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Dedication

For Jeffrey—

Shine bright, baby boy
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Seven levels underground, in the Paradox Technologies lab that had become her prison, the programmer sat hunched over her keyboard.

It wasn’t enough. No matter how many hours she bled into the project, despite bleary eyes and cramped fingers and millions of lines of code, the tech wasn’t ready. She could barely think straight anymore, not with the feeds having fallen silent for nearly three months.

Groaning, she turned to the computer beside her, her only window to the outside world. It had been programmed to update with specialized records from the Trios, providing the programmer with a glimpse of her daughter’s life via legal documents and report cards, test scores and news reports. Several floors underground and light-years between them, and this was what she was supposed to be grateful for?

Finish the tech, and you can go home to her, Solomon Weet had promised. Finish the tech, and I’ll let you leave.

If the programmer thought she actually had a chance of getting past Paradox’s security, she’d have stabbed Sol in the chest thirteen years ago and returned home that instant. But the facilities had proved to be a fortress.

The computer flickered to life for the first time in three months and the programmer jolted. A news anchor appeared on the screen, reporting from Soter’s arctic ring. The story was grim, unfathomable.

The programmer frowned, certain she’d heard things wrong. She’d watched travel visas be created just five months ago, read an update when her daughter had landed on Soter in late June. And then silence. Silence for three months that had felt like three years—three sleepless, restless, anxiety-filled years—until this news, today.

She watched the clip again. The anchor recited the chain of events as if it were unremarkable, no different from any other piece of reporting. A Cat-5 blizzard had hit Soter and buried one of Hevetz Industries’ research bases. Seven employees died while trying to evacuate. Their identities had finally been confirmed.

The programmer sat rigid as the anchor read off the names:

Dylan Lowe

Dr. Lisbeth Tarlow

Lyndon “Cleaver” Jones

Toby Callahan

Sullivan Hooper

Nova Singh

Althea Sadik





I

The Captives

UBS Paramount

Interstellar Airspace

ALTHEA SADIK STOOD IN FRONT of the door to her holding cell. There was no mincing words; that’s what it was. Not a room or personal quarters, but a cell. A prison.

She cocked her head, considering the small window in the base of the door. It was meant to serve as a passage for food, so that guards could pass meals to her. At least she assumed there were guards. No matter how hard she stretched the limits of her now-extraordinary hearing, she couldn’t make out their heartbeats. There was only Coen Rivli, the boy monster in the cell beside hers. They were monsters together now, forever altered by the contagion they’d encountered on Achlys.

What plan? he whispered in her mind.

She’d told him she had one just moments earlier—her first words spoken to him telepathically. Now she said only, Follow my lead.

When she’d first surveyed the room, Thea thought the window in the door was too small to fit her. But Thea was small, too. Little more than a meter and a half tall, roughly forty-seven kilograms in weight, with a figure like an inverted pyramid. The widest part of Thea was her shoulders, not hips, and she’d never been more happy for it. If she angled her body while sliding through the window, her hips would pass easily. But her shoulders . . .

Thea reached across her body, grabbing her left wrist with her right hand. Moving deliberately, she tugged. As her shoulder popped from its socket, a small gasp escaped her. The pain was a tiny blip in her consciousness, and then her brain pushed the feeling aside.

Thea? came Coen’s voice. You okay?

Her pulse had quickened. He must have heard it.

I’m fine.

The glass was double-paned, secured with a latch on the outside. She kicked with her heel, shattering the first panel.

She froze, listening, stretching her hearing.

No one was coming. Motion sensors or cameras must not be watching the cells. Foolish.

She kicked again, breaking the second panel of glass. Thea was still barefoot, wearing only the T-shirt and leggings she’d been in when the crew of the UBS Paramount had taken her and Coen by force. She was still trying to process how the crew that she’d thought would be her savior had turned out to be an enemy. The Paramount had pulled in her shuttle not because it had been sent to rescue survivors from Achlys but because it was collecting a resource that would serve their agenda. Lieutenant Burke, Paramount’s acting captain, had made that much clear when interrogating Thea just earlier. Once he was done studying the Psychrobacter achli swimming in her—and Coen’s—veins, he would try to replicate it. And control it.

Like all Radicals, Burke wanted the Trios to secede from the United Planetary Coalition. Even when so many citizens believed the systems were strongest united, he was hell-bent on Trios independence. And from what Thea had pieced together in her interrogation, it sounded like Hevetz Industries had allied with Burke as well, that the company’s owner was another Radical lurking in plain sight. If Burke got his way, he’d create an army of soldiers—hosts like Thea—to force the Union’s hand.

Thea bent, knocking the remaining shards of glass from the edges of the window frame. Then she lowered herself to the ground and poked her head through.

A dark hallway. No guards.

She wiggled forward. A stray piece of glass dug into her bicep, but she pressed on. Her shoulders slipped through the opening. The rest was easy. Just a quick tilt of her body when her hips reached the frame, and then she was in the hall.

She stood and moved to Coen’s cell, her feet tracking blood on the dark tiles. By the time she reached his door, she was no longer bleeding. The wounds had sealed, her body healing at inhuman speed.

A series of sliding metal bolts secured the door. She unlocked the first, second, third. Then tugged the door open.

Coen stood in the frame. Half of his shoulder-length hair was pulled back in a bun, a dark knot atop his head. The rest hung wildly around his face. His chest swelled with each breath, and beneath the collar of his T-shirt, Thea could make out the edges of his tattoo, black ink against his light brown skin.

