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CATALYST GATE

She hadn’t been afraid of Rainier, not really. Hadn’t even been afraid of dying.

She’d held the trigger for the EMP that would cut Rainier down, and savored an urge unlike any she’d ever felt before. A wellspring of vengeance had risen in Sanda that day, and while Rainier was certain it was fear alone at the base instinct of all humanity, Sanda had known in that moment that, for her, the core of her drive had been rage. Not the desperate, flailing anger of the impetuous, but something deeper.

Something primal.

Rainier Lavaux had threatened everything and everyone Sanda had ever loved. Sanda had felt that loss once. And she’d burn the bitch to the ground rather than suffer through that pain all over again.
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CHAPTER 1

PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543

HELLO, SPY

Sanda Greeve stood on the deck of the biggest weapon humanity had ever known, and watched live footage of the city of Atrux tearing itself apart. Ninety-seven percent of Atrux, fallen. That was the only number she could cling to, because the actual amount of dead and comatose was too high to comprehend.

The rest, that 3 percent, had been converted by the ascension-agent. And in their confusion and pain, they rioted across the city, not understanding their own strength, until guardcore—vetted, safe—showed up to capture them or put them down.

Sanda clutched her blaster like a shield, though the weapon could do her no good. There wasn’t a weapon in the universe big enough to stop what had happened to Atrux. Even her ship, The Light, wasn’t enough. She wasn’t sure anything could be enough.

“Tell me Anford’s finally recovered footage of the contamination moment,” Sanda asked Bero. Asked her ship.

“Watching it won’t change anything,” Bero said.

He was stalling. Warning hackles raised along the back of her neck.

“Mouthing off isn’t going to stop me. Play it.”

The video flickered onto the forward viewscreen, though The Light was perfectly capable of displaying video without the tiniest hiccup. Bero, showing his annoyance by inserting a glitch. She almost rolled her eyes, but that’d only encourage him.

Her irritation was only scraping the surface. Below the major’s bars on her chest and the sleek confines of her Prime-issued jumpsuit, Sanda boiled with molten rage. Needling her might give the magma within a path to eruption, and not a soul on board The Light had time for her to melt down.

A guardcore appeared in the footage, slipping through the thin cracks in Prime’s protocols to secure an unwelcome canister to the additive tank of Atrux’s atmo mix. From that canister, a wave of self-replicating nanites had spread the ascension-agent throughout the city’s ventilation system. Sanda leaned toward the screen, frowning. The armor was right. The weapons were right. The clearances were right. But that was no GC.

“It’s not Rainier,” she said. The movements were too forced, too stilted, to be hers. Only one other known impostor wore that armor.

The Light’s crew shifted uncomfortably. This ship didn’t need a crew to fly, but Bero had gone ahead and given them all seats with consoles they could work, if they so desired. They often fiddled with the controls, trying to figure out the inner workings of The Light. Sanda suspected those buttons were little more than placebos, but she hadn’t had the heart to ask Bero outright. The crew fiddled with those buttons now.

“We can’t be sure,” Dr. Liao said. “The armor—”

“Doesn’t disguise gait,” Sanda countered. The doctor pressed her lips shut.

Sanda couldn’t blame her. She wanted that figure to be Rainier, too. But she’d learned a long time ago that wanting something to be true badly enough to lie to yourself only led to more pain.

“Bero, can you run a gait analysis?” she asked.

“Against every person in the known universe?”

“No,” Arden said. Their voice rasped and they’d gone deathly pale. The word trailed off into emptiness, cut down by a sharp glare from Nox, but Sanda didn’t press.

Jules had been their friend. They needed to do this on their own, because neither one of them would forgive Sanda if she pushed for it, even if they already knew it was true. “I have some footage of Jules I can send you,” Arden said.

“She wouldn’t do this,” Nox said, but he didn’t stop Arden as they tapped on their wristpad, sending the files to The Light.

“We have to know,” Arden said softly.

A retort bubbled below Nox’s surface, but before he could get it out, Bero pushed two videos, side by side, onto the viewscreen. In one, Jules Valentine approached Arden’s old apartment building on top of Udon-Voodun. In the other, the guardcore walked through the door into the atmo mix control room. For the benefit of the humans riding in his belly, Bero allowed graphical points of comparison to run over each figure.

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to.

“It’s her,” Arden said.

Sanda pushed down a burst of excitement. Rainier Lavaux was an expert at covering her tracks. But Sanda was pretty damn sure Jules Valentine lacked the same skill set. Jules, Sanda could find. From there, she’d leverage her way to Rainier. She doubted Nox and Arden would be as excited about this break as she was.

“B, get me Anford,” Sanda said.

“I am not your personal assistant.”

Sanda rolled her eyes and put a priority call through to her commander. General Anford’s face popped up on the screen in seconds, overriding the footage of Jules. Anford didn’t even blink at Sanda’s unusual crew or the alien deck of The Light. It was amazing how quickly humanity adapted.

“Greeve, tell me you have something.”

“The guardcore who released the nanites on Atrux is Jules Valentine.”

The general’s eyes narrowed briefly. “Not Rainier? You’re sure?”

“She may have acted under Rainier’s orders, I don’t know, but Bero is certain the body in that armor belongs to Valentine.”

“Far be it from me to doubt Bero’s assessment.”

“I have been lauded for my intelligence in the past,” Bero said.

Sanda suppressed a smirk. “I intend to pursue. Valentine might know a way to get to Rainier.”

“I agree. We need her alive, Greeve.” Anford glanced to the side, the corners of her lips tightening. “We need all the information we can get our hands on.”

Ninety-seven percent. That number was burned into Sanda’s heart. Similar branding carved pain around Anford’s eyes.

“I’ll get you answers,” Sanda said.

“Hold in Atrux. I don’t have a lot to spare, but I’ll send a battalion to you.”

Slowly, intentionally, Sanda shifted her gaze to the walls of The Light. “With respect, I need no other weapons. They would only slow me down.”

Anford’s jaw flexed as she soaked that in. “Very well. Between Prime Director Okonkwo and me, you have carte blanche to requisition anything you need. Good luck, Greeve.”

“Good luck.” Sanda snapped off a tight salute, and Anford cut the feed.

“Are you sure we’re going to be enough, Commander?” Conway asked.

