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Synopsis

Surrounded by dead crewmates, marooned above an
unknown planet, the bridge crew of the Atlas awakens from a
crash with extraordinary mental abilities. When their most powerful
member jettisons their passengers to the planet below, they have an
unprecedented opportunity: they can become gods.

Two hundred years later, Lieutenant Cordelia Ross is
a paladin serving the Storm Lord, her city’s patron deity. Her
faith is absolute until her people are attacked by a native
species, harmless creatures turned devious by an unknown hand.
Cordelia tries to solve the mystery of their development before
they kill anyone else, but the secrets surrounding them are too
deep. As orders from the Storm Lord begin to value obedience over
integrity, Cordelia wonders whose side her god is really on.
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Prologue

Everything started and ended with the alarm: all of
Dillon’s memories, the whole of time and space. It yowled through
his ears and straight into his brain, going from soft, almost
gentle shrieking to an ear-splitting whistle, like a steam train
from an old vid. He remembered Sunday afternoons, trawling the
TVLib with his old man. His father would have been, what, eighty
this year? Eighty-five? God, he couldn’t think with the fucking
alarm!

But alarms only happened when events went severely
sideways. Dillon’s eyes cracked open, gummy with something, and he
saw a swath of gray fabric secured under the black spider-leg bands
of a safety harness. His chin was on his chest, his upside-down
name staring at him from where it was stitched across his uniform.
The emergency lights coated him in red, yellow, red, yellow,
red.

God, he was going to throw up if that didn’t stop
soon, reminding him of one of his first missions as a colonel,
commandeering fishing boats on some backwater piece of shit and
pounding back nausea meds so he wouldn’t blow chunks down the side
of the boat.

No, not a boat. He was on a ship, and something was
fucked. The Atlas, colonist babysitting. He’d been on a
bridge rotation. Dillon forced his head up. With the flashing
lights, the twisted shards of metal seemed more like the mouth of a
cave than the nerve center of a starship. All the holo displays
were out, making his console just another hunk of black plastic. He
rubbed his forehead, wincing at the burn of a cut, but the blood
was almost tacky. How long had he been out?

“The fuck happened?” he said, faint and slurry.

Someone tottered into view, dressed in the blue
jumpsuit of ship personnel. The cute one, pert little bum. Her name
was…something. He couldn’t get that far, needed to get up first.
She reached for someone who was still slumped over. And she was
walking, not floating. That was important. Not floating meant they
were spinning, and they weren’t supposed to start spinning until
they got where they were going.

“Nichols?” She shook the slumped man’s shoulder,
disbelief in her voice. What the hell was her name? He couldn’t
think with the—

The alarm died as she fiddled with something. Dillon
breathed deep as the flashing lights settled into a dull glow. The
woman looked up, small face bathed in amber, eyes wide.
Lessan, her jumpsuit read. Right, the navigator. All it took
was a little peace and quiet, and things just fell into place.
Dillon retracted his safety harness, freeing himself.

“Colonel?” Lessan asked.

“I’m fine.” He took a deep breath, no ribs broken,
just a headache the size of a mule.

“Nichols, the pilot.” She looked to him again, and
Dillon didn’t know if her disbelief was because of some injury, or
if this was her first starship accident, or maybe just her first
dead body.

Dillon skirted a pile of twisted metal and bent to
look at Nichols’s face, the lower half of which was gone. Dead was
right. Double-dead. Triple.

“Is he dead?”

He thought about saying, “Ya think?” but she was so
young. What, twenty-eight, thirty on the outside? God save
him from kids in space. “Nothing you can do for him now.”

Two more people in ship blue were shuffling around
the other side of the bridge, calling out the stations of the dead,
including the nightshift captain, the XO.

Lessan wet her lips. “Nichols, the pilot, he’s dead,
too.”

The new pair stepped into the light. They had
lieutenants’ bars, but he couldn’t remember their names, either. He
usually didn’t bother to meet anyone who was just giving him a
ride. He took a second look at the woman of the pair, a brunette
with Marlowe stitched on her suit. She looked a bit older
than Lessan, more serious but still sensual. The other, an
unremarkable blond man, was labeled Christian.

“Lessan, find out what happened,” Marlowe said. She
and Christian started sorting through debris again.

Lessan stared after them, rubbing her arms, as lost
as anyone could be.

“Hop to, navigator!” Dillon barked.

She nearly leapt in the air, staring at him.

“You’re alive. You want to stay that way?”

“Sir!” she yelped.

He pointed in the direction she’d staggered from.
“Hustle to that console and do as the lieutenant says!”

“Sir!” She hustled, fumbling with her controls until
the displays winked sluggishly back to life. “We hit something.”
She bit her lip. “There’s been a hull breach. Some of the Chrysalis
pods have ruptured.” Her hands picked up speed. “One fifty
scrapped, no life signs. Some were spaced when we hit. Ten have
broken open behind the emergency doors. Their occupants are still
alive.”

Marlowe bent over another console. “I’m giving them
some air.”

“What the hell did we hit?” Christian said. “An
asteroid?”

Could have been a fucking fork for all they knew.
Skipping space was dangerous enough, but their path should have
been clear. It was Pross Co.’s job to clear it so their transports
wouldn’t be adrift in space with one hundred and fifty dead
colonists.

Dillon spotted a boot sticking out of the debris,
and what he could see of the uniform looked green, colony
personnel. And the only colony personnel assigned to the bridge
were medical staff, just what they needed. He knelt and gave the
leg a tug.

“I’m alive! Don’t you dare say I’m not!”

Dillon had to laugh, remembering this guy. Small,
dark blond, nervous, weasel face, glasses. Who wore glasses
anymore? “Can you get up?”