Thea. His breathing was labored, as though it had been him forcing his way through that tiny window. His pulse beat with excitement.

Silently, he moved to her, crossing the threshold, gathering her in his arms.

Thea wasn’t prepared for how the contact softened her resolve. His chest beneath her cheek, his arms warm and reassuring on her back. So unlike the hands that had dragged her to this cell while she was only half-conscious. It almost made her want to linger. Almost.

He backed away quickly, as though he’d heard her thoughts. Perhaps he had. Then he took her wrist in his hand and braced his other palm against her dislocated shoulder. Don’t yell, he warned her.

She breathed out as he thrust her shoulder back in place. It was no worse than an annoying pinch.

Let’s go, she said.

There was only one direction to travel—down a dimly lit, windowless corridor lined with doors. Thea led the way past the cells, all empty based on the lack of heartbeats. A part of her had hoped she’d sense Nova Singh here. Their captors had cut the power to the pilot’s cryo pod when storming the Exodus shuttle—a gamble that could easily kill a person. Nova’s absence from this row of cells could mean only one of two things: she was dead and had been disposed of, or she was in a coma and being held elsewhere on the ship.

None of that’s good, Coen said.

Thea flinched; she hadn’t realized she’d been sharing her thoughts.

Sorry. I wasn’t trying to pry.

It’s not your fault if I’m projecting it, Thea said, and hurried on.

At the end of the hall was a service ladder. Thea grabbed the rungs and climbed, coming up against a smooth hatch door. The hand wheel to open it was surely on the other side. She put a palm to the cover, using all her strength to try to turn it. Help me with this.

Coen scrambled up the ladder. Working together, they pushed until the cover groaned, then creaked, then began to spin.

A moment later, Thea was shoving it up and stepping through the opening. She squinted in the newfound brightness. The room was a white cube, locked off on all ends. She sensed heartbeats, though, and zeroed in on the guards. Dozens of them, on the opposite side of a sealed door. They spotted her and shouted orders. Gas began to fill the chamber.

Quick! She motioned for Coen.

He joined her at the main door, but the ground sparked to life beneath them. Shock rod plates lined the floor. Heat surged through Thea’s bare soles, pain laced her limbs. When her legs betrayed her, she fell to her knees, waiting for the shock to subside. It didn’t. The sedative continued to pump into the room, and Thea slumped to her side, writhing.

In his mind, Coen Rivli could picture the window in his cell’s door, the tiny opening through which Thea had somehow managed to crawl. Without her, he’d still have no idea what waited on the other side—not the hall or the ladder or the dead-end room they’d never be able to breach. He wondered, momentarily, if not knowing would be better. Not knowing meant he could hope. Now he knew escape was impossible.

He forced his eyes open. Blinked rapidly. Everything was bright and shiny.

For a moment, he thought he was still in the room above the hatch, but then he had the vaguest memory of a mask being put over his face. Not one to fend off the gas, but one to administer it, keeping him sedated as he was dragged . . . somewhere.

Coen pushed himself upright, finding a cot beneath him. Not the cot from his cell, though. One of the walls in this room was made of glass. Beyond was a space he recognized. A table he’d been on some hours earlier, nearly unconscious as medics inspected him and retrieved blood samples.

He was no longer in his cell, but an isolation chamber in the ship’s medbay, which wasn’t much better. Just a different kind of prison.

Coen swung his legs over the cot. There was a faint throb in his side. Probably a guard had struck him with a baton. He rolled his shoulder, stretched the muscles in his abdomen, and the pain faded with the movement.

A languid pulse beat in his ears. Thea’s.

He shot to his feet. Standing, he could see over the operating tables and regenerative beds, to the other side of the medbay. Thea sat in a chamber of her own, massaging the back of her neck.

That went well.

Her head jerked up, and her eyes found his. Didn’t it?

I wasn’t joking, Thea.

Neither was I. Her pulse didn’t twitch. Even the tone of her thoughts was even, her expression calm. We’re back on a main level of the ship. That’s better than being locked below a hatch.

It’s still a ship, Thea. There’s nowhere to escape to.

The medbay’s main doors slid open and Lieutenant Burke marched in, a group of men on his heels. Two wore standard military uniforms; the third, a medical jacket.

“How’d they even get out of the cells?” Burke was asking.

“The feed door,” one of the officers replied. “The girl dislocated her shoulder.” He passed a Tab to the lieutenant, who watched the device, brow wrinkled.

I guess there were cameras after all, Thea mused.

Of course there were cameras. Maybe she hadn’t fully processed the direness of their situation yet, but Coen had. They were on a Union battleship, a military vessel that hailed from the Trios. It would be equipped with the very best technology and staffed by officers and soldiers, presumably all of whom were Radicals. If even a single person on this boat was loyal to the Union, representatives from Galactic Disease Control would be present. Instead, Burke had Hevetz employees helping him. Coen had seen the Hevetz logo on the jackets of the medics who had inspected him.

Coen watched Lieutenant Burke take in the surveillance footage, the man’s pulse blipping up a hair.

I nearly attacked him when he interrogated me after Achlys, Thea said. That why he’s scared.

The image made Coen smile, at least until he realized that a successful attack from Thea could have unleashed Psychrobacter achli on the Paramount. A small injury to her, a bit of that blood passed to Burke, and that was it. Madness, all over again.

