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Dominion

Prologue
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Head Tacticus Laurie White watched the candidates die for the third time in twenty minutes.

They died well, for the most part. That counted for something. It didn’t count for enough, though. The first group had handled the pressure drop cleanly and advanced too fast through the breach, leaving their rear exposed. The second had remembered their flanks and lost momentum, which in a real boarding action would have given the defenders time to seal the inner corridor and vent the whole section. This third group made it all the way through the breach, cut through the inner hatch in decent time, and cleared the first compartment before the automated guns folded out of the walls and tore them apart.

Their suits registered the hits with sharp flashes across Laurie’s command feed. One by one, the Janissaries dropped to the deck, black armor clattering against composite plating. The training rounds did not penetrate, of course, but the impact would hurt. Bruises taught better than lectures. Always had.

Laurie folded his arms and waited while the last candidate, a broad-shouldered man from Holstonhead by the sound of him, crawled behind a support strut with one leg marked disabled and his rifle dragging from his right hand. The man had taken three hits to the chest already. The suit would have flooded him with pain suppressors in a real engagement, assuming it had not shut him down altogether, but in training it gave him just enough discomfort to make clear that heroics had limits.

The man tried to lift his rifle anyway.

A fourth flash blinked across Laurie’s feed.

Dead.

The lights came up slowly, first red, then amber, then the clean white glare of the training chamber. The smell of heated metal, sweat, and recycled air filled the compartment. There were no windows here, no view of the stars. Longwatch Station was built for work, and whoever had designed it had clearly believed that men and women sent beyond Earth had no business being distracted by the universe.

Laurie could appreciate the thinking, though he found it a little petty. If soldiers were expected to die in the dark between worlds, they might as well be allowed to look at the stars first.

“Reset,” he said.

The fallen Janissaries stirred, groaning and cursing. One of them laughed, which was a good sign. Another stayed down a little too long, which was not. Laurie walked over, boots clanging softly against the deck, and stopped beside her. She was slight, dark-eyed, perhaps twenty-four, with the sharp cheekbones of the northern English towns and the stubborn set of someone who had spent all her life proving that size was a poor measure of danger.

“Name?” Laurie asked.

She pushed herself up on one elbow. “Janissary Elin Marsh, sir.”

“You dead, Marsh?”

She looked up at him. “Yes, sir.”

“Then why are you looking around?”

A few of the others chuckled. Marsh gave them a look that would have cut skin if eyes were edged, then faced Laurie again.

“Bad habit, sir.”

“At least you know it.” Laurie crouched with a faint grunt from his knees, which annoyed him more than it should have. Getting old was a tactical disadvantage no one had properly warned him about. “If the sim marks you dead, you stay dead until command says otherwise. You don’t check who saw you fall. You don’t adjust your helmet. You don’t scratch your nose. You don’t offer helpful commentary to the living. Dead soldiers are quiet soldiers, and quiet soldiers are at least useful as cover. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

He stood, ignoring the small complaint from his left hip, and turned to the rest of them.

“All of you, up.”

They rose quickly. Twelve Janissaries. Nine English, three Moon-blood volunteers attached to the recon selection program under one of Evan Hordvik’s integration policies. That was the official term, at least. Integration. Laurie had learned to dislike official terms. They were usually invented to make difficult things sound painless. The Moon-blood soldiers stood a little apart without seeming to mean to, their armor cleaner, their posture more polished, their eyes watchful in that particular way of people raised to expect command as a birthright. The English Janissaries noticed. Of course they did. Janissaries noticed everything that might one day get them killed.

Laurie walked along the line, letting the silence stretch. He had always liked silence as a training tool. Soldiers who had survived basic training, border raids, occupation patrols, and pacification work had heard enough shouting to last a lifetime. Silence left them alone with their own mistakes.

“You made it through the outer hull,” he said at last. “Your entry timing was decent. You cleared the first compartment without shooting each other, which puts you ahead of several officers I’ve had the misfortune to serve under.” A couple of them smiled before deciding they probably should not. Laurie let them wonder. “Then you died because every one of you looked forward.”

Marsh frowned. The Holstonhead man looked down at the deck, replaying it in his head.

“The enemy is not obliged to stand where doctrine says he ought to stand,” Laurie continued. “The enemy does not care how well you performed in breach drills. The enemy does not respect your courage, your Service, your citizenship prospects, your proud mother, your dead sister, or whatever miserable little dream keeps you warm at night. The enemy wants you dead. If you remember that, you might live long enough to learn something more complicated.”

A Moon-blood candidate at the end of the line raised his chin. “Sir, the automated guns deployed from civilian-grade paneling. The schematics didn’t indicate hardpoints.”

Laurie turned slowly toward him. The man was tall, pale, handsome in the effortless way of old families, with silver-blond hair cropped to regulation perfection. His insignia marked him as Janissary, same as the others, but everything about him suggested the rank was a temporary inconvenience.

“No,” Laurie said. “They didn’t.”

The man hesitated. “Then the schematics were inaccurate, sir.”

“Exactly.”

The answer seemed to irritate him. “Sir?”

Laurie stepped closer. “Schematics can lie. So can briefings, maps, sensor sweeps, superior officers, prisoners, allies, and your own eyes if you’re tired enough. Recon lives by doubt. Learn that before you ask to wear the badge.”

The man’s face tightened. A flicker of offense passed through his eyes, as if the universe had been rude in front of witnesses. Laurie almost liked him for that.

“What’s your name?”

“Janissary Havel, sir.”

Of course it was.

“Havel, if you ever find yourself boarding a hostile vessel beyond the mapped perimeter, and if you discover that the enemy has politely arranged every corridor, hatch, weapon system, and pressure seal according to the documents provided to you by command, assume you’re already dead and start working backward.”

“Yes, sir.”

That was better. The answer still carried wounded pride, but the man was listening now. A soldier who could survive embarrassment might survive other things as well.

Laurie turned back to the full line. “Again.”

A few shoulders shifted. No one sagged. That was something.

He waited until every face had returned to him.

“Good. One day some poor bastard may be standing behind you, hoping you learned how to enter a sealed compartment without being turned into red mist. I’d hate for him to be disappointed.”

The candidates moved back to their starting positions. The chamber lights dimmed, and the simulation systems began resetting the dead ship around them. Panels shifted. False debris rose from deck slots. The outer hatch sealed itself with a heavy finality that made the room feel smaller. Laurie stepped back toward the observation rail, where Sub Meridian Jon Petrov watched with his hands clasped behind his back.