She wasn’t. But that was a doubt she couldn’t allow to fester. “It’s our best shot. Bero, do you have a bead on that GC ship Valentine took off in?”

“It was last flagged passing through the gate to Ordinal.”

“Then that’s where we start.”

Arden swiveled their chair around to look her in the eye. “Rainier made Jules do this.”

Sanda met their gaze evenly, peripherally aware of the tension in Nox’s body, the held breaths of everyone on the ship. No one liked hunting down a woman they’d meant to save not too long ago. No one liked acknowledging they’d known, and even cared for, a monster.

Sanda could relate, but that didn’t mean she could make it better.

“We’ll find her,” she said. “And we’ll ask her ourselves.”

“Sanda,” Bero said, his voice tense.

She frowned. “What is it?”

“The Light has an incoming tightbeam from an unregistered source.”

“Does this ship even have a transponder to point at?”

“Not . . . exactly.”

“Put it through.”

The viewscreen filled with a face so familiar that, if she hadn’t already been propped up on an emotional cocktail of rage and determination, she might have had to sit down.

New shadows carved troughs beneath his eyes, and thick stubble peppered his jawline. Dark brown hair stuck up under low-g, and over his shoulder she could make out the sleek geometry of a high-end shuttle. But those grey eyes, they were always the same, if a touch sad.

“Hey,” Tomas Cepko said. His voice was thin and wary. “I’m in Ordinal. We need to talk.”

“You look like shit,” she said.

The corner of his eye twitched, then he settled into a small, warm smile. “Nice to see you, too.”

“Believe it or not,” Sanda said, gesturing to the ship around her, “I’m a little busy.”

“It’s about the sphere you discovered inside The Light,” Tomas said, his expression completely locked down. “The one with the instructions for the creation of the ascension-agent.”

“How the fuck—?” Nox took a step, as if he could reach through the screen to choke the spy on the other side. She couldn’t blame him for wanting to try.

“Crew,” Sanda said firmly. “Meet Nazca Cepko, first-class spy and all-around asshole.”

His lips thinned and he flicked his gaze down. “I . . . can explain my actions.”

“Really not what I’m worried about right now.”

“Hello, Tomas,” Bero said.

Tomas’s eyes widened. He leaned toward the camera, pressing his hands against the console of his shuttle. “Christ, are you in danger?”

Nox snorted, which warmed Sanda’s angry heart right up. “I am in command of my ship, Nazca, and I’d like to know how the fuck you got that tightbeam to me.”

He gave her a punchably sly smile. “Seems we have a lot of information to share with each other.”

“I’m not in the habit of sharing with spies.”

He winced and rubbed at his chest. “Yeah, I remember. Look, I don’t know what’s going on with the fleet or why you’re in that ship with Bero, but I know you, Greeve, and you’re about to charge guns out after Rainier. I don’t blame you, but there are some things you need to know. Some things I need to show you.”

“Commander Greeve,” she snapped, because there was no way in the void she’d let Tomas-fucking-Cepko get away with undermining her position. “And if you’re looking for a date, lover, there are programs for that.”

“Commander,” Bero said with a touch more respect than he usually bothered with, “I hate to interrupt you tearing into Tomas, but it occurs to me that he knows about the sphere.”

Tomas leaned back, crossed his arms, and raised both brows. “Thanks, B.”

“I do not like you, Tomas.”

Sanda gritted her teeth. “Very well. We’re coming through Ordinal anyway. Send your location to Bero and we’ll talk. If you waste my time, I swear to all of Prime that I will space you.”

“I believe you,” he said with a slight shudder, then composed himself and flashed an irritatingly charming smile at her. “See you soon.”

She cut the feed and sank into her captain’s chair, trying to quiet her mind. That damn man made her feel like the memory-wipe headaches lurked behind her next breath, like any second all the pain of the moment he’d ripped her world apart would come crashing back down.

“We sure it’s a good idea to get mixed up with another Nazca, boss?” Nox asked. “Last time didn’t go so well.”

Sanda rubbed the side of her face. “It’s because of last time that I’m putting up with this. Okonkwo hasn’t managed to shake anything out of the Nazca tree, and they clearly know something about what’s going on, or Novak wouldn’t have been on Janus. Tomas knows about the sphere. Like Anford said, we need all the intel we can get, and that’s the Nazca’s specialty.”

“You realize, of course, that he needs something from you,” Bero said.

She tried to side-eye him, but it didn’t really work when he existed all around her. “Yes, B. I am rather well versed in dealing with duplicitous dickheads.”

“What do you think he wants?” Nox asked.

“I don’t know,” Sanda admitted. “But finding out what he wants will give us a better idea of what the Nazca really know than whatever bait intel he’s set out for me.”

“Sanda,” Bero said with mock shock, “you’ve grown so cynical.”

She quirked a half smile. “I learn from the best.”

But it wasn’t cynicism driving her. Rainier would say she was afraid, and maybe she’d be right, to a certain extent. Watching Atrux fall to an invisible storm had certainly made her blood run cold, but that’s not when the shift inside her had happened. It hadn’t even been when she’d crawled off Liao’s fringer settlement and learned she was too late—the secondary gate in Ada had spun, the blowback had happened, and it had nearly taken her family with it.

No, she’d felt the first slivers of change when she’d sat on that command console on the fringer settlement, all alone, and waited for Rainier Lavaux to show up and kill her. She hadn’t been afraid of Rainier, not really. Hadn’t even been afraid of dying.

She’d held the trigger for the EMP that would cut Rainier down, and savored an urge unlike any she’d ever felt before. A wellspring of vengeance had risen in Sanda that day, and while Rainier was certain it was fear alone at the base instinct of all humanity, Sanda had known in that moment that, for her, the core of her drive had been rage. Not the desperate, flailing anger of the impetuous, but something deeper.

Something primal.

Rainier Lavaux had threatened everything and everyone Sanda had ever loved. Sanda had felt that loss once. And she’d burn the bitch to the ground rather than suffer through that pain all over again.




CHAPTER 2

PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543

TABLE FOR TWO

Instead of a shuttle in the black, Tomas sent Bero the coordinates for a restaurant planetside in Alexandria-Ordinal, the system’s capital city. A cursory search said the restaurant was inside of a Hotel Stellaris, and a reservation had been made under the name Jacob Galvan.