Burke strode to Thea’s chamber and stared down at her. “There isn’t a scratch on her. She’s bleeding in this footage.”

“Sir, it is my hypothesis that Psychrobacter achli gave the hosts not only enhanced physical strength but incredible healing capabilities as well,” the man in the medical jacket supplied. “And who knows what else. I’d love to run some tests on them.”

“Negative,” Burke said. “I’m putting them in cryo until we reach the research facility. We don’t have adequate means of restraining them here.”

“But sir—”

“This is not open to debate, Farraday. We only get one shot at this, and I’m not blowing it.” Burke turned to the officers. “Get a fully suited unit in here, and tell them to bring shock rods and sedation masks for the hosts. We’re moving them immediately.”

Coen could guess what would happen next. A sedative would fill his chamber. Once he hit the floor, the suited unit would slip a mask over his face to continue administering the drug, and he’d be dragged to a new location, helpless. And once they reached the destination facility Burke had mentioned, Coen imagined security would only be tighter.

Thea seemed to be running through a similar line of logic because she said, Maybe our best chance is to try again as soon as possible. Run for an escape pod?

To what—land on Achlys again? Coen shook his head. It’s the only rock for hundreds of thousands of kilometers.

What about a shuttle, then? she offered. Maybe we can make it to a shuttle.

And fly it . . . how?

“Nova,” she blurted out. Thea threw a palm against the glass of her chamber and stared down Burke. “Where’s Nova? Our pilot!”

The lieutenant folded his arms over the front of his uniform. “As good as dead. Try anything, and I’ll see one of you ends up the same. I only need one host to accomplish what I’m after.”

Dread rushed through Coen. Without Nova—without a pilot—they were truly stranded.

“Why are you still here?” Burke barked at the two officers beside him. “I said to get me a unit.” They muttered apologies, pressed a hand over their hearts in some type of salute, then fled the room. Burke began to follow, but paused in the doorway, looking over his shoulder at the man in the white coat. “And, Farraday? Make sure they don’t talk in the meantime.”

The doctor—Farraday—looked between Thea’s and Coen’s chambers. He was middle-aged, with ashen skin and a red beard peppered with gray. His shaved scalp glinted beneath the operating lights. He didn’t look like a threat, and yet Coen could sense a coldness to him. His heart rate was calm, almost lazy, and he eyed them with a look of disgust that made Coen’s skin crawl.

The man nodded to Burke, then rolled his eyes once he was alone. “Make sure they don’t talk,” the doctor grumbled. “Not a word spoken in this entire footage, and he thinks they’ll start talking now.” Farraday glanced at Coen, gray eyes boring in. “But you don’t need to talk, do you?”

Don’t say anything, Thea whispered.

Obviously, Coen shot back. But he wasn’t quick enough to keep his gaze from drifting to her.

Farraday caught it, and looked at Thea. “I wonder if . . .” He let the thought die and instead pulled a Tab from the inside of his lab coat and began recording notes. “Don’t mind me,” he said, taking a seat where he had a good view of both chambers. “I’m just observing.”

“Observe all you want,” Coen said. “Maybe you’ll crack our fancy code of not talking. Figure out if we’re blinking our communications. Or maybe we’re relying on sign language. Let’s start with this. Do you know what this means?” He made an obscene gesture through the glass.

The doctor’s pulse remained steady.

Don’t bait him, Coen. It’s not worth it.

Coen glanced Thea’s way, but she had her back to him, leaning against the glass door of her chamber. The doctor followed Coen’s gaze and frowned, making another note in the Tab.

We’ll be out of here soon enough, she continued. You heard Burke. They’re moving us to a research facility. That’s when we make our break.

They’re putting us in cryo until we get there.

Which means once we’re at the new facility, they’ll breathe easier, think we’re secure. We’ll find a way then. I never thought we’d actually escape today. I just wanted to case our options.

Coen sat on the edge of his cot and sighed. You said you had a plan.

I do, and it’s evolving. This was step one. Now we know step two comes later.

Coen thought maybe Thea should tell him all her envisioned steps, in detail, that perhaps working together might ensure they weren’t captured just minutes after breaking free of their cells.

How do you do it? she asked.

Do what?

Control which thoughts you share and which you don’t? I can tell you’re annoyed with me right now. Your pulse kicked up, and I can practically feel the heat your emotions are giving off. But I didn’t hear any of it. You didn’t project anything into my mind. How?

Coen considered this a moment, trying to find the right words. You have to stop thinking about your thoughts as your thoughts. Nothing is yours anymore, at least not between us—between hosts. If you want a thought to be private, you have to keep it hidden. You have to feel it, not think it. Does that make any sense?

Dr. Farraday was busy tapping notes into his Tab, so Coen risked another glance at Thea. She’d moved to her cot, wiry forearms resting on her knees and fingers laced together. Her too-thick brows were drawn, and her long, dark hair fell over her shoulders like a river.

It was Dr. Tarlow, wasn’t it? she said finally. Who forced you to learn how to control it?

Tarlow, he said. Yes.

The doctor from Thea’s crew. The woman who’d been infected as a child during the Witch Hazel op, who’d become something more since setting foot on Achlys fifty years earlier and encountering Psychrobacter achli. More strength, slower aging, incredible healing. And of course, an ability for telepathic communication with other hosts.