Petrov was Moon blood down to the bones: smooth-skinned despite being at least eighty, tall, straight-backed, with features so balanced they seemed assembled rather than born. He wore the dark formal uniform of Janissary command, silver markings clean against the black. Laurie had never liked him, though that did not make him unusual. There were plenty of officers Laurie did not like. Liking officers was not a requirement of Service, which was fortunate, since the reverse did not seem common either.

“They’re improving,” Petrov said.

“They’re dying slower.”

“That is one definition of improvement.”

Laurie gave him a sideways look. “A generous one.”

Petrov smiled without showing teeth. “You are hard on them.”

“They’re recon candidates.”

“Several of them already have excellent records.”

“That’s why I expect them to learn faster.”

Petrov looked through the glass. “Some of them are citizens’ children.”

Laurie followed his gaze. Havel was checking his rifle, controlled and efficient, though still carrying that little stiffness of wounded pride. “Then they should know excellence doesn’t come cheap.”

Petrov was quiet for a moment, and Laurie wondered if he had gone too far. It happened now and then. Citizenship had given him more room to speak, though the room had walls. He had learned that distinction early. The Covenant was generous with honors once they were earned, but it preferred gratitude to honesty.

Still, Petrov only nodded. “Perhaps.”

That was another thing Laurie disliked about him. The man did not rise easily to bait. It made conversations less satisfying.

The next run began. The candidates moved faster this time. Better spacing. Marsh remembered to check the upper corner above the hatch. Havel covered the rear, perhaps a little stiffly but with decent discipline. They would still die if Laurie had set the inner compartment the way he should have, but training was not merely about killing good soldiers in new and interesting ways. It was about making them believe they could live if they paid attention.

The station shuddered faintly beneath his boots.

Laurie looked up.

It was subtle. Longwatch always trembled a little. Ventilation, docking clamps, cargo lifts, the deep pulse of reactors somewhere below and aft. A station was never still, not truly. It only pretended for the comfort of those who missed planets. This tremor had another rhythm, slow and deep through the deck, gone before he could decide what it meant.

Petrov noticed. His eyes shifted toward the ceiling for half a second, then back to the candidates.

“You know something?” Laurie asked.

“I know many things, Head Tacticus.”

“About that tremor?”

“Some.”

“And?”

Petrov’s expression remained pleasant. “And this is neither the time nor the place.”

Laurie snorted quietly. “That means yes.”

Petrov did not answer. On the other side of the glass, the candidates breached the first hatch. Marsh dropped to one knee, checked the left wall, then the ceiling. Havel fired before the automated gun fully deployed, disabling it with two clean shots. Good. He would be impossible for a week now, but good all the same.

The chamber door opened behind them.

Laurie did not turn at once. Doors opened and closed all day on Longwatch. Technicians, medics, instructors, officers with clipboards and expressions of permanent disappointment. The candidates froze in his peripheral feed, and the simulation paused without his order.

That made him turn.

Two Security Directorate officers stood in the doorway. They were Directorate, far above ordinary station security or Janissary command. Their uniforms were charcoal grey instead of black, with no unit markings beyond a small silver eye at the throat. One was Moon blood, the other English, though the Englishman had the empty face of someone who had practiced not having opinions where others could see them.

The Moon-blood officer stepped forward. “Head Tacticus Lawrence White?”

Laurie felt a cold, familiar weight settle in his stomach. He had known enough briefings, arrests, ambushes, and final orders to recognize the arrival of trouble. It wore different uniforms, used different phrases, sometimes even smiled. Trouble had manners when it wanted something.

“Yes,” he said.

Petrov stiffened beside him. The Security officer did not.

“You are requested in Briefing Chamber Three.”

“By whom?”

“That will be made clear.”

“Now?”

“Immediately.”

Laurie glanced at Petrov. “Continue without me.”

“So it seems,” Petrov said.

Laurie looked back through the glass. The candidates stood frozen mid-operation, weapons raised, faces turned toward him. Some curious, some wary. Marsh was still kneeling. Havel had lowered his rifle slightly, watching with undisguised interest.

“Reset the sim,” Laurie told Petrov quietly. “Same layout. Add a pressure drop after the second hatch.”

“That may be excessive.”

“They’re improving, remember?”

Petrov gave him a thin smile. “As you say.”

Laurie followed the Security officers into the corridor.

Longwatch Station had been built from old shipyard modules, expanded over decades into something too large to feel like a vessel and too cramped to feel like a city. Its corridors were wide enough for armored troops to move in formation, but the ceilings were low, the walls reinforced with dull grey plating broken by pipes, access hatches, warning strips, and old paint where newer systems had been fitted over earlier construction. Some sections smelled faintly of lubricant and hot plastic. Others smelled of bodies, old meals, cleaning foam, fear. No matter how far humanity had come, no one had ever built a military installation that smelled pleasant for long.

The Security officers walked ahead and behind him. Escorting, in the official sense. Herding, in the practical one.

Laurie considered pointing that out, then decided against it. He could be foolish, but he tried not to be decorative about it.

They passed a row of narrow windows overlooking one of the outer training rings. Beyond the glass, stars lay scattered hard and bright against the black. No atmosphere softened them. No city light dimmed them. A cluster of training drones moved in formation near a mock hull suspended in the void, their maneuvering jets flashing blue-white in short bursts. Farther out, a transport vessel slid away from the station, engines burning low.

Laurie slowed despite himself.

He had seen the stars before, of course. Everyone had, in pictures, in feeds, in the sky above Earth when the weather was clear and the city haze thinned enough to let ancient light through. But seeing them from here was different. From Earth, the stars looked like something above. From Longwatch, they looked like somewhere.

The English boy he had been in Charlestown would not have known what to do with that thought. That boy had worried about Selection Day, about whether he would join his sister in the Janissaries, whether he would survive long enough to earn citizenship, whether his mother would cry when he left and pretend she had not. The boy had imagined the Covenant as the world. Everything beyond it had been threat, emptiness, or myth.

Now the Covenant had followed him all the way out here, into the dark, and called it duty.

“Head Tacticus,” the officer behind him said.

Laurie resumed walking. “Lead on.”

There was something in the way the English officer glanced away that made Laurie look back. The man’s eyes flicked down a fraction too late.

Interesting.

Briefing Chamber Three was not one of the public rooms used for operational planning or instructional displays. It sat behind two sealed doors, a biometric arch, and a final manual checkpoint manned by silent Directorate guards. The walls inside were black, the table matte grey, the air a little too cold. Rooms like this existed for decisions that would later be dressed in better language.

Three people waited inside.

Strategos Ivar Gulvik stood at the far end of the table, hands folded on a thin folder. Laurie knew him by reputation, which was rarely a good way to know anyone. Gulvik had commanded orbital suppression during the final Buchanan campaign and had been promoted twice after the war, each time with less public celebration than the last. That usually meant useful work done in ugly places.

