek pulled the joystick up and gave a small shake of his head. The speaker worked perfectly fine. Everything on the Berenike worked perfectly ... so why had someone left it with a broker on Thraxa? But he didn't have time to think about it as a needle ship got caught in the tentacles of an Erregina scout ship — he needed to focus on keeping them all out of Erregina's clutches, including himself.
He spun the Berenike around, taking cover behind a large freighter, one of the few that seemed to actually be obeying the freeze order. 
"Would you like me to run a diagnostic?" A sharp tenor voice filled the bridge. 
Alek forgot to fly for a second at the unexpected sound, only remembering when a scout ship zipped past the freighter, chasing a coracle.
"Who in Hades is that?" Kandi hissed.
"I'm Galen. The Berenike's AI. Should I run that diagnostic? I swear the comms worked the last time I checked. This morning."
"The Berenike?" Ish asked as he leaned closer.
"The ship." Alek glanced at the ceiling then at Ish.
"The ship you swindled your way onto. Should I run that check, or trigger the distress beacon to let that dreadnought know we're having difficulties?"
"No! Galen," Rebeka said. "It's good to meet you. I'm Rebeka Mino."
"Oh, I know who you are. I know who you all are." The AI's tone sounded as if he wanted to call them criminals and reprobates, but AIs didn't have tones.
"Great." The way Rebeka growled the word informed Alek it was, in fact, not great. "Unless you want to be stuck back on Thraxa with us, getting sand in every orifice, I suggest you let the comms remain broken for a little while longer."
Alek swore he heard a snort, but he dismissed the thought. AIs didn't snort. But no distress beacon emanated from the ship. He ducked them between two other vessels on a collision course with each other.
"Are you sure you're certified to fly a craft like this?" Galen asked.
"Yup. Though we weren't trained on dodging that beacon drone that just exploded when it hit that other ship." Spotting a clear space ahead, he pushed the thrust levers as far as he dared. "If you want to be useful, keep an eye out for those drones." There was no response from the AI.
Soon, only a few ships remained nearby, and Alek exhaled. He expanded their rear view on the viewscreen and didn't see any signs of pursuit. "Kandi, can you make out any of those drones?" he asked as he sent them around the curve of the planet.
"No, but they're nearly invisible until they're attached."
"Slip point ahead." Ish tapped the console in front of him as squinted at the holodisplay of rainbow lines.
Galen returned. "You call that a slip point?"
"Um, more of a rip, but good enough."
"Well, aren't we a cocky little monkey," Galen muttered.
Alek didn't realize AIs could mutter. Maybe they could have tones too.
"Are we sure we don't have a stowaway with control of the comms?" Kandi asked.
"Hmph. I am not the stowaway."
"Slip point 260 kiloklicks away at phi 73°, rho 8, zeta 1."
"How long?" Kandi asked.
"Three minutes?"
"Not fast enough." Her voice was tight.
"Why?" Alek heard tapping but didn't turn to look — there were still a fair few vessels on this side of the planet.
"Tracker missile coming in. Going to be on us in 2." 
Alek glanced at the rearview image on the viewscreen but couldn't spot Kandi's missile.
"Can you get a bead on it?" Rebeka asked.
"Of course," Kandi said. "Coordinates on their way."
A thump sounded from the captain's direction. "Give me control of the weapons, Galen. Unless you want to be tagged by an Imperial dreadnought and sent to a rehabilitation centre."
Silence hung in the bridge for a second. 
"Thank you, Galen," Rebeka said, and Alek heard her fingers play over her own screen.
A few seconds later, sparks of light flared on the rearview square as the charges she'd released exploded.
Alek cracked his neck — hopefully that was the last of Erregina's pursuit. He turned to Ish. "Ready to take over?"
"Sure ... where are we going?"
"Just slip," Rebeka said.
"It's not—" Alek and Ish both started to say.
"It's not a good idea to enter the stream without a destination in mind," Ish finished.
"And it's not a good idea to get blown up," the captain said.
"Fair enough." Alek tapped his joystick. "Transferring control in 3...2...1."