Coen had been in isolation when Tarlow’s voice had suddenly plunged into his head. He’d learned quickly that his thoughts weren’t his anymore. That as long as another person like him was in his presence, his thoughts were universal, communal, floating in a cloud.

He began to mask them, hiding what he could from the doctor.

But he didn’t want to hide anything from Thea. Not anymore.

Is that true? she asked.

He smiled, realizing he’d leaked that last thought to her. He was not as practiced as he let on.

Yes, he responded. I think the only way we’ll get out of here is if we share everything.

I agree.

So we work together. And get out of this. And then you’ll find a cure.

Hopefully.

Coen lay back on his cot, staring at the ceiling. He didn’t feel sick or broken, nor did he particularly feel like he needed to be cured. And yet he understood the danger Psychrobacter achli posed to the rest of the population—the dangers both he and Thea did as hosts. Images from Black Quarry flashed through his mind. Nosebleeds and hemorrhaged eyes. The crew attacking each other. Clawing. Spitting. Becoming rabid animals in the hopes of passing the bacteria on to a compatible host.

Most of Thea’s crew had met the same fate when arriving to help Black Quarry. Thea’s captain, Dylan Lowe, had been only twenty-three and still proved unable to host the bacteria. The same proved true of Toby, the crew’s tech admin who’d been a year out of university. And now all these Radicals on the Paramount—the guards and military personnel, the scientists with Hevetz Industries—were susceptible to infection. Even still, Burke would meddle. He had the research Coen and Thea had salvaged from Black Quarry, including infected blood samples. He was playing with fire.

What do you think they’re going to do to us? He knew the answer, and yet he longed to hear a different possibility, a reason to hope.

They’ll study us like lab rats, Thea said, confirming his fears. They’ll try to replicate us, and then they’ll try to control us.

Do you think they can do it?

His stomach twisted as she repeated something he’d heard her say before, when they’d fled Achlys aboard the Exodus shuttle and he’d asked her if she could create a cure: Every problem can be solved with enough time.

Nova Singh opened her eyes. Clamped them shut. Opened them again.

She blinked, but the image wasn’t changing.

Dylan Lowe floated before her, suspended in zero gravity, her short hair framing her head like a dark halo. The space station’s emergency lighting cast her face in a pallid hue.

“Did you hear me, Nova?” the captain said. “You’re in a coma.”

Nova turned away, pushed off the wall to propel herself down the narrow hallway. A hand braced against her chest, stopping her cold. Dylan. Somehow right in front of her again.

“You’re in my head,” Nova said. “You’re not real.”

“Are your thoughts real? Your feelings? ’Cause I’m as real as them, Nova, and I’m the only thing that’s gonna keep you alive.”

Nova laughed. Dylan was the reason Nova was in this coma to begin with. On Achlys, Dylan had kept info from her crew so she could continue a search for her father. A search that was pointless. Black Quarry was dead, turned wild by the bacteria that had killed most of the Odyssey crew as well. The same infection that had killed Dylan in the end.

“No, you killed me, Nova,” Dylan said. “You ejected me from the shuttle air lock.”

“You asked me to!”

“I was only on that shuttle because you didn’t have the guts to shoot me on Achlys.”

“Get out of my head!”

“I’m in your head. Isn’t that what you said a second ago?” Dylan smiled—a rare sight—and held up a patch kit. “You’re stuck with me, Nova. Now let’s secure this place before you end up sucked from an air lock, too.”

A low, metallic groan sounded out of sight. The space station was failing, according to Dylan. They’d nearly been sucked through a malfunctioning air lock earlier, and now they had to patch up additional breaches.

It’s in my head. It doesn’t matter what I do. It doesn’t matter.

“It does, Nova.” Dylan grabbed her at the shoulders. “You have to stay busy, keep your brain active. You can’t slip deeper or you might never come out.”

Another groan.

This is a construct of my mind. I can control it. I can make it all disappear.

Nova slammed her eyes shut again, squeezing tight.

“I’m still here, asshole.”

Nova opened her eyes to see it was true. Dylan in her leather jacket. The space station with its flickering lights and groaning metal. A warning panel flashing about a breach in engineering. Droplets of their sweat hung in zero gravity, glistening, morphing.

It was all so lifelike. So detailed. How was she supposed to break out of a dream that felt like reality?

“It’s impossible,” she muttered.

“You once told me that impossible is just an excuse not to try,” Dylan said.

Nova put a hand on the wall to stop herself from twisting away from the other woman. Dylan was merely a figment of her own mind, so it was only Nova herself telling her this bit of advice. But she was suddenly small again, her father teaching her the lesson for the first time.

Maybe this wasn’t real. Maybe it was. It didn’t matter. Nova had no intention of spinning in somersaults for all of eternity—or until the air locks failed and she was siphoned into space.

Fixing the damn station would at least be a distraction.

She reached out and accepted the kit from Dylan. “Where do we start?”

A scuffle outside Intensive Care Two drew Amber Farraday away from her comatose patient. Peering through the door’s glass window and into the general medbay beyond, she caught sight of a pair of unconscious teens being dragged toward the hall by a half dozen armed and suited soldiers, her father and Lieutenant Burke overseeing the whole affair.

Her stomach twisted. This wasn’t what she’d signed up for.