Beside him sat a woman with Meridian insignia and the name Ryushkova on her name tag. Janissary Intelligence, Laurie realized, noticing her uniform, that looked almost like his own, instead of the distinctive Directorate style. She looked almost bored until one noticed she had placed herself where she could see the door, the table, Gulvik’s hands, and Laurie’s reflection in the blank screen behind him. Competent, then. Dangerous too, probably.

The third man was older, English, with thinning white hair and civilian clothes that fit poorly on his narrow frame. A scholar or technician, Laurie guessed. Perhaps both. He did not look up when Laurie entered, but continued tapping at a slate with nervous fingers.

“Head Tacticus White,” Gulvik said.

“Strategos.”

“Sit.”

Laurie sat. The chair was too comfortable, which he disliked on principle.

Gulvik opened the folder but did not look down at it. “Your training group performs adequately.”

“They’re good soldiers.”

“Good soldiers fail as readily as poor ones when placed beyond familiar doctrine.”

Laurie nodded once. “That’s why they’re here.”

Ryushkova studied him with mild interest. Gulvik gave no sign of approval or irritation.

“You are here because you have extensive reconnaissance experience, a record of independent field judgment, prior association with persons of interest, and citizenship status sufficient for compartmentalized assignment.”

Laurie leaned back. “That’s a long way of saying you need an English recon officer.”

The old technician made a small choking sound that might have been a laugh, then covered it with a cough. Ryushkova smiled faintly. Gulvik did not.

“Your familiarity with Susan Atlas has been noted.”

There it was.

Laurie kept his face still. It had taken years to master that particular trick. Battlefield discipline helped. Pain helped more. “I haven’t even though about Sue Atlas in a very long time.”

“Nevertheless.”

“She in trouble?”

Gulvik studied him. “That is not your concern.”

“It concerns me if you make it part of my briefing.”

“Only to the degree we decide it does.”

Laurie held his gaze for a long moment, then looked away first because pride was useful only until it got you killed. “What’s the assignment?”

Ryushkova touched a control.

The blank screen behind Gulvik came alive, showing a field of stars. At first Laurie thought it was a standard strategic map of the outer system. Then the image shifted, pulling back through layers of plotted trajectories, sensor cones, relay lines, and restricted zones. A red marker pulsed near the edge of the projection, far beyond the clean geometry of ordinary patrol routes.

“We have encountered an anomaly,” Gulvik said.

Laurie waited.

The marker expanded. The image sharpened, though not much. A distortion hung in the darkness, a faint curve where starlight bent around nothing visible. It might have been beautiful in another room, under another voice. Here it looked like a wound someone had taught the screen to hold open.

“Natural?” Laurie asked.

“No,” the technician said before Gulvik could answer. His voice was thin, excited and frightened at once. “At least, not according to any definition we currently use. It exhibits controlled gravitational behavior, non-random energy cycling, and periodic stabilization windows. We believe it functions as a transit structure.”

“A transit structure,” Laurie repeated.

“A passage,” Ryushkova said. “Or a gate.”

Laurie looked at the distortion again. For a moment he felt the old cave around him, cold stone at his back, blood in his mouth, an enemy soldier across from him asking if they could both live. Memory was strange that way. It had no respect for proper sequence. One moment he was in a secure briefing room aboard Longwatch Station, and the next he was bleeding out in the dirt of Buchanan, realizing the invasion had been something other than what he had been told.

A diversion.

A ruse.

Janissaries were expendable.

He blinked, and the room returned.

“What’s on the other side?” he asked.

Gulvik and Ryushkova exchanged a glance so brief most men would have missed it.

Laurie did not miss it.

“We do not know,” Gulvik said.

“That answer won’t hold.”

The silence became very still.

Ryushkova leaned forward. “Careful, Head Tacticus.”

Laurie kept his eyes on the screen. “You wouldn’t call me here if you knew nothing. You’d send probes, drones, maybe a technical team with a Directorate escort. You wouldn’t pull in an English recon officer with history you don’t want to discuss unless something had already gone wrong.”

The old technician stared at the table.

Gulvik closed the folder.

For a moment Laurie thought he had gone too far after all. It would be a stupid way to end a long career. Neither heroic nor tragic, just unnecessary. He had imagined better deaths for himself, though admittedly less often lately.

Then Gulvik touched another control.

The image changed.

A vessel appeared. Small, angular, dark against the starfield, caught in grainy sensor resolution. It was not Covenant. Laurie knew that instantly because the design carried none of the familiar assumptions. Covenant vessels looked like they wanted to impose order on space. This thing looked like it wanted space to forget it was there.

“This image was recovered from a forward reconnaissance transmission,” Ryushkova said. “The transmission was incomplete.”

“One of ours?”

“No,” Gulvik said. “The image came from the first unmanned probe before signal loss. The probe entered the anomaly and failed to return data beyond a limited burst.”

Laurie watched the vessel on the screen. “And the manned scout?”

Ryushkova’s gaze sharpened slightly. “What makes you assume there was one?”

“You said probe first. People like you always send someone after the machine fails, and you wouldn’t need me for wreckage.”

Gulvik did not seem displeased. “A manned reconnaissance vessel followed. Its final transmission confirmed emergence into an unknown system. After that, contact was severed.”

“Destroyed?”

“Unknown.”

“That word is doing a lot of work today.”

“It is the accurate word,” Gulvik said.

Laurie looked at the unfamiliar vessel again. “So we sent a probe. Lost it. Then sent a crew. Lost them too.”

“Contact ceased,” Ryushkova said. “The distinction matters.”

“To the families?”

“To the mission.”

The projection shifted again, this time showing a series of intercepted fragments. Shapes, heat signatures, partial drive trails, encrypted bursts too damaged to read. Then, for half a second, an image stabilized: a human figure in a suit unlike any Laurie had seen, moving through a boarding haze or perhaps debris. The resolution was poor. The angle was bad. Still, the posture was unmistakably human.

Laurie felt something tighten behind his ribs.

Ryushkova watched him closely. “You see the problem.”

“I see several.”

“Then you understand why this assignment requires discretion.”

Laurie almost laughed. Discretion. Another official word doing bloody work.

Gulvik stepped aside, giving Laurie a clear view of the larger projection. “We believe hostile human elements have accessed the anomaly from an extrasolar origin point. Their technological base is uneven but advanced in key areas. They may possess alien assistance. They seem to have prior knowledge of Earth. They may be connected to the disappearance of Atlas and several others during the fall of Buchanan.”

“Sue?”

