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      Everything about the world of Adghal felt different to Elyot now that he knew his planet wasn't a natural formation. It had been created by people, for people reasons. And then just forgotten about. For centuries.

      He had no idea how his ancestors had even ended up there. And then somehow forgot everything about the rest of the universe, including how to build ships to get back there.

      It almost made sense. Given enough time, anything could be forgotten. Hadn't he himself walked the winding catacombs underneath his home city? Hadn't he seen for himself how their customs had changed over time, deeper down the catacombs taking him further into the past, to a people whose ways were almost inexplicable to him?

      That he could understand.

      But the fact that all of that had taken place within the lifespan of a single corporation? That boggled his mind.

      And yet Alextra insisted that the corporation that had crafted his world to someone's unique specifications still existed. It was far away in a different part of the universe, far beyond the reach of the Commonwealth, in a region of space called the Union of Free Worlds, but it existed.

      And Alextra knew how to contact them. All they had to do was get her to the right kind of communications equipment.

      The only problem was the rebellion didn't have it. Laera and Wayde, the rebel pilots that were currently trapped in the middle of the Adghal desert with Elyot and his friends, were very sure about that.

      But they thought the governor of Adghal might.

      And the Commonwealth surely did.

      But all of that was still kilometers away when the sun finally set and they could continue their race across the desert.

      And everything felt different, now that Elyot knew what he knew. It kind of made him love his home world in a way he never had before.

      The low, humming song of the dunes was their constant accompaniment as they crossed the desert. The water from the fountain was sweet, almost citrusy, and more refreshing than the plain water they kept as backup. And the stars in the sky above them seemed closer here than they ever had in the city. Perhaps the lack of Commonwealth ships hovering low overhead made them seem brighter.

      Not that they needed the starlight to see by. The moon was nearly full and shined with such a silver intensity it lit up the desert around them in sharper detail than the hazy sun had by day.

      But even by night, the seas of glass were warmer than the sands around them. They skirted as many of them as they could, but they still had to cross five of them before the rising sun once more forced them to find cover.

      Luckily by that time they had reached the edge of the desert. Not that Elyot had any idea how they were going to get back up to the top of the cliff. And even if they did, the jungle still lurked there, waiting for them. But Laera and Wayde brought them to a cave, little more than a hole in the rock, but it was out of the sun.

      Once more, exhausted from a long night of running, they all collapsed on the cave floor and fell promptly to sleep.

      Elyot woke in a panic to the sound of a shuttle landing, but realized at once this was the rough-sounding engine of a rebellion shuttle, not the whisper-soft smoothness of a highly tuned Commonwealth machine. And Laera and Wayde were already emerging from the cave, waving at someone in the cockpit.

      It was still day, but it was late in the afternoon. The last of the fountain water was gone, and Elyot was all too aware of how much his body stank after too many days in the same clothes with no shower. He hoped wherever this shuttle was taking them, it would have the same amenities he had so briefly enjoyed at the hidden spaceport.

      "Bring the food, but leave the cart. We won't need that," Laera told them as she came back into the cave to find the three of them awake and on their feet.

      "Where are we going?" Elyot asked.

      "They are going to drop us off at the main headquarters," she said. "Like, literally. They can't land there, and depending on the patrols they might drop us quite a ways away. I'm sorry, it might mean more walking."

      "We can handle it," Keani said, and Alextra nodded.

      They climbed into the back of the shuttle. Like Laera and Wayde's ride, this one's interior had been entirely stripped down to the bulkheads and the minimal number of seats. At least this time, Elyot knew how to make his seat drop out of the wall. He buckled himself in.

      "Calrin will be there?" he asked Laera as she buckled in beside him.

      "Definitely," she said. "Plus some of the other rebel leaders, the ones that don't usually leave the city. The outpost we're going to is at the base of the mountain, but has tunnels that go up to the city. The shuttle can't land there because there's no port, but there are a small number of ground vehicles."

      "It's more of a political meeting place than a military stronghold," Wayde said. "But that's where Calrin told us to go."

      "I just hope we're not too late," Elyot said. He was worried. They had never seen a shuttle pass overhead, but somehow he just knew that Koltn Ward was no longer in the suspension cocoon inside the crashed remains of his shuttle, awaiting rescue.

      He was sure he was somewhere close by, probably hunting them down already with shuttles and with tanks. It was only a matter of time until he tracked them down again.

      The shuttle lifted straight up like an elevator until they were just higher than the top of the cliff. Then it plunged out over the jungle, hugging so close to the treetops Elyot was sure they were striking branches. He could see the mountain ahead of them with the city walls just visible atop it, but the pilot banked slightly, following a path around the mountain rather than up to it.