When her father had proposed an Alternate Enrichment year several months earlier, she’d leapt at the chance. Shadowing him sounded like a lot more fun than another year at Polymire High; she had no doubts that junior year would be just as bland as sophomore year had been. But rather than get some true medical insights from her father, who taught premed at one of Soter’s best universities, she’d been whisked aboard the UBS Paramount for god knew what reason. From what she’d pieced together, her father knew the acting captain, Lieutenant Christoph Burke, who’d called in a favor. Something about picking up “cargo” in the Fringe.

Amber still didn’t see why her father was needed. Paramount had plenty of medical experts and scientists aboard. Employees of Hevetz Industries, she’d found out. Not to mention all of Burke’s soldiers.

When she’d asked questions, her father told her it was confidential.

When she’d expressed concerns, and even fear, he insisted she was being irrational.

When she’d pointed out that a two-month boat hop hadn’t been approved as part of her Alternate Enrichment year, he simply assured her he’d talk to the school board and everything would be fine. Dr. Chesley Farraday was used to the universe bending in his favor, after all.

She’d given him the benefit of the doubt at first, but this was becoming too much. The mysterious cargo the Paramount’s crew had flown to the Fringe to pick up had turned out to be humans. The first was intercepted early in their transit—a pilot named Powell who was now locked in isolation. Then the second set of cargo just yesterday: the comatose pilot Amber had been charged with supervising, and these two sedated teens being dragged through the medbay.

One was a scrawny girl with pale skin and inky hair that fell to her chest. The other was a boy, also trim, but with limbs roped in muscle, his skin a light bronze even in the blue-white track lighting of the medbay. Sedation masks were secured over both their faces and neither looked much older than Amber herself.

They disappeared from view as the guards dragged them into the hall.

Amber glanced at her patient quickly—the pilot’s pulse had spiked just moments earlier, but was now back to normal—before slipping from Intensive Care and darting through the medbay.

“Did they talk?” Lieutenant Burke was asking when she burst into the hall.

“Not that I could tell,” her father responded.

“Excuse me—why are those patients sedated?” Amber called out, running after them.

“Is there a reason you left Intensive Care?” Dr. Farraday said, freezing in his tracks. Burke stopped with him, but the train of officers dragging the unconscious teens continued down the hall.

“I heard a struggle in the medbay and . . .” Amber glanced after the teens, then back to her father.

His eyes narrowed, his upper lip twitching as though he’d just tasted something foul. This was her father’s usual expression for disappointment. Amber had witnessed it most recently when she’d questioned what business her father had with Lieutenant Burke. Actually, ever since stepping on Paramount, it seemed to be the only expression he shot at her.

No longer able to hold his gaze, Amber looked down the hall. It was quiet now save for a lone officer jogging toward Burke. “Lieutenant?” He pressed the Radical salute—pointer and middle fingers crossed to form an R in sign language—over his heart. “That surveillance report you were waiting for just came in from the Inansi Desert.”

“Not here.” Burke’s eyes flashed with warning. “My office. Are you coming, Farraday?”

“Perhaps I should take care of this and find you after?”

“Fine. Let’s just make sure these interruptions don’t become a reoccurrence.”

“Absolutely, sir.” Her father crossed his pointer and middle fingers and quickly tapped them to his heart. Burke trudged off, the officer on his heels. As soon as the men were out of sight, Amber’s father grabbed her at the bicep, his fingers pinching through the material of her medic-in-training lab coat.

“Where are they taking those kids?” she asked as he steered her back toward the medbay. “And where the heck is the Inansi Desert?”

“On Casey. Clearly the history professors aren’t covering the Casey uprising at that school of yours.” His lip curled, then morphed into a stern line. “Your focus should be on IC2, Amber. Do you understand me? I don’t want to hear from you unless that pilot is alert. There are things more pertinent than what captures your attention in any given moment.” He was staring down at her. One day she’d win a staring contest, but today she glanced away.

“I’ll focus on the pilot,” she said. “Promise. Just tell me who those kids are.”

“They’re not kids.”

“Fine, teens. Whatever. Who are they?”

“They’re damaged goods. We planned to keep them quarantined until arriving back in the Trios, but they’re giving us problems. They’ll be in cryo during transit.”

Amber frowned. “If we’ve begun quarantine procedures, shouldn’t Galactic Disease Control be here? And the pilot I’m watching . . .” Her heart stumbled, beating faster. “Wasn’t she on the same ship as those teens? That means she should be in quarantine, too!”

“She’s fine for now. The medical bed we have her in is completely secure, and we have reason to believe that if she was jeopardized, she’d have already shown signs, even while in a coma. Besides, she isn’t Burke’s priority.”

No wonder I’m the one watching her, Amber thought. She must be the unimportant half of the cargo.

“But if she wakes up,” her father continued, “if her status changes, you call me immediately, because yes, she’ll need to be closely monitored.” He put a hand on her shoulder, squeezing reassuringly, but all Amber could think about was how those fingers were the same ones to pinch her arm just earlier, steering her like cattle. “You’ll be a good doctor someday, Amber. But you need to learn to follow instructions. To listen.”

Her father had always said that good doctors follow their intuition, that hunches and gut feelings were just as important as orders and chart data. Sometimes Amber wondered if what her father really meant was that she’d make a good nurse, doing as a doctor requested; if he wasn’t quite comfortable with the idea of her earning his title and becoming his equal.

“Where are you going?” she asked as he turned away.

“I need to talk to Burke.”

“But Dad . . .”

“Keep an eye on that pilot’s vitals, Amber. I’m not going to ask again.”

