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PERSONAL RECORD: DESIGNATION ZETA4542910-9545E

CTV AGAMEMNON

478.2.1.08

Solitude and its companion, apprehension, wrapped around me like a drone’s tendrils. Air whispered through the vent over the holding-cell door, and quiet pressed through the walls to roar in my ears. Overhead, the red emergency light throbbed like the ship’s visible heartbeat, and my imagination provided its sound—the faintest, gentlest click. I concentrated and uncurled my toes, pressing bare feet into the ribbed antistatic flooring, and the barely perceptible but steady rumble of the engines tickled my soles.

CTV Agamemnon was not dead, whatever might have happened to her crew.

For something had happened. I did not know why the ship’s usual noises—conversation and the confident rhythm of people in a hurry—had been replaced by hushed footsteps and low murmurs. When trepidation had outpaced patience and I called out for food or news, no one answered, and eventually, even those sounds had disappeared.

Silence had been broken but once by a burst of weapons’ fire and twice by faint screams, though no klaxon sounded. The emergency chemical system had not activated, so fire, collision, and piracy were improbable. Mutiny was unlikely with an Elder, Recorders, and their drones on board to maintain order. As members of the Consortium, we did not betray our own . . .

Most of us would not betray our own.

I had not intentionally done so. The loss of my drone on Pallas Station had been beyond my control, but my friendships—those were choices I would never rescind. Perhaps it was for the best that no one came. Starving alone in a holding cell would be preferable to spending the remainder of my life submerged in a medical stasis tank in the Hall of Reclamation.

Each time raw ache or hunger overtook dread, I drank some water then returned to my bunk. The recording device’s lens no longer tracked my movements, but despite the Consortium’s inattention, my uneasiness remained.

Loath as I was to consider another possible explanation for Agamemnon’s pervasive stillness, Julian Ross’s words from six days ago rang through my mind: “The Consortium, not the citizenry, is my target.” As a disgraced Recorder, an aberration, would I not be the perfect carrier for the bioweapon he had engineered on Pallas Station? But surely, Dr. Maxwell—Max—had known. I had warned the Elders. Surely, they had taken precautions.

Though I rarely risked a glance at the motionless camera, I paced the cell despite low blood sugar’s dizziness and the sluggishness of fatigue. Three meters up, three meters down, over and over.

Then, the unexpected but longed for sound of footsteps brought my own to a halt, and muffled voices argued outside my cell. Someone knocked.

I pressed my left ear against the door’s cool metal. “I am—”

A shot tore through the panel a mere half meter from my head, peppering slivers of metal into my neck, back, and left shoulder. I suppressed a cry and jumped away, pulse hammering painfully. The barren room had nowhere to hide, so I stepped to the middle, wiping away thin trickles of blood and tugging at my short top in a fruitless attempt to cover my abdomen.

Metal screeched against metal as a crowbar drove the door into its pocket.

Three young people—perhaps twenty years of age and wearing the olive-green uniforms of university students on a work-study tour—stood in the hall. The tall, slightly built young man in front tossed a metal crowbar away and fumbled for a sidearm. On the left, a stockier young man, whose hair escaped his braid in curly wisps, held a rifle. To the right, a young woman approximately my height aimed an unsteady weapon at me.

The first young man waved his sidearm without regard for safety protocol. His gaze darted around my cell from the bunk embedded in the back wall to the exposed personal hygiene facilities on my right before landing on my nearly three-centimeter-long hair. His eyes moved to my own.

“Recorder—or whatever you are—we need your help.”

Though my breath came unevenly, I squared my shoulders. My previous assumptions must have been incorrect. Anxiety squeezed my chest like a steel band, but I stood tall. “I will not participate in mutiny.”

“Mutiny?” The young woman’s dark eyes widened. “Moons above, no.”

The shorter man groaned, then cast a quick glance behind him into the hall. “I told you both, eh?” His voice held the odd lilt I associated with the mining platforms in the inner belt. “Space it, we’re in so much trouble, and it’s not even our fault.”

“Easy, Eric,” the other young man said, though he kept his eyes on me.

The one called Eric paid him no heed. “I’ve been on ships with mutineers, Recorder, and no one mutinied, I swear!”