      The jungle petered out here, becoming a grassland dotted with occasional trees. The trees were immense, with widespread arms that shaded large parts of that grassland even though they were widely dispersed. But Elyot saw Alextra shudder and realized those were likely the same sort of tree that had tried to kill her days before.

      The pilots were chattering into their comms and with each other, but too low for Elyot to catch more than the occasional word. He gathered they were working out just where to drop them off.

      The shuttle banked again, this time taking them straight up against the side of the mountain. Elyot wished he could see straight up. He knew the Commonwealth ships were up there. But so were shuttle patrols. The pilots must have all that on their scopes, but he wished he could see it for himself.

      "We can drop you pretty close, but you'll have to run for cover the minute you hit the ground," the copilot turned in his seat to tell them. "We're going to drop down. The minute we stop falling, you need to unbuckle and jump out the back. Then run clear. Fast."

      "Wayde and I have been here before. We can get them inside without delay," Laera assured him.

      "Just avoid the trees," he said as he turned back to his control panels.

      Elyot didn't need to be told that again. He had seen for himself what those trees could do if disturbed. The rain of spiders that had turned out to be harmless had been horrifying enough.

      The shuttle suddenly dropped straight down, like a plunging elevator, then halted just above the level of the grass. Elyot threw off his restraints then followed the others to the back of the shuttle. It was a bit more of a jump than he would've liked, but after hopping around the access passages in the flagship, he was starting to get used to landing from tall heights. He landed well enough, then rolled clear as the shuttle at once gunned its engines to rattle its way back up into the sky.

      "Move, move, move!" Wayde was yelling, grabbing Elyot's elbow and dragging him into the shade at the side of the mountain. Then he pushed Elyot to the ground, all but smashing his face into the dirt.

      Elyot lifted his head to see Alextra and Keani also pressed low under the waving heads of grass, Laera with a hand on each of them. Then he heard the sound of a Commonwealth shuttle passing overhead. Its well-tuned engine hovered over them for a minute, then abruptly dashed off in the same direction their shuttle had gone.

      "It's following them," Elyot said.

      "That's the plan," Wayde said, pulling him back to his feet. "We have to get inside before it comes back to look for us again."

      "Where's inside?" Alextra asked.

      "Through there," Laera said, pointing at what, to Elyot, looked like the side of the mountain. An unbroken stretch of rock, too steep to climb, with not a single hint of a cave.

      But he had learned not to trust what he saw. He just followed Laera and Wayde up to that rock wall. Then he, Alextra, and Keani huddled together, waiting and watching as Laera and Wayde spread out, touching the rock face with their hands.

      But nothing happened.

      "It was more over this way, I think," Wayde said, heading more to the left.

      "No, I recognize that twisty tree up there," Laera said, moving more to the right.

      "Hurry. I hear that shuttle coming back," Alextra said.

      Elyot heard nothing, but he moved closer to the rock face himself all the same. Keani and Alextra followed his lead, and they were all touching the rock now, desperately searching for an opening covered with a holographic disguise.

      "Elyot. Good to see you," Calrin said, his head appearing out of nowhere. His face had the hint of a smile on it, but then he noticed the shuttle bearing back down on them. "Quickly," he said, taking Elyot by the hand and dragging him through the hologram.

      Elyot blinked, then found himself standing in a large, square space carved out of the rock. A stack of storage containers stood against one wall, and some sort of hover-bike was parked on the other side. Nothing looked like it had been touched recently, and the floor was covered with the dried remains of grass blown in from outside.

      Then Alextra and Keani emerged beside him. All three of them stepped forward as Wayde and Laera joined them.

      Laera reached into her pocket at once and thrust the drive Elyot's mother had given her into Calrin's hand. "From Valria," she said.

      "Excellent," Calrin said, tossing the drive into the air and catching it again. "Come on. Let's get this to a computer."

      "There's more," Alextra said even as they all started walking at a fast clip across the squared-off room and into a smaller corridor beyond. The corridor took an immediate turn to the left and followed the side of the rock face, going up at a steep angle.

      "We can get to everything in good time," Calrin told her as the corridor took a hairpin turn then continued up again, higher into the mountain.

      Elyot really hoped they weren't going to walk all the way back up to the city. Because that would take hours.

      "But this is important," Alextra insisted. "I can stop everything going on here with one call. That means your freedom without any kind of war."

      "That would be lovely," Calrin said, but Elyot could tell he didn't believe Alextra at all.

      The corridor turned again and kept climbing.

      "Listen to me, the Commonwealth
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