Amber trudged back to the medbay and into a room labeled IC2. The steady, subdued beep of the pilot’s vitals greeted her. Where a regenerative bed typically sat was a long, secure compartment. A transparent coffin. There was nothing to regenerate for a comatose patient. Instead, all Amber could do was wait. Monitor vitals. Check IVs and fluids. Empty catheters.

Amber stepped up to the medbed. Beneath the clear lid, the pilot looked as peaceful as ever, mouth relaxed, lips slightly parted.

“Right where I left you.”

She bent forward, folding her arms atop the compartment and resting her chin on her forearm as she watched the pilot’s chest rise and fall. The patient reminded Amber of Snow White from the Earth Era fables, with dark hair and rosy lips, but bronze skin instead of ivory. Undeniably beautiful, regardless, and she wasn’t wearing even an ounce of makeup. Some people had all the luck, genetically speaking.

Amber grabbed the pilot’s chart from the foot of the bed, searching the Tab for a name, even when she knew she wouldn’t find it. The chart contained only recent medical information, not the patient’s name or age or home planet. All things Amber’s father probably knew but refused to tell her, even though talking to the pilot—calling her by name—might help bring her back.

It dawned on Amber that her father might not want the pilot to wake up. That awake, she just might be another nuisance, like the two unconscious teens being transported to cryo.

Amber touched the lid of the medbed. “What happened to you in the Fringe?” she asked. “Was it bad?”

No change in the vitals, no twitch of the pilot’s face.

“Of course it was bad. You’re in a coma.”

No response.

“If you can hear me,” Amber went on, “I think things are only going to get worse. I think your friends might be in danger.”

The vitals beeped on, unaltered.

Coen could feel the pressure of the officer’s grasp beneath his underarms, the knock of his calves against stairs, the bump of his heels passing over thresholds. Clearer than any of these sensations was the subtle pressure of the mask around his nose and mouth. The elastic that held it in place squeezed gently along his temples.

And even while he could feel all this—even while he was being dragged through the ship and to cryo—his limbs were useless. He was limp, leaden.

He couldn’t even sense Thea in his drugged state, and that was perhaps the most terrifying of all. He was alone, and it was like being stranded on Achlys all over again, those two months between Black Quarry’s demise and the arrival of Thea’s crew.

He hated being alone.

Coen’s feet bumped over another threshold.

“Put him there. The girl beside him.”

“Will it be enough to keep them secure?”

“If the gas is working now, I don’t see why not.”

Hands moved from beneath Coen’s arms to the front of his torso, his shoulders. Another set grabbed his feet. Their pulses were wild now in his ears. They hated being so close to him.

Coen’s equilibrium tipped, and then the hands released him.

I’m in the cryo bed, he thought. I must be.

The elastic behind his head slipped up, the mask lifted from his face. He heard the door to the chamber slide shut, sensed shadows moving across it. A fan kicked on.

Just as his eyelids began to flutter open, his body returning to itself after the removal of the gas mask, the sedative of the cryo chamber began to weigh on him. He was trading one state of uselessness for another.

“I want a dozen guards stationed here for the next forty-eight hours. Make sure they can’t fight this.”

Coen’s eyelids grew heavy once more. But even as his body became leaden, his mind felt lighter.

During his trip to Achlys, the Black Quarry crew had undergone cryostasis on Celestial Envoy. It had been sort of like dreaming, a subconscious state in which he’d had thoughts. His mind had been aware that time was passing even when he’d had no way to count the days.

He felt that way again now, his subconscious surging to life while the rest of his body slept. And in the corners of his subconscious, he was delighted to find that he sensed Thea. Not as crisp as usual. Distant and a bit tinny—like a long tunnel separated them. Muted, too, but there.

Thea, he gasped out, the relief crashing over him.

I didn’t think we’d be able to talk in here, she said.

It must be different from the gas sedative.

Cryostasis suspended the body, not the mind, so in a way, it made sense. But the fuzzy, weak quality of their conversations led Coen to believe that if he’d been placed in a pod across the room, rather than directly beside Thea, he wouldn’t have been able to hear her at all.

Still, this fuzzy, weak connection was enough. More than enough. If the muscles in his face were capable of smiling, he would have. He could sense Thea’s excitement, too. A buzzy, electrified hum.

It’s about two months back to the Trios, he said. Should we discuss escape plans?

What for? We don’t know what we’ll be escaping. Not until we get there and see what we’re up against.

Coen could see the logic there, but he hated how helpless it made him feel. At least when stranded on Achlys, there’d been plenty of tasks to keep him busy. Inventorying supplies. Gathering water. Charging battery cells. Cleaning the rover. Planning what he’d say to his sister if he ever made it back to her.

But to be stuck in this cryostasis pod, useless, waiting. Doing nothing while the Paramount brought him closer to what would essentially be another prison . . .

Thea, I don’t want to die like this: on their terms, under their knives, surrounded by strangers.

We’re not going to die. And I’m not a stranger.

I barely know you.

Well, we’ve got two months to fix that. Here, I’ll start: I’m an orphan. I’ve been in child services since I was four. I never knew my dad, and my mom’s presumed dead, but I think she’s still out there somewhere. I’m going to find her one day, or at least find out what happened to her. After I get out of this mess and attend Linneaus Institute and am making a boatload of unnes a year, I’m going to hire a private investigator to track her down . . .