A sheet of plastic shifted, and Dillon helped him
up, but his glasses were God knew where. Blood trickled along his
hairline and ran across his temple. “What happened?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out, Doctor…” He
looked down for the name. “Lazlo?”

“Uh, Simon Lazlo, right. Everyone calls me Lazlo,
ever since college, or Dr. Lazlo, but usually Lazlo since—”

Dillon held up a hand, not knowing if the babbling
was his usual nerves or a concussion. “Do you remember where the
med kit is?”

Lazlo just stared at the bars on his uniform.
“You’re a captain?”

“Colonel. Dillon Tracey.” When Lazlo just stared,
Dillon slowly said, “I’m Dillon. You’re Lazlo. Where is your med
kit?”

He felt his head, stared at his bloody fingers, but
the trickle had already stopped. “I don’t think this is deep.” He
peered at Dillon. “Your forehead is bloody.”

Dillon rolled his lips under, resisting the urge to
bark obscenities. “We’re all a little banged up.”

But the longer Lazlo stared, the better Dillon felt,
as if his headache was soothed by concern more than anything. It
sounded like something a crystal-carrying weirdo would say.

“Yours must not be that deep, either,” Lazlo
said.

“Deeper than you think,” a woman’s voice
replied.

Dillon turned but saw no one. The words seemed to
echo around his skull.

Lazlo knelt next to a pile of detritus and felt
around as if seeking a way in. “That’s the copilot. Ms. Dué? I’m
sorry. I can never remember who has what rank. Are you stuck?”

The rubble shifted, and Dué stood gracefully, debris
falling from her like rain. She stepped into the amber glow, her
left eye fixed on the front of the bridge as if she could see
through the hull; her right was nothing but a smear of gore down
her cheek and neck. She swayed as if caught in the grip of
beautiful music.

“God Almighty,” Lazlo whispered. He scrambled to his
feet. “Someone help her!”

Dillon shook his shoulder. “You’re the doctor.”

“I’m a botanist, a biologist. I was only supposed to
assist the doctor in emergencies.”

“Looks like an emergency to me!”

The lieutenants came closer, stares fixed on Dué.
“The doctor is dead,” they said together.

Lazlo spun to face them. “Then wake another from
Chrysalis. I’m a…a…glorified lifeguard!”

“No one wakes until we reach the target,” Dillon
said.

“This isn’t your command,” the lieutenants said in
sync.

God, he wished they’d stop doing that. Just how long
had they been serving together? “The civvies are under my
orders.”

They looked at one another as if wondering how far
they could push him. He cracked his knuckles.

“Ms. Dué, would you like a bandage?” Lazlo asked,
and he sounded two steps away from full-blown hysteria.

Lessan stepped toward them, hands clasped together
like a supplicant. “We’re light-years off course. I don’t know how
many. We took fifteen skips instead of five, and I don’t know why.
And I don’t know how long we’ve been going, or how long we were all
unconscious.”

The lieutenants sagged against a chair. “No one’s
ever skipped that long.”

Dué swayed. “It called to me.”

With a grimace, Lazlo peered up at her face. “The
eye’s been destroyed, but she’s not bleeding anymore. The cavity
appears to have sealed.”

Dillon tried to look and saw nothing but ichor. “How
can you tell?”

“I have no idea.”

Lessan took another step. “The dayshift captain is
still alive inside Chrysalis.”

Dillon gave her a long look. “We shouldn’t wake
anyone else until—”

“This mission is screwed!” She raised her arms,
dropped them, fingers curled into claws. “We’re lost. We’re hurt.
We could be suffering some kind of mental thing from having skipped
so long!”

Dillon reached for her. “Calm down!”

“I’ll do it myself.” She shrugged out of his grasp
and stalked toward the door.

Dillon grabbed her arm, twisting her around. Kid or
not, if she wouldn’t listen, he’d strap her to a chair. She jerked,
and he held tighter, thinking she meant to pull away, but she
shuddered as if she’d stepped on a live wire, teeth clicking
together. Her eyes rolled back to the capillaries, and the scent of
burnt meat wafted off of her.

“Colonel, let her go!” the lieutenants called.

Lessan dropped like a stone and twitched, smoke
drifting from her open mouth. Dillon stared at his hand, at the
deck, but everything else was fine.

The lieutenants backed up, the debris moving out of
their way as if pulled by invisible magnets. “Medic,” they said,
faces pale.

“She’s already dead,” Lazlo said.

A tingle passed over Dillon’s scalp. In his mind’s
eye, he saw a spinning green sphere hanging against unfamiliar
stars.

“Home.” Dué’s voice but still in his head.

A dull, grinding sound filled the ship, distant
booms and the shriek of metal on metal. “Satellite transformation
initiated,” the ship announced, its voice cracking through twisted
speakers. “All personnel stand clear of satellite joists.”

“No!” the lieutenants said. “We haven’t reached the
target planet!”

Dillon looked to Dué. “Who the hell keyed it
in?”

She grinned through the gory mess of her face and
didn’t answer.

*

Lazlo knelt in front of Dué and dabbed her face with
an alcohol swab. He’d managed to find a med kit in the wreckage,
but cleaning her up was all he could do. He supposed the swabs were
for sterilization, but when he’d found them, he couldn’t help but
compare them to wet wipes, as if the inventors had been prepared
for a barbeque emergency.

Dué snorted a laugh as if he’d spoken aloud.

“Just hold still.” He tried not to look at the goo
as he cleaned her. Since he’d helped Dillon shift Lessan’s body to
the corner, he’d tried hard not to look at anyone. He hadn’t even
looked at Lessan, except to lace her hands across her stomach. It
hadn’t made her look any less dead.