The last time she’d seen him had been at the same hotel chain, on a different planet, the reservations under that same name. Then he’d disappeared, leaving her alone to deal with the fallout of the chip hidden in her head.

Either he was being cheeky—likely—or this was a genuine show of faith, signaling that he didn’t want on board The Light, he really just wanted to talk. Or he believed that Sanda had been captured by Bero once more, and wanted her off the ship to get the truth from her own lips.

Or, a tiny sliver of her thought, he wanted to see her again without the trappings of war all around them. But that thought hadn’t been allowed to live past its brief genesis. At least the location allowed her to park The Light in orbit, stealthed out, and take a simple shuttle to the space elevator.

She loathed the delay, but while Sanda had the best weapon in the universe in her arsenal, she lacked information. And information might be the key to getting one step ahead of Rainier. To getting the sphere with the instructions for the ascension-agent back, and healing the comatose of Atrux.

Hotel Stellaris was the fanciest hotel chain in the ’verse, and the location at Prime’s capital city was its crowning jewel. It was the kind of place you wore clothes crafted of velvet and sequins to, the kind of place for improbably high heels, higher slits, and tuxedo jackets tailored to whatever the latest fashion was.

Sanda walked down the vast marble colonnade leading to the maître d’ in her jumpsuit, mag boots, and major’s coat. When they’d put the Prime logos back on, she’d added the name of her ship, The Light, below the insignia pinned to her chest and a sleek silhouette of the ship. Anford had merely nodded when she’d first seen those adjustments.

There was no use hiding who Sanda was. No point in hiding The Light after she’d flown it into Ada and docked the silvery leviathan for all to see. Alien tech had always been a part of Prime, and now it was time to bring it out into the open.

The maître d’ didn’t seem so sure.

She stopped her long march a step from his podium, and while the trim man’s demeanor didn’t so much as twitch, his gaze flicked from her scuffed boots, to her plain jumpsuit, to the bars on her chest. The deliberation was lightning fast, then he offered her the polite welcome he’d offer any esteemed guest.

“Commander Greeve, we have been expecting you. Mr. Galvan has already arrived. May I take your coat?”

“No.” It hid the two high-end blasters strapped to her hips, probably the most expensive accessories in the restaurant tonight. “Lead the way.”

He gestured her onward, and she let him regale her with the hotel’s long and illustrious history while they wound through tables stocked with the glittering upper echelons of Ordinal.

A restaurant like this didn’t fill every table at any given time. It gave its guests space, the illusion of being in a charming secret place while in truth their reservations booked out years in advance. Sanda wondered how Tomas had wedged himself in so quickly, but for all she knew, this place was run by the Nazca. Eavesdropping at a restaurant this nice had to be good for information gathering.

The wide spaces between guests weren’t enough to hide them, or her, though. Those who came to Hotel Stellaris to dine wanted to be seen doing so, and that meant that, as surreptitiously as the maître d’ led her along, conversations stalled as she passed. Whispers flowed in her wake.

Sanda didn’t know what bothered her more. The fact that Tomas had known she’d be recognized and become the topic of gossip here tonight, or the fact that she couldn’t stop it.

The maître d’ slowed his steps at a raised dais toward the back of the room. A lone table stood against a massive picture window overlooking the sprawling city of Alexandria-Ordinal.

A few months ago, the view would have taken her breath away. Now, it made her ill. How many people crawled through the streets and skies of Ordinal? It was arguably the best-secured city in all of Prime, but every Prime city had thought themselves safe from biological attacks until Jules Valentine brought Atrux to its knees.

“Here we are, Commander.” The maître d’ pulled a chair out for her, and she sat. “May I suggest our latest vintage, fresh from Elysia—”

“I won’t be eating, thank you.”

Maybe that had finally gotten the man’s smooth demeanor to crack, but if it did, Sanda missed the moment, because she only had eyes for the man sitting across from her.

Tomas rested his forearms on the champagne-colored tablecloth, leaning toward her with an easy smile and eyes that were far too haunted for a man with his insouciant posture, or lack of wrinkles. He’d opted for a sage-green silk shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and dark slacks flared enough at the ankles to allow for the greater girth of the mag boots on his feet.

Sanda didn’t know a thing about fashion, but judging from the outfits she’d seen on the walk in, Tomas blended right in. Right. Spy. He’d let all the attention fall on her, while he slipped through unnoticed. She’d known this was a game from the jump. Had thought being played by him wouldn’t hurt. She’d been wrong.

“Tomas,” she said. The maître d’ took the hint and extricated himself without so much as a rustle of his too-tight suit. She looked pointedly at his mag boots. “Presumptuous of you.”

“Have to be prepared for anything,” he said, his nice-to-see-you smile shifting from placid calm to the slight curl of something real. “That a pulsar-class blaster on your hip?”

“Two, actually. I see you came unarmed.”

He spread his hands. “It hadn’t occurred to me I’d need to be armed to see you, Sanda.”

“Your spy senses are failing you. I’ve had a rough time with the Nazca lately.”

His smile crashed and burned. “So I heard.”

“If he was your friend . . .”

“No, don’t apologize. There are no friends between the Nazca.” Tomas took a long drink of an amber-colored cocktail with orange sugar on the rim and shook his head.

“Figured you’d be drinking that Elysian vintage, isn’t that where you’re from?”

A longer drink this time. “Surprised you remember that.”

“One of the few memories that doesn’t give me headaches these days.”

He started to reach a hand toward her, caught her glare, and stopped himself. His hand rested in the center of the table, curled, but limp. “I’m sorry.”

“Not what I’m here for. I’m a very busy woman, Master Spy, and you said one little magic word that got me off the back of my ship, where I would much rather be. I’m here to learn two things, Tomas: What do you know about it, and how did you get a tightbeam through to The Light?”

“Don’t you mean Bero?”

“I do not. They are separate entities until he decides otherwise. You’re avoiding the questions.” He flashed her a grin that made her chest flush, but she brushed the feeling aside.

“Sanda Greeve, my straight shooter.” He shook his head and slammed back the last of his drink. “I know where ‘it’ is, and I know how to get it, but I can’t get it alone.”

“I have no reason to believe that you are not on-mission, and that you will not hand it over to your superiors if we recover the object. Tell me where it is, and I’ll retrieve it without you.”