Coen listened to her talk, and he took it into himself, the fear slowly drowned out by cautious optimism. Thea talked about an after with such certainty he began to picture one for himself. And when it was his turn to talk, he shared the future he longed for.

His sister, Gina, and the tumor along her spine receding. Her regaining strength, leaving the hospital bed. His family, no longer bankrupt from the cost of the care. He’d go back to school, get his GenEd degree, think about attending a trade school for mechanics or robotics.

Maybe, if the stars aligned, Coen just might be able to amount to something more than a scavenger.

Nova lifted the welding mask, sparks from her soldering gun fading.

“Think that will hold?” she asked.

Dylan squinted at the work. “For now.”

The breach in engineering had been minor, but this one, in Air Lock 3—a narrow slash in the interior no wider than a hairline, but nearly three meters tall—had proved a nightmare. That Nova had enough scrap to patch it was a miracle, not to mention that she completed the work without an EVA suit. It shouldn’t have been possible. In the twenty minutes it took her to seal the breach, the vacuum should have torn the station apart. And she should have run out of air. Or died from the cold.

“It’s all in your head, remember?” Dylan chided. “Science doesn’t matter here. This is just you making sense of the situation with visuals.”

“If science doesn’t matter, why can’t I just wake up? Something else must be broken.” Nova swung the welding mask off her head and dropped it. It spiraled near her hip. Dylan grabbed it and secured it to a holding station on the wall while Nova stowed away the soldering gun. “Let’s run diagnostics.”

Nova pushed off the air lock door, propelling herself through the station. In command central, static filled the room, garbled and choppy.

If you can hear me . . . things are . . .

Nova pushed off the doorframe, gliding into the room.

Your friends . . . danger.

“Hello?” Nova said into the main comm radio. The static simply continued to crackle, the transmission repeating.

If you can hear me . . . things are . . . your friends . . . danger . . .

“Comms are down.” Nova abandoned the radio and turned to the central station, grabbing it at the lip to pull herself in for a better view. “I’m gonna reboot the whole system. Maybe that will get the station rotating again, too; get us out of zero g.”

Dylan gave a shrug as if to say, Whatever you think.

Nova moved through the interface, which was strikingly similar to the fighters she operated while training at the Academy. It was a relief to be so familiar with the interface, but also unsettling. A space station like this should run on entirely different operations. Then again, it was all in her head.

She found the right command and tapped the button. “Rebooting.” All through the command room, the screens went black. The garbled message repeating from the radio died. For a moment the room was deathly silent.

Then a blinking cursor appeared on the main console.

“Did it work?” Dylan asked.

The screen updated with text.

REBOOTING COMMUNICATIONS . . .

INTERNAL AUDIO AND VIDEO . . . ONLINE.

EXTERNAL NEAR PLANET COMMS . . . ONLINE.

EXTERNAL DEEP SPACE COMMS . . . ONLINE.

COMMUNICATION SYSTEM REBOOT . . . COMPLETE.

“I think that means yes,” Nova said.

Another static crackle from the radio, then an alert on the screen before her. Transmission received via DSC.

Deep space comms. Figured. Of course help wasn’t nearby.

Nova pushed herself over the console, glided for the radio, and played the message.

What happened to you out there in the Fringe? Was it bad? The voice was soft and reassuring, kind. Of course it was bad. You’re in a coma.

Nova fumbled for the radio’s mouthpiece.

If you can hear me, I think things are only going to get worse. I think your friends might be in danger.

“Who is this?” Nova asked into the radio. “Hello? Can you hear me?”

“It’s on old transmission,” Dylan said sadly. “It’s not live.”

Nova sat back in frustration. For a long moment, the room was painfully silent. Then a light blinked on the console, indicating a new incoming message, this on the internal lines. Definitely live. Nova straightened.

I’m just going to keep talking, the voice said. I’m pretty sure you can’t hear me, but I’m going to keep at it anyway. You’re stuck with me, I guess.

“I’m here. This is Nova Singh, temp pilot with Hevetz Industries. Do you read me?”

I wish I knew your name.

“It’s Nova, dammit! Hello? Hello, do you copy?”

They took your friends to cryo. I think something bad is going to happen to them. Who are they?

“Thea and Coen. I can explain later. Where are you—did you just dock? I don’t understand how you’re on the internal lines. There’s no one else on this station.”

Who are you? the voice continued.

“I’m Nova Singh, dammit!” She threw the radio. It clattered against the unit, then bounced back in her direction, floating on its tether. It was no use. Despite being back online, the comms were clearly malfunctioning.

“Morse code,” Dylan supplied.

“What?”

“You could try Morse code.”

Nova followed Dylan’s gaze to the tap lever in front of the radio. It had appeared out of nowhere, as though her brain had conjured it.

Maybe I’m asking questions that are too complicated, the voice went on. How about this: if you can hear me, blink.

“Blink?” Nova glanced at the Morse code transmitter, then to the radio. She reached out and pressed the paddle, producing a single, short tap.

Amber froze, certain she’d imagined it.

The pilot’s vitals hadn’t changed. Her heart rate beeped on, as steady as ever. Her body was rigid in the medbed, and though her eyes remained closed, Amber was certain they’d just twitched.

“I think . . . Did you just hear me? Blink again for yes?”

The pilot’s eyelids tightened briefly, then returned to their relaxed, sleeping state.

“Oh my god.”