“Yes. You do not know this story, but during those final hours of resistance, a starship of unknown origin left Earth, and then vanished. Atlas was on that ship. We believe she and the others were taken to a planet forty lightyears away, one that was colonized by humans after the Fall of the old civilization, the one before the rise of the Moon people. Anyhow, she have resurfaced, and she did make certain claims before entering custody.”

Laurie turned sharply. “She’s in custody? On Earth?”

Gulvik’s face did not move. “She is being handled at the highest level.”

“What does that mean?”

“That is not your concern.”

Laurie looked back to the image before his temper could decide for him. Sue Atlas alive and in custody after disappearing into history and rumor. Off-world humans at the edge of the system, moving through a gate that should not exist. It was too much, too quickly, which meant none of it was new to the people in this room. They had known pieces. They had arranged them quietly. Now something had gone wrong, and when things went wrong the Covenant remembered the English could be useful.

“What do you need from me?”

Ryushkova answered this time. “You will assemble and prepare a reconnaissance-capture unit. Mixed composition. Janissary core, Directorate oversight, technical specialists attached as needed. Your task will be to identify, track, and if possible capture hostile infiltrators connected to the anomaly.”

“If possible?”

“If capture is not possible, evidence denial protocols apply.”

There it was, polished clean.

Laurie looked at the human shape frozen on the screen. Whoever it was had probably been terrified when the image was taken. Or calm. Professionals could be either. He wondered if they had families somewhere beyond that impossible distortion. He wondered if they believed they were the good ones. Most people did. That was the trouble with war. It was crowded with good people following orders that made sense when viewed from far enough away.

“Why me?” Laurie asked, though he already knew some of the answer.

Gulvik clasped his hands behind his back. “Because you are experienced enough to operate without constant supervision.”

“Fine.”

“Because English Janissaries will respond better to your command than to that of an unfamiliar Moon-blood officer.”

“Also true.”

“Because if these infiltrators have contact with dissident English networks, your background may prove useful.”

Laurie smiled faintly. “There it is.”

“And because,” Ryushkova added, voice quieter, “you have survived situations that should have killed you. Command values that.”

Command valued many things once they had already happened. Courage. Survival. Sacrifice. The dead were useful in speeches, the living in assignments. Laurie had been both useful and inconvenient for long enough to know the difference.

He looked again at the distortion.

A passage. A gate.

For most of his life the Covenant had taught that Earth was the last and only cradle of civilization, battered but saved by the Moon people, ordered through Service, protected through strength. The enemies had been the French, Buchanan, rebels, criminals, Corpus fugitives, dissidents, the disloyal, the ungrateful, the insufficiently afraid. There had always been another enemy. The Covenant needed enemies the way soldiers needed boots. Without them, the march became harder to explain.

Now the enemy might come from another star.

Or perhaps Laurie had been shown only enough to make him call them that.

The idea was small, dangerous, and unwelcome. He pushed it aside. He was a soldier, and soldiers who began wars by feeling philosophical usually ended them as cautionary examples.

Still, he kept seeing that human figure on the screen.

“What are we calling it?” he asked.

“The anomaly?” the technician said.

“No. The structure.”

Gulvik hesitated. That was answer enough.

Ryushkova touched the control again, and the projection widened. The distortion became a ring of bent light, a dark threshold suspended in the endless cold. Around it, Covenant trajectories gathered like drawn blades.

“Unofficially,” she said, “some have begun calling it the Aperture.”

Laurie stared at it.

The name was too clean for a military briefing. That bothered him. Soldiers preferred ugly names because ugly names were honest. Mud Pass. Dead Ridge. Burn Line. Eastfold. Names that told you what they had cost. Aperture sounded like something engineers had invented so commanders could talk about a doorway without admitting they wanted to walk through it.

And yet there it was.

A doorway in the dark.

Gulvik’s voice lowered, taking on the weight of ceremony, or perhaps warning. “Whatever lies beyond that structure, Head Tacticus, it is now a matter of Covenant security. We cannot allow hostile powers to establish a foothold. We cannot allow uncontrolled contact. We cannot allow ideological contamination, strategic uncertainty, or alien influence to threaten the unity of Earth.”

Earth, Laurie noted. Not the Covenant. Earth.

That was how dominion always spoke when it wanted to sound like duty.

He stood slowly. His knee complained, then settled. “When do we deploy?”

“In forty-eight hours. You will receive full mission parameters after preliminary clearance.”

“Will they be true?”

Ryushkova’s eyes narrowed. Gulvik said nothing.

Laurie nodded. “Understood.”

He turned toward the door, then stopped and looked back at the projection. For a moment, he imagined the candidates in the training chamber, bruised and annoyed and already correcting their mistakes. He imagined Sue Atlas in some clean room under guard, refusing to bend because she had always been terrible at bending. He imagined old names from Charlestown scattered across files he would never be cleared to read. He imagined the Covenant looking at the stars and seeing, not wonder, not warning, but territory.

The Aperture pulsed softly in the projection, a dark circle wreathed in bent light.

Laurie had served the Covenant since the day his name was called in the square at Charlestown. He had bled for it, killed for it, lied for it, believed in it when belief was easier than doubt and sometimes when it was not. He had earned citizenship, rank, scars, and more ghosts than any man had a right to carry. He had been proud of most of it. He was still proud of some of it.

That was the problem, perhaps.

The door opened before him.

“Head Tacticus?” Gulvik said.

Laurie looked over his shoulder.

“This mission must remain contained.”

There it was again. Contained. Controlled. Managed. Words men used when they believed the universe could be made to stand at attention.

Laurie gave him a tired smile.

“Of course, Strategos.”

He stepped into the corridor, leaving the Aperture behind him on the screen, though the image seemed to follow all the same. The recon candidates would still be in the training chamber, bruised and annoyed and pretending the next run did not matter more than the last. He would go back to them soon. He would teach them to check corners, doubt maps, distrust clean briefings, and stay dead when killed. Useful lessons, all of them.

But as he walked through Longwatch Station, with the deck humming beneath his boots and the stars burning unseen beyond layers of steel, Laurie White understood that the Covenant had found something it could not leave alone.

A new frontier.

A new enemy, perhaps.

Or simply a new world to put in chains.
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Chapter 1

Eva Solis
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For a long moment, Eva Solis could only stare at him.

The world had narrowed to a clearing, a stream, the faint gold of Cancri slipping behind the western ridge, and the man standing in front of her as though ten years could be crossed with a few quiet words. The air smelled of cold water, wet stone, and the sharp green scent of crushed leaves beneath her boots. Somewhere behind her, Jason breathed carefully through his nose, the way he did when every part of him wanted to speak and every wiser part told him to wait.