Lieutenants Marlowe and Christian stood near the
captain’s console, not speaking to anyone, though they nodded or
gestured, acting as if lost in their own mental conversation. And
Lazlo could feel them standing there, could hear their
heartbeats in his ears, and he could sense something around them
like a holographic overlay, an invisible umbilical between
them.

As Marlowe gestured over her shoulder, a piece of
debris shifted, and Lazlo sensed a spike in her brain, as clear as
when she’d flexed her arm. Christian had a discernible heat that
hadn’t been there before, like a proverbial fire in his belly.

Dué brushed Lazlo’s leg, and he jumped. “I’m sorry,
Ms. Dué.” He tried a nervous chuckle but cut it off quickly. “I’m
guess I’m a little preoccupied.”

“That’s how he’ll get you.”

“What?”

The door to the hallway slid open, and Dillon walked
in, rubbing his hands together nervously, just as he had ever since
Lessan died. He glanced at her, gaze lingering and becoming a
worried, almost lost, look.

Damn. Lazlo had never been able to resist the
wounded ones. “Are you sure you’re all right, Mr. Tracey?”

“Dillon. I’m fine.”

Lazlo felt a blush, and by Dillon’s wry smile, Lazlo
was certain he’d noticed, but God, he was handsome. A little older
than Lazlo preferred, but the gray at his temples and the lines
near his eyes gave him gravitas. Double damn.

Lazlo couldn’t help staring as Dillon put his hands
on his hips. They were strong hands, lean and certain, just like
the rest of him. Triple damn.

“Breachies are safe,” Dillon said.

Marlowe and Christian ignored him. “Breachies?”
Lazlo asked.

He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “The people
whose Chrysalis pods breached, the ones who lived.” The ten
breachies stumbled through the door, blinking away the fatigue that
lasted for hours after stasis. They huddled in a corner. “The
intact Chrysalis pods are fine, ready for the colony whenever the
hell we get there.” He nodded at Dué. “She any better?”

Lazlo shrugged. Besides the promise of coiled power,
Lazlo sensed something else in Dillon, an imperfection: the cut on
his forehead that had stopped bleeding but was still open. “I can
fix that,” he muttered. All it took was a little concentration.

Dillon rubbed his forehead, but Lazlo knew he’d find
no cut, no pain. Shivers ran up and down Lazlo’s spine, mingling
with disbelief. Oh God, all the things he could do.

Dué, her eye. He turned, ready to help her, but her
palms cupped his cheeks, and her empty socket seemed to flash blue.
She leaned forward as if to kiss him, and he tried to pull away,
but her grip was as unarguable as stone. She tilted her head,
breath tickling his ear.

“Touch me with that power, Simon Lazlo, and I will
pluck your brain from your skull.”

He could feel the strength in her, layer upon layer.
It tingled over his body. He’d had several conversations with her
before the journey, finding her a friendly, if distant, woman. When
she pulled away now, he realized he’d never met this woman, this
great force. No one could ever claim to know someone so
vast.

Lazlo stood and cleared his throat. “Are we ever
going to talk about this?” Even Marlowe and Christian turned to
look at him. “The elephant in the room, hmm? Hearing one another’s
thoughts, moving things without touching them, and…” He glanced at
Lessan’s body.

“We can’t afford to lose focus,” Dillon said. “We
have to get the ship right.”

Marlowe and Christian nodded. Avoidance. Fantastic.
It was holidays with the family all over again. On the floor at his
feet, Dué threw her head back and laughed.

One of the breachies shuffled forward, pulling an
emergency blanket tighter around her shoulders. “We need
water.”

Dillon waved her back. “The waiter will be around in
a moment.”

Lazlo tried to smile for her. “We’ll get you
something as soon as we unearth it, Ms…”

“I’m the requisitions officer,” she said through
clenched teeth.

Dillon gave her a wide smile. “Then fill out the
correct forms in triplicate, and we’ll get back to you in seven to
ten days.”

Before she could retort, alarms blared through the
bridge again, bathing them all in another wash of amber.

“What now?” Lazlo yelled.

Marlowe and Christian bent over a console, working
in tandem. “Copilot Dué’s codes have launched Chrysalis.”

Dillon pointed to her. “She’s sitting on the floor
staring into space.”

“The colonists are headed for the planet?” Lazlo
asked.

“With no way to recall them,” Marlowe and Christian
said.

Lazlo looked to their display, where the bright
flare of the pods hurtled toward the green planet, the same one Dué
had shown him before.

How could the day get any worse?

Marlowe and Christian both looked at him, looked
through him. “It couldn’t.”

“Is that planet even habitable?” Lazlo asked.

“We will care for them,” Dué said, “and they will
live.” She stutter-stepped to the display and ran one finger beside
it as if caressing the planet’s curve. “We shall be as gods over
men.”


Chapter One

Two Hundred Fifty Years after Planet-fall

 


Cordelia slid her gloved hand along the grip of her
blade. She didn’t blink, and the boggin’s chubby eyestalks were
fixed on her steadily. Standing just over three feet tall on two
legs, it held a crude wooden spear in its clawed hands. The weapon
hung low in front of its bloated belly, and the creature didn’t
even glance at the bodies of its comrades floating in the dark,
shallow water.

A shaft of sunlight pierced the rustling branches
overhead. Any deeper into the swamp and the canopy would have been
too far overhead to admit direct light, but if the boggins had
stayed deeper in the swamps, they wouldn’t be having this little
dance. Cordelia shifted, waiting for the boggin to throw itself at
her as its fellows had done, but this one seemed more cautious. It
took a little step to the side and back. Cordelia followed. It
could bolt, she supposed, but by the Storm Lord, she hoped it
wouldn’t. It retreated again, the shadows making patterns across
its oily green hide. Its wide, full lips pulled back in a
snarl.