A shadow passed behind his eyes. “I don’t think you can get it without me.”

“My crew is perfectly capable.”

“Not for this.”

“Tomas.” She lowered her voice and leaned forward. A muscle in his jaw jumped. “Whatever the Nazca want, it’s not worth it. I know your job is everything to you, but this could very well be the key to healing Atrux. I cannot, I will not, allow the Nazca to fuck off with my ball.”

He swirled the dregs of his empty glass. “I won’t hand it over to the Nazca.”

“I can’t take your word.”

“I know. The thing is, I won’t hand it over to them because I’m not Nazca anymore. I’ve been burned, as we spies are fond of saying. Cut off. Cast off. I’m solo.”

He met her gaze evenly, and while every scrap of her wanted to believe him, there was too much at stake. With a sinking heart, she picked at the critical flaw in his story. “You’re registered here as Jacob Galvan, a Nazca alias. If they burned you, they’d be here in minutes to take you out.”

“About that.” He turned his wristpad over, checking the time. “I really wish you had gotten here on time so we could have ordered one last meal on the Nazca coffers.”

Glass exploded, showering them in glittering rain.

Sanda moved before she could think, shoved her chair back, and tipped up the table. She reached to grab Tomas by the shirt, but he was already on one knee, ducking behind the table for two as Sanda got the wooden shield between them and the next shot.

The table shuddered in her grasp. The stink of fabric and Synth-Wood frying under blaster fire overwhelmed the pleasant scents of wine and food. At least this place was fancy enough to buy very thick tables.

Sanda swore and grabbed her blaster, popping her head up long enough to make sure she wouldn’t hit any civilians before firing back in the direction of the kitchen, where the shots had come from.

People screamed, glass broke, and as Sanda met Tomas’s eyes behind the temporary shelter of a table that was only providing enough cover to keep those shooting at them from hitting anything vital, she felt a deep-rooted protective surge mingle with anger.

“You knew they’d come for you and you didn’t bring a weapon?”

He shrugged one shoulder. “They would have taken my weapons at the door, and you always carry two. You didn’t come alone, did you?”

Sanda’s wristpad lit up with a priority call from Nox. She accepted.

“Little fuckers are holed up in the kitchen,” he said. “Conway’s got the front door on lock and is ushering out the civvies, but I can’t promise a clean run for you. Spy still alive?”

“Despite all the odds,” she said. Another blaster shot rocked the table, nearly searing her ear as it bore through the wood. Maybe not that thick after all.

“Not after I get my hands—”

“Easy, Nox. Suppress the kitchens, grab one alive, and do not hurt any civilians.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered, and cut the call.

Tomas looked at her, one brow raised. She grinned with him, couldn’t help it, and slapped her second blaster into his hand. “A civvie dies, and I’ll take it out on you.”

“Understood, Commander Greeve.”

It was really rather annoying that, after everything, the way he said her title traced tingles up her spine.

She popped up from behind the table and, synchronized with Tomas, fired back toward their Nazca attackers.




CHAPTER 3

PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543

TRUST IS A QUICK EXIT

Sanda fired until the return fire stopped, then vaulted over the table and dashed for a thick marble column, Tomas tight on her heels. Behind the shelter of stone, she grabbed a comms earpiece from under her wristpad and shoved it in.

“I’m online. Talk to me.”

“I’ve got the cameras in the kitchen,” Arden said. “Looks like ten came in through the service elevator when you made contact with the maître d’ and hustled the cooks and staff out. The staff is uninjured, as far as I know. You shot two in the chest and one in the stomach, but I can’t say if they’re out. Nox got one in the head.”

“Fuck yeah I did,” Nox said.

“Front door is secure,” Conway said. “Maître d’ is hustling the civvies out like he does this every day.”

“Tomas,” she said. They’d pressed themselves close together to make better use of the cover of the pillar, their sides crammed so tight she could feel the steady rise and fall of his chest. He nodded to show he was listening but kept his head turned away, watching their flank. “Ten accounted for, one confirmed kill, three possibly out, but don’t count on it. Centered in the kitchen. These are your people, what are their tactics?”

He shook his head. “When the Nazca come for one of their own, they don’t use tactics a Nazca can work around.”

“Lovely. Nox?”

“Boss?”

“There are two ins-and-outs to that kitchen. Hammer them on the north exit, I’m coming in through the south. Arden, can you lock down the service elevator and any back entrances?”

“Already done.”

Bero said, “May I make a suggestion?”

“Shoot, Big B,” Sanda said.

Tomas grimaced.

“You could flee, there is no need for engagement.”

Sanda grabbed the back of Tomas’s head, fingers tangling in his hair, and every single muscle in his body went rigid, his scalp heating up beneath her touch as she yanked his head around and stared hard into his eyes.

He may be one of the finest spies in the universe, but he couldn’t hide his physical responses from her when she took him by surprise. Panic and hope warred across his face as she dragged him close.

“Will these people come for you if we bail right now?”

“Yes,” he said, so close his breath gusted against her lips. She let him go and pushed slightly, facing him back around to cover their flank. He shivered. She ignored it.

“Right. I’d rather not have a gaggle of Nazca dogging our heels. Time to make a point sharp enough to force the whole cursed organization to keep their distance. Agreed?”

Confirmation chorused across the channel. Sanda closed her eyes a breath to center herself. She felt a little shitty for squeezing an answer out of Tomas like that, but truth had been hard to come by lately, and Sanda needed to know why she was shooting before she squeezed the trigger.

“In position,” Nox whispered.

Sanda checked her blaster charge, scanned the scene, and stepped out from behind cover. Whatever turmoil she’d stirred up in Tomas, he had it under lock as he shadowed her, moving in concert, spraying down the kitchen exit until the swinging door lay in tattered, toothy pieces on the ground.

They hit the entrance at the same time, turned, and pressed their backs against the wall on opposite sides, blasters up, legs braced, and studiously did not meet each other’s eyes.

“Two more down,” Arden said into her comm.

She showed Tomas two fingers. He nodded.

Nox’s rifle roared to life on the other side of the room.

“Three more.”

She added three fingers, and his brows shot up, but he tucked his chin in acknowledgment. Sometimes Sanda wondered if Nox was the biggest weapon she had on her team, not The Light.