Thomas Dunn looked at her with the same calm that had made old recordings of him so difficult to watch. In those images he had always seemed to understand more than those around him, as if the conversation taking place aloud was only the thinnest layer of whatever he was really considering. Eva had grown up resenting that expression, though she had given it other names when she was younger. Mystery. Distance. Strength. Sadness. She had tried each one, testing it against the absence he had left behind.

Now, with him standing close enough for her to see the faint silver threads in his hair and the small scar along his jaw, she decided she hated calm most of all.

“You left,” she said again, because the first time had hardly seemed enough.

Thomas lowered his gaze for a moment, a small concession, maybe, or a pause to keep himself from answering too quickly. “Yes.”

One word. Simple. Clean. Awful.

Eva let out a breath that shook despite her effort to steady it. She had imagined this moment in countless ways during the long journey south. Sometimes he had rushed toward her, overcome by years of regret. Sometimes he had been injured, half-starved, barely alive in some ruin beneath the mountains. Sometimes he had smiled and called her by the nickname he had used when she was small, the one she had buried so deeply she rarely let herself think of it. In darker moods, she had imagined bones, a marker, a sealed container with his final words waiting for someone stubborn enough to find them.

She had imagined anger too. Hers. His. Maria’s, somehow echoing through Eva’s voice. Yet now that he stood before her, alive and composed, the anger came tangled with a terrible desire to step forward and put her arms around him.

That was the worst of it.

Part of her still wanted her father.

“You knew I was coming,” she said.

“I knew you might.”

“That’s different from what you said.”

“It is.” His eyes moved over her face, searching and careful. “I had hoped you would stay away longer.”

Her mouth went dry. “Longer?”

“Yes.”

“How much longer?”

He glanced toward the stream. The water moved over dark stones, catching bits of fading light as though the day had broken into fragments and scattered there. “A few more years, perhaps. Enough time for you to build a life around something other than questions about me.”

Eva almost laughed. The sound rose sharp in her chest and died there. “That was your plan? Disappear, say nothing, leave Mother to grieve you, leave Ramon to wonder, leave me to grow up chasing shadows, and hope I would become bored?”

Jason shifted behind her. She felt rather than saw the movement, the subtle repositioning of his weight, his hand close to the rifle he carried. He had promised he would let this be hers, and so far he kept that promise. Still, Jason’s silence had texture. Protective. Uncertain. Angry on her behalf in the way he rarely allowed himself to be angry for his own.

Thomas noticed the movement too. Of course he did. His gaze flicked past her to Jason, taking in the rifle, the stance, the limp Jason tried to hide when tired, the way he held himself between readiness and restraint.

“Jason Atlas,” Thomas said.

Jason stiffened. “You know me?”

“I know of you.”

“From where?”

“Many places. Records. Reports. Your sister’s name appears in more than a few of them.”

That landed harder than Eva expected. Jason’s expression closed, just slightly. Sue was far away, or should have been. Safe in Newport, perhaps, or somewhere in Stronghold, worrying because Jason had missed another scheduled message. Eva had thought of that more often during the journey than she had admitted aloud. Sue Atlas had trusted Eva with her brother, or at least had accepted that Jason would go where he chose. That trust now felt like another weight strapped to Eva’s back.

“My sister has nothing to do with this,” Jason said.

Thomas looked at him for a long second. “Everyone has something to do with this now.”

The answer chilled Eva because of how gently he said it.

“This?” she repeated. “What is this?”

Thomas turned back to her. “The reason I came south.”

“You mean the reason you left us.”

“Yes.”

“Then say it that way.”

A faint smile touched his mouth, weary and almost proud. “Maria’s daughter.”

The words struck some hidden place in her, and for one terrible instant she felt herself weakening. She had wanted him to say something like that. Some small acknowledgment that he saw her, that he recognized more than her name and the shape of her face. Yet even that had distance in it. Maria’s daughter. True, and still only part of the truth. She was his daughter too, whether he had earned the right to say it or not.

She stepped closer. The ground was soft beneath her boots, the clearing damp from a recent rain. “You don’t get to use her as a way to avoid me.”

His expression changed then. A subtle shift, as though a gate somewhere behind his eyes had opened and closed quickly. Pain. She had seen it. For the first time since stepping into the clearing, she was certain she had hurt him.

Good, she thought, and hated herself for feeling it.

“No,” he said quietly. “I suppose I don’t.”

A small sound came from the trees across the stream. Eva turned halfway, nerves leaping, but Thomas lifted one hand.

“Leave it,” he said. “Small scavenger. Alone.”

Eva listened. The sound came again: claws against bark, a quick scrape, then a rustle through undergrowth. He was right. Probably. Jason’s hand remained near his rifle anyway.

“You heard that before I did,” Eva said.

“Yes.”

“The Khawat?”

Thomas flexed his fingers once, as if testing the name against the sensation inside his own skin. “We all live with the Khawat now. No, that was reflexes, training, experience.”

Eva nodded. Of course.

“You took off the mask before many others, though. Before Mom, before any of us.”

“I did. Fifteen years ago.”

The number moved through her like cold water. Fifteen. He had done long it before he vanished. Before she was old enough to understand the danger, before Maria had begun sleeping badly again, before the word father had become something people handled carefully around her.

“Why?” she asked.

Thomas looked toward the trees. The last light caught the edge of his cheek, making him seem both older and strangely preserved, a man held between years. “Because I needed to go places where unenhanced humans could never survive for long. Because I needed every advantage this world could give me. Because there were questions no one in Stronghold would have allowed me to ask in the way they needed asking.”

“That sounds like something you rehearsed.”

“It does, yes.”

“Try again.”

This time, his smile carried no warmth. “Because I was afraid.”

The answer unsettled her more than all the others.

Eva had spent years building Thomas Dunn out of pieces. Spy. Rebel. Strategist. Father. Liar. Hero. Coward, on worse nights. The idea of him afraid should have made him easier to understand. Instead it made him stranger. Men like Thomas hid fear inside plans until no one could tell where one ended and the other began.

“Afraid of what?” Jason asked.

Thomas gave him a long look, as if deciding how much room Jason had earned in the conversation. Then he seemed to accept something. Perhaps Jason’s presence. Perhaps Eva’s need for him to remain there.

“Of Earth,” Thomas said.

Eva frowned. “Earth was dying when you left.”

“The old world was dying. Nations were dying. The old order was already rotting. And then there was Devastator. Humanity had more than one way to survive, though. Some were official. Some private. Some military. Some religious. Some built by people with money and no conscience. Some by people with conscience and no real chance.” He glanced at Eva. “The Exodus was never the only plan.”

“I know that.”