Cordelia took another step, and the boggin just
backed up. Its eyestalks bobbed downward as if looking at her feet,
and she wondered if it was calculating how fast she might be in her
armor, but boggins didn’t think like that, didn’t think at all,
really. Even with the spears, they were little more than animals.
It moved a bit more to its left and then hopped back. If she kept
forcing it to retreat, it would run into a tree, and then she’d
have it.

Her right foot came down on nothing, sliding into a
sinkhole. With a grunt, she fought to keep her balance. The boggin
leapt, and she brought her blade up to catch its spear. Her left
leg had sunk almost to the thigh, her right leg bent too far for
good leverage. The boggin’s sticky toes clung to her armor, and it
bounced, trying to drive its spear into her face, but she forced
herself to look past the length of wood to four rows of sharp
teeth. If it knocked her over in the water, it’d have the upper
hand.

But that might be the only way to shake it loose.
She grinned into its snarl and tensed, ready to throw herself
backward and launch it over her head. A crack of displaced air came
from her left, and the boggin’s head jerked to the side. It stood
for one moment, its face gone slack, before it toppled backward,
one foot stuck in her belt. Cordelia forced herself to breathe
again. As she clambered out of the hole, the boggin hung from her
hip like a trophy.

Liam stood in the shadows of the nearby trees, his
armor gleaming in the sun, making him look like a knight from some
old story. He winked, the bastard, green eyes sparkling as he
holstered his sidearm.

“A waste of power,” Cordelia said. “And you stole
that fucking kill from me.”

“Stole a kill, saved your life, what’s the
difference?”

“I had that covered.” She waved at the bodies. “I
got the rest of them.”

“Whatever you say, Delia.” He pointed at her belt.
“You going to wear that all the way home?”

She shook her hips back and forth, making the dead
boggin swing, its long arms trailing through the water.
“Jealous?”

“Not for me. Looks good on you, though.”

She shook the boggin loose, then dug the slug out of
its skull, grimacing at the grisly work. “How many did you
find?”

“Six, though none as frisky as yours.”

“Mine led me toward a sinkhole, so it either knew
the hole was there, or it made one.” Terrifying if she thought too
hard on it, but exhilarating on the surface. “I’d expect tactics
like that from a drushka but a boggin?”

“You’ve never fought a drushka.”

“I bet they’d be more of a challenge.”

“Come on, back to town before more of them
appear.”

She looked to the trees. “Think there might be
more?”

He dragged on her arm. “Yes, a host of boggins
riding an enormous pack of progs and a group of drushka lobbing
angry turtles with hangnails.”

She let him lead her out of the soup and onto a
narrow dirt path. “Boggins using tactics. What do you think that
could mean?”

“They use spears. They hunt in packs.”

“They use sharp sticks that they probably find, and
most of them don’t use anything at all. And pack hunting is
different from preparing a battlefield.”

“Let Captain Mom figure it out.”

“Mama’s boy.” When he gave her a look, she laughed.
“Wait, who has the hangnails, the turtles or the drushka?”

“You decide, and I’ll back up your story to my
mother.”

Cordelia snorted, and they fell into an easy silence
as they walked, following the road until the large trees that stood
between civilization and the giants of the swamp thinned almost
completely. Within an hour, they reached the outskirts of Squall,
though how a cluster of wooden houses and a few acres of crops
rated a name, Cordelia had no idea.

Squall’s mayor waited for them in his tiny,
unadorned office inside the largest house, wiping his neck with a
handkerchief. “Did you get them?”

“We’re fine, thank you,” Liam said under his
breath.

Cordelia held in a laugh. “Fourteen accounted for
and dispatched. If you see any more, you might want to move your
people closer to Gale.”

“The Storm Lord knows I’ve thought about it often
enough, but we’ve made a home here.” He nodded, still wiping, eyes
shifting back and forth between them. Cordelia waited for more;
some gratitude, maybe.

He looked from one of them to the other again. “Is
there something—”

Liam cleared his throat. “We’ll be on our way.” He
waited until they were outside to say, “The nod means, ‘You can go
now.’”

“What an asshole.”

“I’ll assume you mean the mayor.”

“They could have built their farms north of Gale,
anywhere but closer to the fucking swamp.” She pointed farther
southwest, toward where the first human settlement used to be. “Did
they not see the ruins? Everyone’s at least heard of them.”

“Well, the drushka wiped out Community. Maybe they
think it’s only fitting to let the boggins take out Squall.”

“Like I said, assholes.”

An hour’s hike brought them in sight of Gale, where
the trees of the swamp had thinned away but still provided some
shade, and before the plains began in earnest. The wooden palisade
surrounded the city, with the Paladin Keep rising like a spear over
the eastern side. The Yafanai Temple guarded the southwestern side,
but unlike the keep, its wooden gaps were filled with brick and
stone quarried from the mountains to the north. The keep’s sides
flashed with metal scavenged from the first settlers’ pods.

Cordelia looked on all of it with pride. Two hundred
and fifty years of scraping and clawing at the dirt, of trying to
coax reluctant metals out of the mountains. Humanity had
accomplished so much in the face of hardship, but they never could
have done it alone. Before she and Liam passed through the gate,
she took one look upward, to the unblinking star, the Storm Lord
who watched over them, bringing sweet rain when they needed it and
sunshine when they didn’t.

He’d never build on the swamp’s fucking doorstep;
that was certain.

The leathers on guard duty saluted. Cordelia and
Liam returned the gesture, and Cordelia gave them a grin. She’d
been in their shoes not long ago, sweating and itching in that
damned boiled hide. A promotion to lieutenant would earn them the
metal and polycarbonates that made up her armor; still heavy, but
damn, it moved so much better. If they still had the means to power
it, the paladins would be unstoppable.