“Two coming your way,” Arden said. “Average height. No visible armor. Flanking lines.”

Sanda thanked the void for Arden Wyke and turned, stepping into the frame of the doorway, squeezing off two shots before the Nazca coming her way could process she was even there. She dropped down behind a stainless steel rolling cart and counted to three, then popped up and started laying down suppressive fire wildly across the back wall while Tomas moved into the room, taking down three with shots almost as clean as Nox’s.

“Clear,” Arden said.

Sanda didn’t put her weapon down. Under the hiss of a pot boiling over on the stove, she heard a soft scrabbling across the floor—fingernails scraping tile and metal, reaching for a weapon.

Nox entered the room in her peripheral vision and braced, rifle barrel tracking the space a few steps in front of her. He needn’t have bothered, but she appreciated the thought. Sanda rounded a workbench and found a Nazca lying in a pool of blood, one hand pressed to her stomach while the other scrambled across the floor for a downed blaster. Sanda kicked it away and dropped to a crouch alongside her.

Nox and Tomas started forward, but she gestured them back with a sharp tilt of the head. In the corner of her eye, she could see Tomas’s finger crawl for the trigger and hold off, but just barely.

She grabbed the woman’s shirt and lifted her up, bringing her face close. Blood stained the woman’s teeth, and some of the capillaries in her eyes had blown, but as Sanda well knew, it took a long time to die from a shot to the stomach.

“Tell your boss that Tomas Cepko is protected,” Sanda said. “If any of you come for me or Cepko again, I won’t bother letting a messenger survive. I’ll come in person, and blow your whole organization to atoms.”

The Nazca sneered, blood dripping across her jaw from the corner of her lips. “You can’t keep the traitor from us forever.”

Sanda dropped the woman back to the ground. As she stood, she elbowed a medikit on the wall and yanked out a plastiskin patch, then flicked it to the bleeding woman.

“Keep trying. Next time, I won’t be so nice.”

Conway strolled into the kitchen with her rifle against her shoulder. “Civs are out but we’ve got SecureSite coming in hot. Guessing you don’t want to stick around to answer those questions.”

Sanda winced. “Arden, extraction plan beta. You got a visual on the window?”

“I see it. Sending the special shuttle.”

“Time to go,” she said.

Conway and Nox flicked Tomas a glance, shrugged, and exited the kitchen, leaving Sanda and Tomas alone. He parted his lips to say something, but she closed the distance between them and scowled up into his stupidly perfect face.

“You put my team at risk intentionally. I pulled your ass out of this fire because I didn’t have a choice, but if you willingly endanger my crew again, I swear to the fucking void I’ll leave you to bleed with the rest of your Nazca buddies.”

He sucked air through his teeth and pulled his head back, but his body stayed close, eyes downcast to meet hers. “I knew they wouldn’t be able to scramble an A-team fast enough for this. Those were initiates. Lackeys. I never believed you were in real danger. I wouldn’t do that.”

“Make me believe it.”

She held out her hand, palm up. Slowly, Tomas placed the borrowed blaster into her hand, fingertips brushing her palm, then pulled his hands back and held them up, empty. “Thought I was protected.”

Goddamn that sly smile of his. She holstered the weapon but kept the other in her hand. “Don’t push me, spy.”

She turned her back on him and stalked out into the half-destroyed restaurant, then sighed. The fleet was going to have to pay to fix all of this, at a time when their resources were already stretched thin.

It wasn’t the money that was going to be a problem, but she’d blown chunks out of real marble, and that could only be found on a few planets. With all gates temporarily closed to everything except fleet and Keeper activity, importing the correct materials would be a real pain in the ass.

One of The Light’s silver shuttles descended in front of the busted-out window, and relief washed over her. She’d file a report, Anford would be pissed, but things would move on. She had more important matters to worry about than import-export—with mental apologies to her dads.

The shuttle was about the size of a train cab, comfortably able to seat twelve but capable of holding up to fifty before Bero said the life support got iffy. Swimming through the night sky of Ordinal, it sidled up to the shattered glass and their impromptu exit point. A gangway extended down and connected with the floor by the broken table.

Under the spin-grav of the planet, and through the thick air of the atmo dome, no ship should be able to swing around with such grace and agility, let alone hover in place without any obvious mechanism. Sanda had started to get used to it.

Tomas hadn’t. He stopped cold, that sly smile wiped from his face. Seeing the shuttle through his eyes, Sanda felt the same thrill she’d felt when she’d first stepped onto The Light and gravity, impossibly, had dragged her feet to the ground.

“What is that?” he asked.

“A subset of The Light, or so Bero tells me. The primary ship can bud off shuttles when needed.”

Nox and Conway had already boarded, so it was Sanda who saw the deep well of fear rise up in Tomas, then be capped immediately.

“What?” she asked, cocking her head to the side. “Not still afraid of Bero, are you?”

“There’s not much in this universe I’m afraid of,” he said.

The lid was so strongly in place over his emotions that he swung his arms easily, strolling up the gangway into the shuttle, looking around like this was any other curiosity in a grand and vast universe.

He could lie to her all he liked, but practiced as he was, Sanda had become intimately acquainted with fear lately, and something about The Light had made his skin crawl before he’d gotten himself under control.

Her wristpad flashed with a message from Bero.

B: Not my biggest fan

S: Can’t blame him, can you?

She swallowed a worm of guilt. Maybe she still had her own issues to work through with Bero, but she didn’t fear him, not to the extent Tomas seemed to. She stepped into the shuttle, and the gangway slid up smooth as still water behind her.

She couldn’t say if Bero had done that or if something in the engineering of the shuttle had sensed that all its intended passengers were loaded. The ship had seemed to intuit her wants before Bero had been uploaded, so there must be some basic function inherent to the structure. Arden and Knuth were still bashing their heads against the puzzle of how the ship worked.

Maybe it wasn’t Bero that Tomas feared. Maybe it was the ship itself. She couldn’t blame him for that, either.




CHAPTER 4

PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543

SHOTS IN THE DARK

Biran stood in a black site warehouse, the unfamiliar weight of a blaster in one hand and the familiar weight of duty on his shoulders. This was his petition. He’d asked for this. Written the idea up as convincingly as he could, then presented it to the High Protectorate, to Okonkwo, never fully dreaming they’d say yes.