  
  3. Halcyon


Halcyon Koning's forehead wrinkled as the litter she sat in bobbed and then came to a standstill. She lifted her head, pulling her eyes away from the footage replaying on the tablet she'd wrested from Harbin. 
She was Archon of the Koning Clan, bearer of the Kraken shield, a small step below their illustrious emperor, and the driver had orders to get them to Habin Low's Barracuda as quickly as possible. So why were they stopped?
Harbin himself sat beside her, his expression stony.
"Why aren't we moving?" Her nostrils flared, and she leaned forward to slide open the screen in hopes of getting a better view of the path ahead. But all she could see was a wall of people crammed in the entry into the Thraxan port.
"I can't get past," the driver said without turning to meet her gaze, as if that explained it.
"Then go through." Her nostrils flared as she sat back and returned to the recording. Her fingers trembled as she flicked the screen to play it from the beginning again. But she already knew the video by heart. It showed the crew of the bothersome Lyra. And their navigator — a person she'd had in her grasp — clutched a book to his chest. Even though it only appeared in frame for a second, she knew what it was: A Hymn for the Dead. The book she wanted. The one she needed. The one she'd been scouring the empire for — and beyond. 
She swayed sideways as the cart lurched forward again, then stopped. 
She frowned at the driver's head through the still open screen. After a moment's hesitation, she slapped the tablet into Harbin's chest with a shaking hand. "Harbin, make us a path." She lifted the hood of her silken robe over her head, then clutched its voluminous grey folds around her thin frame despite the heat. Only then did she step out of the cart.
"What are you doing?" Harbin blinked at her as he tucked the tablet away, hiding it in his uniform jacket. 
She glared at his question. Technically, he was an officer in the Imperial Legion, but he worked under her command.
"What are you doing, Captain Low? I told you, make us a path." She snapped the ringed fingers of one hand and then flicked the fingertips towards the crowd. "By whatever means necessary." She paused. "And don't forget the case."
Harbin's eyes stayed on her for a second too long before he hustled to follow her orders. He grabbed the case in one hand then pulled out his blaster with the other and shot towards the dome far overhead. Sand rained down from a rattled panel.
The crowd heaved and pushed, but a narrow path opened through the throng. However, seconds later, the people started to press in again.
"Make way," Lieutenant Delphi Liet shouted, stepping out from the other side of the litter. Harbin's Second shoved the closest man away. He snarled and appeared ready to retaliate, but apparently something on Liet's face made him change his mind, and Halcyon doubted it was the scar the woman refused to fix. The man fell back against the people behind him, and the path reappeared. 
Halcyon strode into the gap. As they passed, she sensed the crowd close in their wake.
When they arrived at the customs gate leading into the luxury hangar, a security guard blocked their way. 
Harbin argued with the guard. "We don't need your permission. We can come and go as we please." He glanced back at her. "Do you know who she is?"
"I don't care." The guard barely looked at her. "Orders are to not let anyone through."
Halcyon frowned at the mention of orders, but she didn't have time to question this functionary. Sweat sheened her skin, clammy underneath the heavy robe. She surreptitiously wiped her face as she pushed the hood back. Straightening, she forced steel into her spine and hardened her muscles. She grabbed Harbin's blaster and raised it to the woman's head, surprised by the steadiness of her own hand.
"Do you care now?"
The guard's eyes widened, and she finally looked at Halcyon. "Archon. Apologies." The woman bowed her head. "Of course, the order doesn't apply to you."
"No, it doesn't." She flicked her robe back, off her shoulder, and pushed past Harbin as she returned his blaster to him.
Harbin spoke into his wrist patch, telling the Argent, his Barracuda, to get ready to leave. Not that one of her ships was ever not ready.
Chaos ruled the port. People ran between the ships, many with bags or animals clutched to their chests, their retinues left far behind. 
As they neared the Argent, their group passed a man wailing beside an empty slip. Halcyon's eyes narrowed at the strength of his reaction.
Half the slips in the hangar were already vacant, including the one that had held an unusual, iridescent ship. She assumed Sorcha Visi had taken the Celeste after her brother Ludovicus had been arrested by Dominion forces on a charge devised by Admiral Damath. At least the last of the great treasure ships was out of the authorities' hands and, more importantly, Erregina's grasp, meaning Halcyon still had a chance of getting a hold of it herself. But the treasure she'd been searching for was now in the literal hands of a navigator on a two-chit cargo ship.
Her cheeks flushed at the thought, and she forced herself to focus. 
As she neared the Argent, she noted the ramp was down, waiting for them. Lines of armed officers brandished pulse rifles to keep at bay the people trying to wheedle, plead or shove their way on.
One of the guards stepped forward and to the side with military precision, forcing the nearest person back and making way for the three of them.
The person reached out as Halcyon passed, catching her robe, but let go when a pulse rifle pointed at their head.
Inside the ship, Halcyon headed straight to the bridge, stripping off the heavy robe as she went ... someone would pick it up.
Entering the bridge, she grasped the balustrade to support herself, her muscles twitching now that she could almost relax.
"What in Hades is going on?" she asked anyone who could answer.

      [image: ]Halcyon glared at the viewscreen, though she kept her expression flat. A lifetime of practice had taught her to be imperial polite even as she seethed. The same was true for Reva Erregina, who peered at her from the bridge of her dreadnought, a whisper of a smile on her lips. Unlike Halcyon, she wore a military uniform, playing at being an Imperial officer.
"I'm truly sorry, Archon Koning." Nothing in the woman's voice indicated regret, though neither did it reveal the glee Halcyon was certain her counterpart felt — she would revel if she were in the woman's place. "With reports of a new pathogen on Thraxa, we have orders to detain all ships until Imperial doctors can clear the site."
"Ridiculous. I saw no signs of any contagion." Halcyon gripped the balustrade railing more tightly. She hadn't let go during their entire liftoff.
"We have it on good authority." Reva's eyebrow arched. "Shakes, sweats, weakness, vomiting.
Halcyon swallowed down the bile in her throat. "Of course. I understand." She put on her best diplomatic smile. "We'll get out of your way."
"That includes your ship."
Halcyon's smile froze and became brittle. "No, it doesn't." She turned to the
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