At midday, the crowds around the gates were thick
with people moving to and from the market at the city center. The
wealthy, their clothing covered in embroidery, rode in rickshaws
with servants hollering at people to clear a path. Everyone else
clogged the street, moving aside after a glance at paladin armor,
but it was still slow going, and the noise and clutter surrounded
them like a childhood blanket. Cordelia wasn’t even angry when they
had to step around a broken-down rickshaw that took up half the
street. It gave her an opportunity to study the rickshaw runner, a
curvy woman with dark brown hair. When she straightened, adjusting
her money belt, she kicked the rickshaw’s broken wheel and cursed
like a sergeant. She had pretty, dark eyes, and the anger in her
face gave her cheeks a nice glow. But as the woman’s gaze passed
over them, she lingered on Liam and batted her lashes.

Cordelia nudged him. “That’s your cue, hero.”

“I’ll meet you at the pub.” He slowed and turned to
the rickshaw runner. “May I be of assistance, madam?”

Cordelia chuckled and continued through the crowd to
where the street split, one avenue leading to the keep and another
toward her favorite bar. Her shift wasn’t over yet, but she could
turn her armor in early. Nah, she liked making Brown wait for it.
Made her appreciate it more.

Cordelia smiled at the thought and stepped quick to
the Pickled Prog. Walls lined with mesh-covered windows let in the
light and kept out most of the dust, leaving fresh air along with
the sweet smell of dried flowers that Edwina used to scent the
place.

“It’s our favorite pally,” Edwina called from behind
the bar. “Mead? Or hanaberry juice for those still on duty?”

“Mead. I’m off-duty enough.” Cordelia took off her
helmet and gloves, laid them on the wooden bar, and smoothed her
short, sweaty hair away from her face. Edwina served the few other
customers who were scattered around the tables, chitchatting with
everyone. Cordelia eased onto a stool, waiting. Edwina would serve
her last, like always, ever since their brief fling. It was her
subtle reminder, a way to say, “You could have been served first if
you’d stuck around.”

“How’s that mead coming?” Cordelia asked as Edwina
came around the bar again.

“It’ll be there when it gets there.” She didn’t look
up, but Cordelia could see the starch in her shoulders, the
irritation in the way her hips twitched beneath her skirt.

When Cordelia took a slow look around the room,
though, her grin dropped away. A pair sat at a table, wearing
light-colored robes and hoods. She couldn’t see their faces, but
the golden sunburst embroidered on one’s robe and the blue and
silver moon on the other’s told her all she needed to know.

“Serving heathens now, Ed?” Cordelia asked.

The robed figures looked to her, pushing back their
hoods and revealing a man and a woman, but she’d known they would
be. The Sun-Moons always came in such pairs.

“Don’t mind them,” Edwina said. “They’ve come to
trade.”

“Please to forgive us, madam,” the man said in
accented Galean. “We are not to be looking for trouble.” They moved
almost in sync, and Cordelia shuddered. She’d heard that pairs
lived together from birth, did everything together because that was
how their gods operated. As if their gods even existed.

“And you’re about finished, yeah?” Cordelia
asked.

Edwina glared over her shoulder before beaming at
the pair. “Let us speak later.”

They nodded, laid a metal coin on the table, and
hurried out the door.

“Try not to glare too hard, pally,” Edwina said.
“You’ll chip the varnish on my bar.”

“I didn’t know you traded with heathens.”

Edwina set a glass of dark red mead in front of her.
“It’s not against the law.”

Liam strode through the door before Cordelia could
retort. “What’s not against the law?”

“Trading with Sun-Moon worshipers,” Edwina
replied.

Liam removed his helmet, shaking free his light
brown ponytail. “Yeah, I saw them as I came down the street. What
did you get?”

“I’ll show you.” She hurried into her stockroom.

“Fucking Sun-Moons in our city,” Cordelia
mumbled.

“Ease up. Fighting’s done for the day.”

“I guess you’re right. How did it go with your
damsel?”

He took a swig from Cordelia’s glass. “She gave me
her address.”

“You do move fast.”

“Your jealousy is delicious. Have I ever mentioned
that?”

“If you like that, you’ll love the taste of my
fist.”

“You know I like the rough stuff. Speaking of.” He
craned his neck toward the stockroom. “What exactly does one have
to do to get one’s own glass of mead?”

“Coming, coming.” With a flourish, Edwina set a
glass of frothy yellow liquid on the bar. “Try this first.”

Cordelia choked on her mead. “Ed, that is a glass of
piss.”

Edwina glared at her. “It’s called beer, made from
grain. On the house for you, Liam.”

“Looks…tasty,” he said. “What shall we drink
to?”

“To the Pickled Prog,” Cordelia said, “where every
paladin gets a free glass of urine just for coming in the
door.”

In the face of another glare, Liam took a careful
sip. “Not bad.”

Cordelia drained her glass in one gulp before Edwina
could gloat. “I’m off to the keep. Find me after your date. I want
to hear all about your damsel’s disappointment.”

“Fuck off,” he said, their usual parting words.

Cordelia sighed and stretched as she took the road
to the keep, her steps heavier than when she’d marched into the
swamp. All that stood between her and a restful evening was a
damned report. Face-to-face meetings with the captain were the only
drawback to promotion.

She passed under the crest on the keep’s bailey, a
mailed fist clenching a lightning bolt, and climbed up the first
staircase. Off to the right of the entry hall, the barracks were a
warren of closets and cubbyholes. Lieutenant Jen Brown leaned
against Cordelia’s cubby, arms crossed, and a frown so deep, her
face would stick in that pose if someone thumped her on the
back.

Her dark eyes narrowed as Cordelia gave her a
languid smile. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Afternoon, Brown. Pissed-off looks good on
you.”

“Don’t give me that half-assed-compliment crap. You
were wasting time in the pub with Carmichael the younger, weren’t
you?”