But they had, because it was the right thing to do. The only safe thing to do. The guardcore had been infiltrated, and that was unthinkable, and so it was time to do one more unthinkable thing.

“Surrender your weapons,” Biran said, and the tricky acoustics of the warehouse made his voice ring out, sound firmer than he felt it should.

He was playacting. Pretending at being Director Greeve. Pretending to be ready to be Speaker had been hard enough, but at least then he’d had Olver for counsel. Now, it was down to him, and he couldn’t waver. Not for a second, for there were snakes in the Protectorate of Ada. He just hadn’t flushed them out yet.

Synchronized, the guardcore lined up in front of him and unclipped their rifles from their backs. They set them on the ground, then placed their sidearms next to them, and kicked them away. The wave of artillery washed across the floor, the tide stopping a few centimeters from the fleet soldiers standing opposite the guardcore.

“Fleet, ready,” he ordered.

Anford should be here, but she had a war to direct, and ultimately this was a Keeper problem, not a fleet problem. The two hundred fleet sharpshooters Anford had provided him lifted their rifles and braced, each one sighting down a different member of the GC.

A lump formed in Biran’s throat at the clicking of weaponized metal all around him, but he did not swallow. He stood on a balcony overlooking the warehouse, Keepers Vladsen and Singh to either side of him, deadly silent, blasters in both of their hands, just in case.

If it came to any of the Keepers shooting, then things were already lost, but Prime was a civilization built on fail-safes and redundancies. And lies, but he was trying not to think about those right now.

“Jammers,” he ordered.

Behind him, in a small office space, Keeper techs chosen for this purpose switched on jammers that fuzzed all communications and put all electronic recording devices on the fritz. There’d be no pictures taken of the GC. No evidence of this day, aside from the bodies.

“Retract helmets,” Biran ordered.

As one, the helmets of the guardcore slipped back into their armor, revealing a wide variety of faces. Some of which repeated.

The fleet rifles cracked. Rainier’s identical bodies slumped to the floor, their heads blown to bits. Later their remains would be dragged away to meet their final end in vats of acid. Disgusting, but necessary. When Rainier was dead, the other GC put their helmets up without the order. They knew the drill.

Biran uncurled his fist, wiped sweat against his thigh. None of the fleeties had been killed this time. Good. He’d led five of these inquisitions so far, and this one should be his last before the expedition through the secondary gate.

All over the united worlds of Prime, Protectorates were performing the same ritual, with similar results. The GC knew it was coming, and yet, the Rainier ancillaries never ran. They always showed up, dropped their helmets, and grinned into death.

Disposable. Such bodies were disposable to Rainier, Biran told himself. And it was probably worth it to her for the psychological aspect. Watching 33 percent of the guardcore fall to fleet rifles hurt, even when he knew there was no choice. Her roots had spread fast, and deep, and now it was his job to carve her out of Prime’s bedrock.

“Early estimates approximate the number at sixty-seven,” Singh said, tilting her head as she listened to her comms.

“Why do they never run?” Vladsen asked no one in particular.

Biran holstered his blaster. “She wants us to believe that this doesn’t hurt her.”

“And is that true?” Singh asked.

“I have no idea,” Biran admitted. “But we cannot continue with so many guardcore compromised. Whether this damages her or not is irrelevant.”

“I agree,” Vladsen said. “It is a miserable and brutal process, but it must be done.”

“Keeper Vladsen, you are so very agreeable with our esteemed director lately,” Singh said, a suggestive note to her voice.

Biran resolutely watched the proceedings, as guardcore helped the fleeties load the bodies of their fallen comrades onto gurneys.

“I see no point in bickering over an obvious truth,” Vladsen said smoothly. “Unless you believe there is a valid reason not to hunt the impostors?”

“No, of course not,” Singh said, gesturing with one arm. Her white pashmina shifted, the crystals sewn into it glittering. Such an incongruently beautiful garment, Biran thought, in this place of death. “I only wonder why you are so amenable to our new director’s proposals.”

Vladsen sighed, as if tired from a long argument. “We are at war, Keeper. A war that has decimated our number. If I see fit to argue with our director, I will do so, but as of yet, he has been nothing but astute and fair to our people. Or do you disagree?”

Biran gripped the rail of the platform and leaned forward to hide a smirk. Well maneuvered of Vladsen, but still, Biran had been an idiot to give in to his desire to form a relationship with him.

Keepers did not consort. It was one of the numerous rules meant to keep the secrets of the chips safe in their heads. If two or more Keepers fell in love, then any of their number could be used to leverage information out of another by nefarious forces. And they were at war, Biran reminded himself, the exact situation in which such a thing might happen.

Oh, relationships happened. Dalliances, mostly, between students at the academy. Biran had indulged in one such relationship before he’d taken the chip. But once you took that chip, all such relationships were expected to end. The High Protectorate would not hesitate to prosecute you, if caught.

He could lose his chip. He could lose his life.

And yet, he could not stay away. He thought of Sanda, defending Bero even after all he had done, and shook his head. Maybe something was broken in the Greeve children.

They’d spent their childhoods watching their dads so fiercely in love, maybe they believed all love should look like that. Dangerous. He snorted. No, he knew better. He was obsessive. Sanda was bullheaded. And it had nothing to do with their parents, unless one counted the happenstance of genetics.

“Something amusing, Director?” Singh asked.

Biran shook his head. “Only if we’re speaking of the bitterly ironic.”

“What is on our director’s mind?” Singh asked, sallying up to him at the rail.

He tipped his chin to the carnage below. “How can anything but this be on my mind? I don’t know how you do it, Singh. Politicking while our guardians are torn apart. I admire your ability to multitask.”

“You will learn,” she said, without any hint of sarcasm. Biran surveyed the bloodbath below. Maybe he would.

“Director, Keepers.” A guardcore stepped onto the balcony and bowed. “The Taso is ready to depart.”

A part of Biran wanted to stay until the last body of Rainier had been dissolved, but there was no point, and he was needed elsewhere. He nodded, and allowed himself to be cordoned by the remaining, cleared guardcore, and ushered into a common room of the Taso.

Biran looked around as he sank into an inertia-damping seat across from Singh. As always, he was bemused and slightly unsettled by the luxurious but stately decor Keeper Lavaux had left behind. Biran wondered what that man would think of Biran ordering the execution of his wife, over and over again, and shuddered.