“You know some of it.”

The words irritated her because they were probably true. Everyone on Aurora knew about the Exodus, about the Consortium, about the authoritarian years before departure, about Impact. Everyone knew about civilization breaking apart when faced with an extinction level event, about the wars that broke out near the end, and how the Exodus itself could have ended before the shuttles even left Earth. They knew about the people left behind too, though in the way one knew the names of dead continents and vanished cities. History made sorrow manageable by arranging it into chapters.

Thomas had lived inside those chapters all along.

“You thought someone survived, even then,” Eva said.

“I knew some would.”

The certainty in his voice drew a chill across her arms.

Jason took half a step closer. “The refugees from Buchanan survived. Ramon and Tina brought them through.”

Thomas nodded, and got a faraway look in his eyes. “I did have faith in the senator’s plans for an underground shelter. He was a good man, solid through and through, and he had a lot of good people supporting him. I wasn’t surprised to learn his project ended up a success. That is, until the Covenant destroyed them. But if people like Buchanan survived, other groups did as well.”

“The Moon people,” Jason said.

Eva glanced at him. His face had tightened at the name. Jason carried the Covenant differently than Sue did, quieter, buried beneath adaptation and self-control, but there were moments when the old world showed through him like dark stone beneath shallow water.

Thomas studied Jason with careful attention. “Yes. The Moon people, The Covenant, or whatever shape that power has taken by now. I knew something like it might endure.”

“How?” Eva asked. “How could you know that?”

“Because I knew the people who remained near Earth. Some of them, at least. I knew many of the factions that placed their faith in underground shelters, lunar facilities, military continuity, private compounds, orbital assets, hidden stockpiles. Most of them never served anything other than themselves. Havelar was only one branch of a much older disease.”

Eva felt the name like a shift in the air. George Havelar belonged to school lessons, to old arguments, to the first war on Aurora. Her father’s war. Tina’s. Kenneth Taylor’s. Maria’s too, though Maria never spoke of those years as easily as history teachers did. Havelar had wanted control dressed as survival. The Covenant sounded like the same hunger given centuries to grow teeth.

“The Moon people were different, though, and in some ways even worse.”

“How so?” Eva asked.

“The people who first founded the lunar colony were good people. No one, not even I, could have dreamed up what happened there. The records are incomplete, but it seems the children of the colonists at some point revolted, and built a completely new culture, one built on the idea of the supremacy of the Moon people. Well, I suppose Jason knows of these beliefs better than any of us.” Eva looked over at Jason, who had gone pale. What nightmares still lived behind those eyes, she thought.

Thomas knelt beside his pack and opened one of the outer compartments. The motion was unhurried. He took out a metal flask, unscrewed the cap, and held it out to Eva.

She stared at it.

“Water,” he said. “From upstream. Clean.”

The gesture was so ordinary it nearly broke her. For a heartbeat he was a father offering water after a long walk. Nothing more. A man who had noticed her lips were dry and her hands trembling. She wanted to refuse out of pride. She wanted to take it because her throat hurt.

She took it.

The water was cold enough to ache in her teeth. She drank, handed it back, and watched him offer it to Jason. Jason hesitated a fraction, then accepted.

“Thank you,” Jason said, still pale.

Thomas nodded.

There. A kindness. Small, practical, almost invisible. Somehow worse than indifference because it suggested the man she had wanted still existed in fragments.

Eva wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Mother thought you were dead.”

“I know.”

“She grieved you.”

“I know.”

“You say that as if knowing changes anything.”

“It changes what I have to live with.”

The answer entered the space between them and stayed there.

Eva had meant to throw pain at him until something cracked. Instead she found herself looking at the lines around his eyes, the controlled set of his shoulders, the hands that never quite rested. He had aged, whatever the Khawat had done. The years had left marks. They had settled in places no symbiosis could smooth away.

A breeze moved through the clearing, carrying the smell of moss and distant rain. Rotane had begun to rise behind the trees, its green hue faint at first, barely touching the edges of leaves. Soon the world would change color. The southern forest would become stranger, deeper, full of sounds she had learned to respect during the journey. She remembered nights in the mountains with Jason feeding twigs into a small fire, their clothes stiff with cold, both of them too tired to speak. She remembered dragons wheeling against the sky. Drew and Lisa’s cabin. The old diary. The trail that should have ended ten times before it brought her here.

“You could have sent word,” she said.

“No.”

The quickness of it stung.

Thomas seemed to realize that and softened his voice. “Any message could be followed. Any courier could be questioned. Any record could survive in places I couldn’t control.”

“Stronghold is your home.”

“It was.”

“Mother was your home.”

His eyes closed briefly.

Eva waited.

When he opened them, the calm had returned, yet it looked thinner now. “Yes.”

The single word did what excuses could never have done. It made her believe him.

Jason shifted again. “You said the south is a boundary.”

Thomas turned toward him. “Yes.”

“A boundary against what?”

Thomas looked past them, toward the forest from which they had come, then to the ridgeline beyond. “Against old mistakes. Against certain forms of knowledge reaching the wrong hands too early. Against the assumption that Aurora is empty simply because humans have mapped so little of it.”

Eva followed his gaze. The mountains lay behind them now, their high passes fading into shadow. Southward, the land fell into warmer valleys, denser forest, stranger calls in the night. She had crossed more of Aurora than most people ever would, and still she felt as if the world had barely allowed her to touch its surface.

“You talk as if the land itself is guarding something,” she said.

“In a sense, it is.”

“The Khawat?”

“The Khawat is part of it.”

She hated that answer, the way it opened another door without letting her see inside.

“No riddles,” she said.

Thomas looked at her, and for the first time, a trace of humor moved through his eyes. “You really are Maria’s daughter.”

“And yours.”

The humor vanished.

Eva’s heart hammered once, hard. She had not planned to say it. The words escaped before she could wrap them in something safer.

Thomas’s face changed in ways she could barely read. For years she had imagined he would flinch if confronted with that truth. He did, though only slightly. His breath caught, then settled. His eyes lowered to the ground between them, where leaves and pale grass lay crushed under her boots.

“Yes,” he said. “Mine too.”

The forest seemed to quiet around them.

Eva realized then that she had been waiting for those words longer than she had been searching for him. They did not fix anything. They did not answer why he had gone, why he had stayed away, why Maria had cried in silence on nights she thought no one heard. They only opened a small space inside Eva where grief and anger could stand together without tearing at each other quite so viciously.

She wanted to step into that space. She wanted, absurdly, to ask whether he remembered teaching her to tie knots, whether he remembered the day she fell into the lake and came up furious, whether he remembered carrying her when she pretended to be asleep because she liked the sound of his heartbeat.