“You know, he really hates it when people call him
that.”

“Honestly, Ross—”

Cordelia undid the clasps holding her breastplate
together and set it on a bench with a small thump. “I am all of two
minutes late, Brown. Lighten the fuck up.”

Brown pulled the armor toward her and adjusted the
buckles. “This thing smells like a sewer.” Cordelia helped her give
it a quick clean, and then she donned each piece, adjusting them
for her slightly shorter frame.

“Take care of yourself out there, Brown, you
delicate flower.”

“I will bust you in the mouth, Ross, Storm Lord be
my witness.”

Cordelia snorted a laugh as she dressed in
loose-fitting trousers and a plain shirt. Brown hustled out the
door, muttering to herself, though Cordelia didn’t know why she was
in such a hurry. Her partner wasn’t even there, knowing how late
Liam tended to be. Cordelia turned the slug over to the
quartermaster, then handed him her sidearm for recharging. He held
the slug between two fingers and raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t ask.” But as Cordelia climbed farther into
the keep to the captain’s office, she almost wished she’d lingered
in the barracks. Captain Carmichael was intimidating enough on her
own, but she also talked to the Storm Lord on a regular basis, and
someone who spoke with God had to have nerves of liquid steel.

The aide’s desk outside the captain’s office stood
as empty as ever. Carmichael said she didn’t need a buffer between
her and her people. No one started up those stairs without a
reason.

“In!” her voice called when Cordelia rapped on the
door. She sat at her small, plain desk, writing in long slashes on
a piece of parchment. She glanced up with the same green eyes as
her son but without any of his easy joviality. “Sit.”

Cordelia dropped into a chair, and Carmichael
finished writing within moments, dropping her pen into a ceramic
inkstand.

“Report.”

“Fourteen boggins dispatched. One shot fired.”

Carmichael leaned back in her chair. “My son?” When
Cordelia nodded, Carmichael stood to pace. “That boy will never
learn.”

“He thought he was saving my life.”

“From a handful of boggins? You’ve never had any
trouble before.”

“Squall is so close to the swamp, and these boggins
seemed…”

“Yes?”

Cordelia fought the urge to squirm. “Smarter.”

Carmichael stared at her for a few long seconds.
“Where is Lieutenant Carmichael now?”

“Um, I’m not sure where he is at the moment,
Captain.” Probably the bar, but maybe with the damsel.

Carmichael sighed. “I don’t want to know. It’s not
your problem, anyway.”

Cordelia tried to think of something that would get
Liam off the hook, but before she could figure it out, Carmichael
barked, “Dismissed!” Cordelia fled, happy to not be drawn into a
heart-to-heart with God’s mouthpiece.


Chapter Two

Carmichael let out a long breath after Lieutenant
Ross departed. She had a brief thought about sending someone to
find out who her son was fucking this time, but she had too many
other problems to handle first.

Augmented boggins in the wild, attacking her people.
How many times had she warned the Storm Lord about that, asking
over and over what would happen if his goddamned science project
got loose? She grumbled to herself as she locked her door and
lifted away a section of disguised wall, revealing a hidden space
behind. Sitting inside like a prog about to pounce was one of the
last functioning pieces of tech on all Calamity.

The transmitter, always ready to wake and crap all
over her day. To think, she’d been happy when her predecessor had
picked her to be the next captain. She had the brains, the
intestinal fortitude. A good fit for the job, old Captain Pendell
had said. But he’d given her a look of such pity. That should have
been a clue.

He’d shown her the transmitter, and while she’d
stared like a first-year grunt with a new helmet, he’d sighed. “The
Storm Lord is human,” Pendell said, “just like us. He has these
powers, is all. And you’ll have to communicate with him regularly,
arrange to pick up the godsends when he dishes them out.”

She’d just kept staring. “He’s a human, not a
god?”

“Might as well be a god. And he does give us clear
skies and things we need.”

“But.” So much didn’t make sense: The length of time
the Storm Lord had been alive, the variety of gifts he’d given
them, and not just tech. Their super-powered assets, the yafanai,
were a gift from the Storm Lord, too. “How?”

He’d shrugged; the weariness in his shoulders seemed
to grow the longer the hidden door was open. “You’ll be contacted
at least once a month, always near dusk. It’s best not to ask too
many questions. If you’ve got a problem, send him a signal, but it
better be big. He’s got some scheme in the works, supposed to put
us ahead of the game.”

“What kind of scheme?”

Another shrug. “Metal.”

And she’d latched on to that. They all knew the
stories. They’d seen the paladin recruitment vid, the artifacts of
the first landing. On another planet far away, humankind had
achieved incredible wonders, but metal was so scarce here, though
the other resources were plentiful. Her head had danced with
visions of skyscrapers and spaceships.

And now they had smart boggins, and relations with
the drushka were always tenuous, despite the ambassadors and the
trade agreements. At any moment, the drushka might again decide
that they wanted humans the hell off their planet, and now humanity
would have two intelligent species to fight if things turned nasty.
She sat down next to the transmitter and keyed it on.

*

Dillon stared out the window, forehead resting on
the cool slope of the Atlas’s wall. He was so bored
these days. Living for three hundred years had taught him some
patience—he could sit and stare at the planet for hours—but as soon
as he realized he’d been sitting and staring for hours, he got so
depressed.

But his own special chunk of Calamity was just now
rotating into view, so he settled against the bulkhead again, not
liking the look of the clouds heading toward his people. A little
focus, shift the electro-magnetic current, pull like to like, and
voila.

The clouds spiraled away to become a hurricane on
some other shore, but who cared about other shores? His people
would get the rain they needed and no more, and he got…

What? A little less bored?