“Okonkwo assures me the Terminus will be here within the week,” Biran said, to take his mind off the dead.

Singh whistled softly. “That ship can field a thousand fleeties, two hundred guardcore, and six hundred passengers. I had not expected our Prime Director to react so strongly.”

“How could she not? We have no idea what waits on the other side of that gate. This is the first time we’ve gone through without a scouting swarm clearing the area first. The first time without gate-assisted comms.”

Vladsen frowned. “The new camera drones we sent through report nothing hostile.”

“We cannot trust any footage broadcasted through a gate until we determine the nature and extent of Rainier’s tampering.”

“Paranoid,” Singh said with a slight edge. “We must be careful not to be perceived as overly cautious.”

Biran stiffened, momentarily wrong-footed by the reminder of Hitton’s tragic end. The members of the Protectorate had called Hitton paranoid, too, before she’d self-destructed a survey site in order to take out a threat she’d perceived as a spy. She’d been right.

He covered his discomfort by adjusting the lay of his jumpsuit across his neck. “Keeper Hitton was not unjustly paranoid. We would all do well to remember that.”

Singh’s lips thinned and she leaned back, pretending to be absorbed in something on her wristpad. Biran turned to his own wristpad, checking his messages. Nothing from Bero. He kept the flutter of disappointment off his face. Bero had said that decrypting the info packet Hitton had sent before her demise would take time. He had to be patient.

Plenty of updates on the Icarion situation, though. He scrolled through the bullet-pointed list Anford had sent him, each line sharp and brief. Jessa Anford did not waste words, and her crisp notes were refreshing after having spent the past few days with Singh.

But her efficient nature revealed the razor’s edge of danger they all walked. Icarion was still saber-rattling, despite the supposed peace. They believed they were entitled to cross through Ada’s new Casimir Gate with the survey team and were moving light, maneuverable gunships up to the very edge of the gate’s cordon to pressure the point. Biran chewed his lip, considering his options.

“Director,” Singh said, drawing his attention back to her. “Speaking of perceptions, I have a gift for you.”

She pulled a slim wooden box from her pocket and held it out to him. Biran eyed the box warily.

“What is this?”

“Oh please, it’s not poisonous.” She flicked the lid open, revealing a high-end HUD monocle with a dull silver rim lying on a pillow of black, synthetic velvet. “I understand your personal resources are limited, but appearances matter in a director. Especially at times of war. Prime jumpsuits are fine and good for a Speaker, the people feel closer to you when you appear to be one of them, but a director must lead. Must appear to have themselves together.”

“Olver never used a HUD,” Biran said, feeling petty.

She sniffed. “Of course he did, he could afford the ocular implant at a young age. It’s preferable, but I assumed you would not be able to absorb such a cost, and if you won’t update your wardrobe, well then . . .” She nudged the box closer.

Biran’s shoulders slumped as he took the box, plucking the monocle from the soft pillow. “Thank you, Keeper Singh. Can I presume that this will record all my interactions and feed them back to you?”

She clapped and tossed her head. “A reasonable assumption, but no. Check the provenance, if you like. It was sealed in that box at the shop and opened for the first time now. There’s a recorder embedded in the wood to log all interactions. I mean for you to use it. I wouldn’t risk you tossing it with such a ham-fisted play.”

He closed the box, but nodded to her. “I will run the checks, as is my due diligence as director, but thank you.”

“Well,” she said, adjusting her pashmina as she leaned back and crossed her legs. “As I said, we cannot have our director looking ramshackle. I strongly suggest you scrape the funds together to update your wardrobe, if at all possible. Okonkwo may even give you a stipend for the purpose, if you ask. I’m sure she’s sympathetic to your financial situation.”

Biran grimaced at the syrupy-sweet tone Singh put on. How quickly she shifted from ally to viper.

“If you’ll all excuse me,” he said, standing when his wristpad signaled the Taso had pushed away from the black site and was well on its way to Ada Station.

Singh waved him away with a flutter of her hand, diving back into her wristpad, and Vladsen shot him a pensive smile, but said nothing.

Biran retreated to his private quarters, and resisted an urge to throw himself on the bed and bury his face in a pillow. Such unseemly behavior was not warranted from a director, even in private, and Biran had a suspicion that he was rarely ever in “private” anymore, especially outside of his home back on Ada’s Keep Station.

He sat on the edge of his bed and dropped the monocle box next to him, going back to his wristpad. He wouldn’t even power the monocle up until he’d had it checked, and there was only one person he trusted for that. He dialed an ident.

“Director,” Graham said with a wry smile, “how can I serve our great society?”

Biran snorted. “Cool it, Dad. I need you to run a provenance check on a piece of equipment.”

His brows lifted. “Surely you have people for that?”

“And surely those people are in the pockets of others.”

“That bad already?”

“I have no idea, to be honest. The Protectorate is down in numbers, the junior Keepers are circling, trying to find a lever to tug to make their way onto the council. I cannot discount that one or more would be willing to lie for a leg up, and the item is a gift from Singh.”

“You know, your father and I can buy you things, child. We’re not paupers.”

Biran grimaced. “Too late. I didn’t think of it, and at this point, if I avoid wearing the monocle, I’m a coward. If I wear it and it’s bugged . . .”

Graham sighed. “I see the problem. I’ll check it out. Flash me a mirror of the provenance tracker.”

Biran scanned it and sent it over. “Thanks. I’ll be back on station in a few days.”

Graham’s eyes narrowed. “How many dead, this time?”

“Seventy-eight, when the count was done.”

“Dios, she’s an infestation.”

“I believe that’s what she was going for, yes.”

Graham rolled his eyes. “Got time to come down to the planet while you’re here?”

He licked his lips and looked away. “No. The Terminus will be there by the time I get back. The sooner we clear the secondary gate, the better.”

“I understand,” he said, which meant he didn’t like it, but he’d deal with it. They exchanged a few mundane pleasantries—Biran had fewer and fewer normal things to talk about these days—and Biran told him what he could of Sanda’s mission, which was precious little, before hanging up.