Instead she said, “Why now?”

Thomas tilted his head. “Why reveal myself?”

“Yes. You could have vanished again.”

“I considered it.”

Jason made a small sound under his breath, and Eva felt a flare of gratitude for his irritation.

Thomas acknowledged it with a glance. “You were tired. Hungry. Jason’s leg needed rest, and you had already crossed the mountains. If I disappeared, you would have followed.”

“You’re very sure of that.”

“I have watched you longer than you know.”

The words sent a quick, unpleasant shiver through her. “Watched me?”

“From a distance.”

Rotane’s light strengthened. Green silver touched Thomas’s hair, the edges of his worn jacket, the water moving behind him. The world felt suspended, held between day and night, past and whatever came next.

Thomas picked up his pack. “We should move.”

Eva stared at him. “Move?”

“My shelter is half an hour from here. Less if we keep a good pace.”

“I’m not done.”

“No,” he said gently. “You have barely begun. There is food there, though, and a roof, and a place where Jason can sit before pride does further damage to his leg.”

Jason’s expression darkened. “My leg is fine.”

Thomas gave him a mild look. “Of course.”

Despite herself, Eva almost smiled. It faded quickly.

“You expect us to follow you?”

“I expect you to decide for yourself.”

“That’s generous.”

“No. It’s overdue.”

The answer left her without an easy reply.

Thomas adjusted the strap of his pack across one shoulder and began walking along the stream, downstream at first, then toward a narrow break in the trees Eva had missed entirely. He moved with astonishing ease. No wasted motion, no hesitation, no need to test the ground before trusting it. She saw it now in every step. He belonged to the southern wilds in a way no one from Stronghold ever had.

He stopped after a few paces and looked back.

Eva remained where she was. Jason stood beside her now, close enough that his sleeve brushed hers.

“You don’t have to go with him,” Jason said quietly.

The words were for her alone. Soft. Steady. No pressure.

“I know.”

“Do you?”

She looked at him then. In the green light, Jason’s face looked older, the hollows beneath his cheekbones deeper after the long trek. He had followed her through forests, mountains, storms, and danger because he believed in her, or because he loved her, or because those two things had become hopelessly tangled somewhere along the way. She had asked too much of him already. He had given it anyway.

“I do,” she said.

And she did. That was the strange part. The girl who had left the cabin by the lake would have followed Thomas anywhere, desperate for the next answer, the next scrap of proof. The woman standing in the southern dusk still wanted answers badly enough to feel them like hunger, yet she also knew something her younger self had avoided.

Finding him was only the beginning.

Eva turned back to Thomas. “You said I came sooner than you hoped.”

“Yes.”

“And later than you feared.”

Thomas’s gaze sharpened slightly. “Yes.”

“Explain that.”

He looked toward the darkening trees. For a while Eva thought he would refuse. Then he nodded once, as if accepting the shape of the night ahead.

“I hoped you would have more time to live freely before being drawn into this. I feared events would move faster than they have.”

“What events?”

“The ones your mother, Tina, and Ramon are facing now.”

Eva went still. “Ramon?”

Thomas met her eyes. “Your brother went to Earth.”

She felt the clearing tilt.

Jason turned sharply. “What?”

“Tina Hammer followed him. Susan Atlas too, unless my information is already outdated.”

Eva’s hands went cold. Ramon had spoken of duty, of danger, of things he could not say plainly. She had known he was involved in something larger than he admitted. Everyone in their family had secrets now, it seemed. Still, Earth. The word felt impossible. A place from stories, from grief, but unreal, somehow. Mythic. A place Jason had escaped and Sue still carried in her bones.

“How do you know that?” Eva asked.

Thomas’s face was unreadable again, though the calm now seemed less like distance and more like discipline under strain. “Because I have been watching the same threat they have.”

“The Covenant.”

“Yes.”

The name hung among the trees.

Thomas looked toward the rising glow of Rotane, then back at her. “When the Exodus left Earth, the people aboard believed they were carrying humanity’s best chance. Many still believed others would survive behind them, though few wanted to say it aloud.”

His voice grew quieter.

“I knew survivors from Earth would eventually find the Portal. I have feared for a very long time that the first ones to reach it would come as conquerors.”

Eva could hear the stream again, cold water over stone, steady as breath.

Thomas shifted the pack on his shoulder. “Now, I believe they have found it.”

The words settled over her with the weight of a second nightfall.

Behind her, Jason whispered something she did not catch. Ahead, Thomas waited beside the narrow path through the trees, half-shadow, half-green light, father and stranger, warning and wound.

Eva took one step after him. Then another.
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Chapter 2

Tina Hammer
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Earth filled half the screen, blue and white and wounded.

Tina Hammer stood with one hand braced against the edge of the console, watching the cradle of humanity turn in silence. Clouds dragged across continents like torn gauze. Oceans caught the distant sunlight in hard silver bands. Storm systems moved over old coastlines, indifferent to borders, flags, wars, prayers, and whatever divided the people who lived down there. From here, Earth looked almost whole.

That angered her more than she had expected.

She had seen Earth before. The first time from orbit, years ago, when the departure had still carried the flavor of discovery and impossible return. She had looked down then at the planet she was leaving behind, the planet she had been born on and was about to abandon, and had felt something too large to name properly. Grief, perhaps. Awe. Resentment. Shame. Hope, even, because the world had survived after all. Humanity had survived after all.

Then she had learned what kind of survival it was.

Now she looked again, older by years that did not show as much as they should, president of a world most people below did not know existed, hiding inside a stolen patch of darkness at the edge of Covenant sensor range. Earth had survived, yes. It had survived long enough to become a prison with oceans.

A soft vibration passed through the deck. The ship adjusted course by less than a degree, reaction systems firing in a pattern designed to mimic debris drift. The stealth envelope held, or at least the instruments claimed it did. Tina trusted instruments only as far as she understood the assumptions built into them, and this ship carried too many assumptions stolen from enemies, allies, and Auroran improvisation.

Still, it had kept them alive so far.

“Relative motion stable,” Ramon Solis said from behind her.

His voice was even, controlled, almost irritatingly calm. He had inherited that from Maria, maybe, though Maria’s calm held warmth beneath it. Ramon’s held calculations. He sat at the secondary console with his jacket unfastened, sleeves rolled up, a dark bruise along his cheekbone and a healing burn across the back of his left hand. He had cleaned himself up after the escape, patched what needed patching, and then gone straight back to work as if the body were only another system to be maintained.