At that, the pilot’s eyelids moved rapidly, clenching for varying intervals of time. Amber staggered away from the medbed. The pilot’s body temperature was up a single degree, her heart rate just a touch faster than before. Still nowhere near where they should be, but they’d changed.

“I don’t understand. Slow down. Let’s do yes/no questions.”

The pilot relaxed.

“One blink for yes, two for no. You can hear me?”

A blink.

“Are those teens they brought to cryo your friends?”

Another blink.

“Did something bad happen in the Fringe?”

Yes. No.

“So maybe?” Amber paused, sucking her lip. “How about this: Our crew picked up yours and now we’re headed home to the Trios. Are we in danger?”

A pause, as though the pilot was considering the situation carefully.

No.

Amber let out an exhale. “That’s one silver lining, I guess. But I still think your friends are in trouble. The soldiers sedated them before moving them to cryo. Why would they do something like that?” Amber’s thoughts drifted to her father’s comments about quarantine procedures. “I wish I knew your name,” she added.

The pilot’s eyes twitched again, frantic and sporadic.

“Are you okay?”

Yes. Then more panicked twitching.

“I don’t understand.”

The blinking continued, long and short, with intermittent pauses. It made no sense, except that . . . Amber froze, watching carefully. The blinks weren’t as frantic as she’d first thought. They made up a pattern.

“Hang on!” She raced for the Tab, and swiped to a clean page in the pilot’s chart. “Repeat it again, slower.” As the pilot clenched and unclenched her eyes, Amber recorded the beats. Dashes for long blinks, dots for short.

— • — — — • • • — • —

She stared at her notes, puzzled. Was it a cypher? Some type of code? She lowered the Tab to her lap, shaking her head. The pilot was still repeating the pattern of blinks, but less enthusiastically. The Tab dimmed, and Amber glanced down to see the device had reverted to sleep mode. The Union’s military seal now filled the screen.

The military . . . Military communications . . . “Morse code!”

Yes.

Amber brought the Tab out of sleep and pulled her notes into the built-in translation software, selecting Morse code as the language. The screen refreshed with a single word.

“Nova?” she asked, reading from the Tab.

Yes.

“Hi, Nova. My name’s Amber Farraday. It’s nice to meet you.”

The pilot began blinking almost immediately. After a moment, Amber had her question: Where?

“Where are you? The UBS Paramount, somewhere in the Fringe. We’re headed back to the Trios, though.”

How?

This one was trickier, as Amber didn’t know all the details herself. “Our crew was tasked with picking up cargo in the Fringe,” she said, explaining what she’d been told. “You and your friends were part of that cargo. I don’t know much else beyond that. I’m only an . . . intern, I guess you could say. A medic in training shadowing my father.”

Coma? How?

“I don’t know. I wish I did. You’ve been this way since they wheeled you in. Maybe something was wrong with your shuttle’s cryo sequence. You might not have been sedated properly and—”

“Amber!”

She jumped at the sudden appearance of her father, the Tab nearly falling from her lap.

“Burke wants all personnel in cryo.”

“What about your research?” All Amber had heard since the cargo was picked up was how important her father’s research was to Burke’s cause and the Radical agenda. She’d seen enough soldiers and scientists making the Radical salute to each other in the halls to assume the entire crew were Radicals. Some even made the salute to her in passing. Amber always mirrored it, feeling like she was in on a secret without the actual details. Everyone on this ship was working toward the same goal—a goal no one seemed to think she needed to know about—only now the crew would be going under for the two-month flight home instead of using that time to work. It didn’t make sense.

“I’ll pick up where I left off later,” her father explained. “I need more equipment than this ship can offer. Plus, Vasteneur will join us there to oversee things.”

Aldric Vasteneur, owner of Hevetz Industries. Amber had heard one of the scientists onboard bragging about how close he was with the owner. Another had countered that Vasteneur clearly had faith in her as well, seeing as they’d both been recommended to Burke for this mission. They were like neglected children, Amber had thought, vying for Daddy’s attention.

“What about the pilot? I can’t leave her now.”

“I’ll program a med-droid to watch her vitals, change IVs as needed.”

“But she’s responsive!”

Amber’s father perked up. “What?”

“She can hear me. Nova, can you hear me?” The pilot’s eyes clenched and relaxed. “See the blink? One means yes, two means no.”

Her father peered at the readings on the pilot’s monitors and sighed heavily. “Amber, I’m sorry. We don’t have time for this. I’ll make sure the med-droid pulls me out of cryo if her state changes, but I’ve got orders from Burke.”

Immediately, Nova blinked twice. No.

“Dad, I want to stay.”

“This isn’t negotiable!” He seized her arm and towed her toward the door.

Another two blinks. No. Then another, over and over. It was all Amber could see as her father forced her into the hall.

Eventually, their conversations faded, and Thea and Coen sat in eerie silence. Minutes, hours, days passed. Occasionally Thea would reach out to him, confirming she wasn’t alone. I’m still here, he’d say, the response always calm and warm.

It was like any experience in cryo, in that she knew time was passing, but it was that much more unsettling because conversation was possible. Thea felt like she was stuck in limbo, half awake but still trapped in a sleeping body, unable to move.

She thought of many things as the ship rattled through space. Where it might be headed, what type of facility she and Coen would be moved to, how they’d ever manage to escape it.

One step at a time, she reminded herself.

Before she could attempt to run again, she’d have to be awake. And she’d need
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