With a sigh he fell back against the bed, arms spread-eagle, relishing the foam contouring to all the aches in his back and shoulders. Maybe he should move into the Taso when he got back. Keeper Lavaux’s ship was more comfortable than Biran’s own bed.

A rustling to the right jerked him wide awake. Biran didn’t have an ounce of combat training aside from a few basic self-defense courses the Keepers were forced to take, but his hand was on his never-used blaster as he brought his wristpad up to call for security.

He hesitated. The sound had come from the en suite, a corner he couldn’t see around when he first entered the room. Maybe it was just a faucet left on, a towel slumped to the ground. He couldn’t afford to look as paranoid as he felt, not after that conversation with Singh.

Telling himself he was an idiot, this was how people got killed in cheap horror CamCasts, Biran edged around the bed and approached the open door, heart firmly lodged in his throat, a thick layer of sweat dampening his whole body.

How the hell did Sanda do this regularly? He pulled up the emergency beacon on his wristpad and eased his hand away from the blaster, preparing to hit the button just in case. He’d be better off calling for help than he would be trying to hold his own in a real fight.

A guardcore sat on the floor in his bathroom, huddled up against the tub, their arms wrapped around legs pulled in tight to their chest, locked in place.

Biran rushed forward, dropping to his knees, and grabbed the armored shoulders.

“Hello? Are you all right?”

They picked up their head, and when the external speakers projected their voice, it had the faint feminine quality Biran recognized from the GC who had helped him during the bombardment all those years ago. “I don’t want to die,” she said.




CHAPTER 5

PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543

A SPY IN OUR MIDST

Sanda didn’t say a word as Nox marched Tomas onto The Light at gunpoint, even though Tomas shot her a questioning glance. Everyone on her crew was jumpy right now, and Nox having a rifle pointed at Tomas’s back made him less likely to shoot. The sense of being in control could do a hell of a lot for one’s nerves.

They marched him through to the forward deck, Bero hiding the doors so that the path was a straight shot, but Tomas’s keen eyes didn’t miss that the hallway he passed through led nowhere else. She could almost see that spy brain of his working, trying to account for the lack of exits off the central hall, and the reality that there absolutely had to be more rooms on this ship than the airlock and the deck.

She didn’t put him out of his intellectual misery. When they reached the deck, the rest of her crew was already there and waiting.

“Is that really necessary?” Dr. Liao asked, jabbing a finger at Nox. She hadn’t quite worked out what made Nox tick yet, and Sanda feared that was going to become a problem someday.

“Leave the gun problems to people who know how to shoot them,” Nox said.

Liao huffed and crossed her arms. Sanda wished those two would cool it, because she did not need Tomas Cepko intuiting the slight cracks in the cohesion of her crew, but she let it slide for now.

“All right, Tomas,” Sanda said, and slung herself into her captain’s seat, taking the weight off her leg. She’d have to re-salve it soon. “Before we were interrupted, you were going to tell me where the sphere is.”

“And are you going to threaten that information out of me?” Tomas slid his gaze to Nox.

Arden said, “Trust me, he’s way calmer with his finger on the trigger.”

“You know I can hear you, right?” Nox asked without peeling his gaze from Tomas.

Arden grinned a little when Sanda shot them a look. Troublemaker.

“Nox, take his wristpad. I want Arden to look at it.”

“Uh.” Tomas reached for the wristpad, covering half of it with one hand. “That’s pretty invasive.”

“The ident currently residing on that wristpad is one Jacob Galvan, is it not?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Tomas.” She leaned forward and rubbed her temples. He snapped his mouth shut. “I’m going to be very clear with you, because I do not have time to spare your feelings. Burned or not, you were Nazca, and we’ve had a hell of a time with Nazca lately. I know full well that your pad comes with more than a plain ident connection, and I’m not giving you access to software I don’t understand while you’re on this ship.”

“Nothing he carries could harm me,” Bero said.

Tomas eyed the ceiling. “Nice to see you again, B.”

“My name is Bero. I do not agree with your sentiments.”

Knuth snickered, caught Sanda’s look, and went back to fiddling with a console he had cracked open next to Arden. Those two had been inseparable lately, combing through The Light’s innards for hints on how it worked.

“Sorry.” Tomas slumped his shoulders and undid the band on his wristpad, then held it out between two fingers. “I’d bring it to you, Arden, but your friend might shoot me for moving.”

“I’m not that trigger-happy,” Nox grumbled, and lifted the rifle barrel, leaning it against his shoulder as he moved his finger to rest on the guard. Tomas, wisely, lowered his hands but did not hide them in his pockets. He flicked the wristpad to Arden, who snatched it out of the air and got to work.

“You’re going to encounter some security protocols . . .”

Arden waved Tomas off. “Yeah, yeah, I’ll tell you if I need you.”

“Arden,” Tomas said firmly enough that they looked up. “Nazca implants work with Nazca software. There are kill switches in there. Try not to brute-force those, okay?”

They rolled their eyes. “I won’t kill you. But this adrenaline slider . . .” They poised a finger over the wristpad.

Tomas winced. “Please don’t.”

“No messing with anyone’s bodily functions,” Sanda said, then paused for a moment because she couldn’t believe that was something she actually had to say out loud. Her life had taken some strange turns lately. “Tomas, I saw them hit your implants when we were in Atrux. Can they use them to kill you remotely?”

He shook his head. “No. I’ve taken precautions. I’m still hooked into that pad, but it’s sandboxed. If they could take me out remotely, they would have.”

Arden jerked their head up. “You know that if they can get into this pad, you’re fucked?”

“They wouldn’t have sent the extraction team if they could get into it.”

“Uh . . .” They scratched the back of their head and shared a look with Knuth, who shrugged. “I mean, I’m in it. And it’s not a complete sandbox, because you used the Galvan ident to check into the hotel. It’s harder to break something like this if you don’t have it in your hands, but now they have a vague idea of where to look. It’s only a matter of time.”

“I’ll destroy it,” he said.

“And lose access to the programs that let you control those implants? No way. I’ll fix it for you.”

He blinked. “Thanks.”

“Now that we’re sure you won’t drop dead any second,” Sanda said, “the sphere. Where is it, why do you know about it, and what do you know?”

He took a long, slow breath. “How I know about it is complicated. I was on-mission discovering the whereabouts of Rainier Lavaux when I encountered records that led me to believe she may have infiltrated the
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