Tina had known his mother since Maria was a frightened teenager with more courage than sense, watching the new world of the human colonists tear itself apart. Seeing Ramon now — Maria’s son, Thomas Dunn’s son, Isabella and Ramon Sr.’s grandson — hunched over a tactical display in the shadow of Earth, gave the universe a nasty sense of humor.

“Define stable,” Tina said.

“Nothing has locked onto us. Passive sweeps only. Two high-orbit platforms passed within detection probability range eleven minutes ago. Neither reacted.”

“That we know of.”

“That we know of,” he agreed.

Good. At least he still knew uncertainty existed.

Tina enlarged the planetary display with two fingers. The image shifted, overlaying Covenant orbital infrastructure: satellites, armed platforms, transport routes, surveillance shells, debris fields, active shipyards farther out, relay stations around Luna. Legacy glowed on the night side as a knot of dense light, too large, too bright, a city that looked less inhabited than it claimed.

The Moon itself hung beyond Earth, pale and scarred, carrying the oldest root of the Covenant’s power. The descendants of lunar survivors had returned to Earth and called themselves saviors. Then rulers. Then destiny, probably, because tyrants always found grander words once the simpler ones began to smell.

Tina folded her arms.

“Well,” she said, “that looks unpleasant.”

Ramon glanced up. “That is your strategic assessment?”

“It’s my polite one.”

A faint smile touched his mouth, there and gone. “They’ve expanded since last time.”

“They had Buchanan to keep them busy then.”

“And now they have the whole planet.”

Tina said nothing for a moment.

The whole planet. It still sounded absurd. Earth had once carried hundreds of nations, peoples, languages, histories layered so deep that even the best scholars gave up and picked specialties. Now one regime had stretched itself across most of what remained, with the old Moon-blood elite sitting at the center and everyone else arranged beneath them according to usefulness.

Aurora could barely agree on road maintenance between settlements without three competing vews, five insults, and someone threatening to build a better road out of spite. Tina had complained about that more times than she could count. Now, staring at Earth, she found herself fiercely grateful for every tedious argument.

“What about the Portal?” she asked.

Ramon brought up another display. “Still noisy. Their outer assets are searching in expanding cones. They know something interrupted their manned vessel. They don’t know what, or where, or how.”

“Don’t flatter us. They know enough.”

“Yes.”

He leaned forward, scrolling through a stream of intercepted transmissions. Most remained encrypted, but the patterns mattered. Frequency, urgency, relay priority. The Covenant spoke in layers, and Ramon had always been good at reading meaning from the shape of silence.

Tina watched his face rather than the data.

He wanted to run.

He would never call it that, of course. He would call it return, recovery, extraction, strategic repositioning. Some careful phrase that made emotion look like duty. He wanted to return to the Portal, to Maria’s side, to the team he still believed he had failed, to Sue Atlas somewhere below on Earth where the Covenant held her in their custody.

Tina understood the impulse. She felt it too.

That was why she refused it.

“We need to go back,” Ramon said.

There it was. She gritted her teeth. Her response came out harsher than she meant.

“No.”

He turned his chair toward her. “Look,” he began. “We came here to learn whether the Covenant knew about the Portal. They know. We came to learn whether they had the capacity to reach it. They do. We came to learn whether they intend to use it. Their scouts have already crossed. Gatekeeper took them prisoner as soon as they did. Sue is in their hands, though, and she needs our help. Besides, remaining here increases the chance that we lose the ship for marginal gains.”

“Marginal.” Tina looked back at Earth. “You always did know how to make a bad word sound clean.”

“Tina.”

His tone sharpened, though only slightly. He rarely raised his voice. That restraint had once impressed her. Right now it made her want to throw something at him, preferably something expensive and Covenant-made.

She turned from the screen. “We are sitting in the middle of a system we barely understand, hunted by a power that has had centuries to build habits we haven’t even named yet. We know they have ships, platforms, command structures, internal factions, and enough arrogance to think the universe is something they can annex. We know almost nothing about their current readiness, their staging points, their communication delays, their political fault lines, or what they believe happened to their scout vessel.”

“We can learn some of that from the prisoners Maria captured.”

“If Maria can get it out of them. If they know it. If their answers are accurate. If the Akhab keep the Portal locked. If Dave’s systems hold. If Earth doesn’t send something larger before we’re ready.” Tina shook her head. “That’s too many ifs stacked on top of each other.”

Ramon stood. The motion was controlled, but fatigue made it less smooth than usual. “Sue gave herself up so Evan would hear the warning directly. We leave her there, and we tell ourselves it’s strategy?”

Tina absorbed the hit because it was deserved.

Sue Atlas had walked straight into the Covenant’s open hand, carrying the kind of courage Tina admired and distrusted in equal measure. The woman had finally found something like peace on Aurora, and they had all helped take it from her because the old world kept reaching across the dark.

“I’m telling myself we don’t get her out by charging blind,” Tina said.

“We may lose the chance.”

“We may lose Aurora if we move too soon.”

His jaw tightened. There was a lot of Thomas Dunn in that expression, though Tina had no intention of saying so. Ramon was a better man than his father in some ways, and more dangerous in others because he wanted so badly to be reasonable about terrible things.

“Maria is near the Portal,” he said. “She has the prisoners. She tried to destroy it once already. If the Akhab stop her again, and if the Covenant sends another ship—”

“I know where Maria is.”

“She is your friend.”

The words cut more deeply than he intended. Or perhaps he knew exactly what he was doing. Ramon had a talent for placing knives neatly.

Tina looked at the Earth display again. “Yes.”

“She is my mother.”

“Yes.”

“And she is carrying the weight of a decision no one should have to make alone.”

Tina closed her eyes for a moment.

Maria had stood beside her since the beginning, through wars, rebuilding, diplomacy, grief, government, and the endless daily work of keeping people free enough to argue with the people trying to protect them. Maria had a way of seeing the person beneath the decision. That gift had made her a better leader than most. It gave her a landslide victory in the first presidential election following Kenneth Taylor’s death. It had also made certain decisions nearly unbearable. If Maria had tried to destroy the Portal, she had done it with tears in her eyes and her spine straight.

Tina knew that without needing to be told.

“I have a different idea,” Tina said.

Ramon’s anger shifted. It did not fade; it changed shape. “What do you suggest?”

“We disappear.”

“We are already concealed.”

“No. We are hiding. There’s a difference.” Tina tapped the display, pulling up the outer-system map. “Right now, we’re reacting. They search, we avoid. They sweep, we drift. That must end. We choose a deeper position, somewhere their own traffic gives us cover, and we start listening properly.”

Ramon came to stand beside her. Together they looked at the map. Covenant infrastructure spread through the inner system in dense patterns. Farther out, near the asteroid belt and beyond, the lines thinned, though they did
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