The comms on his desk pinged, and he stared at it,
thinking the sound might be an artifact from his power use, but no,
there it came again. Someone on the ground was signaling him, and
only one person knew where he was.

“Well, well.” He scooted over to his desk, leaned
back, put his feet up, and tapped the receiver key. “This is
Papa.”

On the other end, Captain Carmichael sighed. God,
she was so much fun. “Storm Lord?”

And she loved calling him that; he could hear
it. “Speaking.”

“Your experiment, sir. Something’s gone wrong.”

For a moment, his brain had to catch up. “Right, the
swamp creatures.”

“Boggins, sir.”

“Did you get word from the research station,
Captain?”

“No, sir. My officers report boggins using unusual
tactics, and I thought—”

“But no word from the station?” He rubbed a spot of
dust off his desk. They were in fucking space; how was there still
dust?

“Not in a few days, sir, and I thought…”

It was probably dead skin floating around. Lazlo
could regenerate all of them, but that didn’t stop the shedding.
“Yes?”

“Well…”

The only one who wasn’t shedding anymore was Lessan,
out there orbiting the planet just as they were, unless the gravity
well had gotten her. “You want me to lead a squad into the swamp
for you, Captain?”

She sputtered, and he bet she hated stumbling over
her words, hated that she couldn’t come out and say she wanted to
cancel the whole boggin thing or that she hated his guts. She’d
been reluctant from the beginning, but his people needed metal, and
they needed help to get it. She knew that.

A knock came from the door.

“You’re a soldier. If there’s a problem, handle it.”
He disconnected. Only one person knocked on his door. “Come
in, Marie.”

She stalked into his suite, her plump cheeks purple
with anger. She’d cobbled together some flight suits into a huge,
cleavage-baring dress that showed off her lovely curves but still
made her look like a weather balloon.

“Contessa,” she said. “I know you haven’t
forgotten.”

He pointed past her. “How come you never use the
chime, Marie?”

“You call me Contessa, and I call you Storm Lord.
That’s the deal.”

“We don’t have to be so formal when it’s just the
two of us, sweetheart. We’ve seen each other naked and
upside down. What’s a first name here or there?”

She went even redder, and he wondered if a person
could choke on her own rage. She’d never forgiven him for not
giving her any respect as the requisitions officer. She should have
learned that he didn’t give anyone on this shit-ship more respect
than they deserved.

She took a deep breath, and his gaze strayed south.
“Too many supplies,” she said in a lower tone. “You’re sending too
much to your pets.”

“Only what they need.”

“My people manage with very little.”

“Five people live on the Deliquois Islands, and
they’re all related.”

And back to purple again. “Just because you’re not a
telepath and have to use tech is no reason why your people should
get more gifts than ours!”

“We can’t use half the stuff I send.” He raised the
pressure in the room just a little, filling it with the scent of
ozone.

She stiffened, and her eyes narrowed. “Power cells
are useful no matter their form, and other tech can be cannibalized
for its useful parts.”

He splayed his hands along the metal surface of his
desk, little arcs of electricity jumping from finger to finger.
“Oh, I don’t think we’re to cannibalism just yet.”

She laid her palms on the desk as if daring him to
shock her. “I’ll go to the others.”

He nodded behind her at the door, and she stormed
out as huffily as she’d come in. He could fry her, space her, and
be done with it, but the others would turn on him, all the
breachies she bullied into her way of thinking. So far, Christian,
Marlowe, Dué, and Lazlo had ignored her, but if any of them turned
against him, it could be lights out.

Well, not Lazlo, never him. And Marie would never
get Dué to participate in some petty scheme. Dué never participated
in anything except cackling to herself. God, she freaked him out.
Her one eye was always tracking things no one else could see, and
if you caught sight of her empty socket, it flared with light, some
telepathic trick. She spouted prophecies, moved random shit around
like Marlowe could, and once, she used pyrokinetics like
Christian’s to burn all the oxygen out of several compartments; no
one knew why. She had telepathy like Marie and some of the
breachies, like Marlowe and Christian, too, and sometimes she
replied to thoughts, spying like the rest of them had agreed not
to. Lazlo didn’t have to regenerate her; she did it herself. The
only power she hadn’t yet displayed was Dillon’s. Of course, no one
had Dillon’s power. He was unique, a special fucking snowflake.

Of course, Dué was the only one on the satellite
with the gift of prophecy. She’d once turned to Marie in the middle
of the mess hall and said, “You’ll die wearing something red.” That
had shut all of them up for days. After Dillon’s electrokinesis,
prophecy was the rarest gift. Only one of his yafanai had it, and
from what he’d heard, she used it for some kind of fortune telling,
a way to make some money for the temple.

More power to her.

His comms pinged again, the internal line this time.
With a sigh, he answered, sounding just as Captain Carmichael had
earlier. Served him right, he guessed.

“The Contessa has been here,” Christian and Marlowe
said, talking on top of one another.

“So?”

“You know what she wants.”

“Again, so?”

They sighed in unison, and he felt a prickle along
his scalp as they pinpointed his location with their telepathy.

“I’m in my office. Stay out of my head.”

The tingle stopped. “Just cut back on your
drops.”

“Because a fucking breachie said so?”

“For the peace.” The signal cut out.

Dillon glanced over his shoulder again, out the
window at the planet. Leading an expedition into the swamp sounded
better and better.

*

Lazlo lost himself in the plants, the life flowing
through stalks and stems. The botanical habitat was filled with the
scent of them, the perfect communion of root to soil. Without
thoughts, without reasons, they could just be together.

Across the room, a minute cry of almost-pain made
him doubt that philosophy. The yafanai-makers. Again. The plant
that enabled Dillon’s followers to have their own powers was his
forever problem child. He sent out a tendril of power and soothed
away the corruption.

Luckily, he didn’t have to deal with each plant
long. He’d harvest their blooms, distill those into the sticky,
gritty paste that Dillon called the yafanai drug, and then send the
drug to the planet. The plants tended not to live long after that,
and he’d start a new batch. Dillon had asked why he couldn’t send
seeds so the yafanai could make their own drugs, but Lazlo didn’t
like the idea of the ground dwellers messing with something they
didn’t quite understand. He was always tweaking his formula, trying
to see if he could predict what powers a person might manifest. So
far, it was a crapshoot between telepathy, macro- or
micro-psychokinesis, pyrokinesis and prophecy. Only Dillon had
developed electrokinesis through the accident that had given the
bridge crew and the breachies their powers. Prophecy and
pyrokinesis were also pretty rare, though some on the surface had
them. Telepathy seemed the most common, though people differed in
range and strength and whether they could send thoughts or simply
receive them.

It was enough research to last a lifetime, several
lifetimes. Lazlo stared at the plants and wondered if such studies
could sustain someone for all eternity. God, that was a miserable
thought.

Feet pounded down the stairs from the lift, and even
without the micro-psychokinetic powers that let him manipulate
matter on a cellular level, Lazlo knew who it would be, the only
person who ever came to see him between regenerations.

Dillon ranted about the crew, sprinkling his tirade
with fucks and goddamns and sons-of-bitches. Lazlo had to smile,
even after all these years. He was just so entertaining, and anger
made his eyes sparkle, though Lazlo told himself not to go there
again.

“Did she talk to you?” Dillon asked.

“Who?”

“Marie fucking Martin, who do you think?”

“No one comes to talk to me except you.”

Dillon had said that the others claimed Lazlo made
them uncomfortable, though Lazlo didn’t know why. He wasn’t Dué.
One of the men, Kenneth, had even shared his bed on occasion,
though such occasions were few and far between. Maybe it was the
fact that he kept them all alive that unnerved them.

“Are you listening to me, Laz?” Dillon’s hand rested
on his shoulder, and Lazlo resisted the urge to lay his cheek on
it.

“No one talks to me,” Lazlo said. “I haven’t told
anyone about your schemes. I haven’t told anyone about the plants
or the yafanai.”

Dillon drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “They’re
going to find out someday. They’ll pry into my head. They won’t be
able to help themselves.”

“Not everyone is obsessed with you.”

Dillon flashed a smile that made Lazlo’s insides
lurch, no matter how many times he told them not to. “Why don’t you
wear your glasses anymore?”

“I fixed my eyes a long time ago, and then you made
fun of me.”

“What can I say? I’m a dick. Everyone knows
this.”

Lazlo snorted a laugh and let a little tendril of
his power wander over. “Your cells need redoing soon.”

“That time again?”

“Anger uses you up faster.”

“Better pencil me in for every other day, then.”

Lazlo reached out with his power, scanning for weak
spots, old cells, degeneration. He repaired or replaced the flaws,
delighting in the corridors of a body he knew so well, at least
from this angle.

Dillon closed his eyes, a dreamy smile on his face.
“That’s some good shit, Laz.”

A blush was unavoidable. “Nice to be
appreciated.”

“Anyone who doesn’t is a fucking moron.” He clapped
Lazlo on the shoulder and squeezed, violence and tenderness in one
act.


Chapter Three

Cordelia stumbled home late to a summons pinned to
her door. The captain wanted her in the morning, an urgent meeting
with Paul Ross, the mayor of Gale—who happened to be Cordelia’s
uncle—and the drushkan ambassador, Reach, who happened to be a pain
in the ass. Well, they were both pains in the ass, but it was more
socially acceptable to think it of Reach.

She imagined that Edwina had gone crying to Paul
about how Cordelia chased the Sun-Moons out of the bar. Come to
think of it, opening trading relations with outsiders had probably
been Paul’s idea in the first place; extending hands and opening
minds, his usual feel-good, modernist bullshit. She’d have to get a
good night’s sleep and steel herself for the crap he’d dish her.
Luckily, Carmichael would also find trading with the Sun-Moons a
terrible idea, if that was what they were going to debate
about.

And then there was Reach. Storm Lord help her,
Cordelia had nursed a huge crush when they’d first met. She could
easily summon the image of Reach’s willowy body swaying as she
walked. Her whorl-covered brown skin seemed to soak in the light,
and her hair, a riotous blend of red and orange, turned heads
wherever she went. Her eyes were light yellow and missed nothing,
and she smelled like new spring growth.

And then she’d started calling Cordelia “Paul’s
metal-skinned niece” as if Cordelia didn’t rate a name. Reach
always made certain everyone got a good view of her long fingers
with their extra joint, particularly the poisonous claw atop her
middle fingers, a not-so-subtle threat. Cordelia had been mystified
by her antagonism at first, but when she learned that Paul and
Reach had become lovers, everything became clear. Cordelia had been
a little jealous of her uncle at first, but when she saw what a
pain Reach could be, she changed her mind. Reach thought Cordelia
was too hard on her uncle, too defiant. She’d once told Paul that
he would get more done if he’d thrash those with contrary opinions
instead of arguing with them.

Cordelia leaned back on her narrow cot, resting
against the wall of her room. Just big enough for the cot, a trunk,
and a lamp, the room seemed like a cage at times, but she never
spent much time there, just enough in the evenings to remind her
why she left in the mornings. She wondered if all drushka were like
Reach, if she’d ever meet any others. She shifted forward and
rummaged in her trunk, tugging clothes out of the way until she
found the journal, the work of her many-greats grandmother, Jania
Carruthers Ross, whom the drushka had called Roshkikan. She’d lived
among the drushka, studied them, and ultimately caused their people
to split into two groups, one deciding to trade with humans and the
other trying to wipe humanity from the
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