“If this is not a mutiny . . .” I could not bring myself to voice my worst fear: that Julian Ross had succeeded in using me as a carrier for his bioweapon, and his engineered virus had spread through the ship. “There was no fire? No decompression? We were not attacked?”

In the flashing red light, it was difficult to ascertain if the taller one’s eyes were dark blue, hazel, or brown. “Nothing like that.”

The young woman glared. “Are you going to help us or not?”

Tension crept through me. “Without a drone, my standing as a Recorder is questionable, and since I have been kept in isolation, I cannot verify events. And so, I may or may not be of assistance, depending upon the situation.”

She glanced down the hall and shuddered. “We need your help with the bodies.”

Not-Eric cast a brief look at her. “We can handle the bodies.” She began to protest, but he stopped her. “We need help with the drones.”

The temperature seemed to drop several degrees when their words finally registered. “Bodies? And . . . drones?”

“Two of ’em,” Eric said quickly. “One killed Jenkins.”

“But their Recorders—”

“We haven’t seen a Recorder in two days.”

Not-Eric added, “We have to get to the bridge, but the drones won’t let us.”

“I tried to stop the one that killed Jenkins.” Eric swallowed visibly. “I’m a good shot, but I couldn’t.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Eric. You can’t stop a drone without a Recorder.” Not-Eric fixed his eyes on mine. “And that’s why we need you. No one else answered. We even tried the Elder’s quarters.”

“We don’t know if they’re alive, dead, or hiding. We don’t know anything.” Eric’s fingers tightened on his weapon. “We’ve only seen the drones. Been dodging them since Jenkins asked for our help, maybe six hours ago. They’ve been careening through the halls, waving those blasted tentacles like lightning—not that I’ve seen real lightning. When one grabbed Jenkins, I—”

“Don’t say anything else, Eric,” the young woman warned.

I hit my fist against my thigh. “If you consult with the captain—”

“You don’t get it,” Eric interrupted. “That’s why we need to get to the bridge. No one’s answering our comms. Ship’s on emergency alert, probably drifting. Even the lifts are offline. Whoever’s on the bridge is probably dead.”

A chill swept down my spine.

“The point is, we don’t know.” Not-Eric moved toward me. “Recorder, can . . . will you help us?”

“What about a citizen request?” The young woman snuck another peek down the hall, then wiped away a thin glaze of sweat with her sleeve. “Can you do something if we specifically ask?”

My heart stilled a moment. Honoring a citizen’s request had likely consigned my first friend—James, his name was James—to death in a medical tank. But, as I studied the three before me, their faces drawn and pale despite the jumping shadows cast by the emergency light, I decided.

“So be it. I am no longer a true Recorder, but I will not deny anyone assistance, whether they be citizen, Recorder, or Elder.” Not-Eric’s shoulders softened until I continued, “Please clarify the sequence of events and how the others died.”

Eric began to speak, but the young woman shushed him, confirming my fears, and that confirmation plunged through me like raw ore through water.

“When did they begin to fall ill?”

Eric narrowed his eyes. “How did you know?”

“Four days ago,” the woman said, almost simultaneously. “The day after we left Lunar One.”

“How many remain?” No one answered, so I tried again. “A transport vessel of this size would have a complement of at least twenty-eight, as well as the three Consortium members sent to retrieve me and possibly a ship’s Recorder. Of those thirty-one or thirty-two”—I wrapped my arms around my bare waist—“how many remain?”

Eric’s finger slid to the trigger. “Hands where we can see them!”

My mouth went dry. I raised my hands, keeping my palms open before me.

“Take a damper,” the young woman said. “She can’t—”

“She’s one of them.” Eric’s voice was low and tight. “How else did she know about everyone getting sick before we told her?”

Very slowly, as if he handled a volatile liquid, Not-Eric holstered his sidearm. “It’s all right, Eric.”

He raised his hands, and the woman lowered her own weapon as well. Eric shifted uneasily, but he remained focused on me.

I lost my ability to see anything save the muzzle of his rifle, so I closed my eyes. “I would not, shall not harm you.”

Harsh but indistinguishable words emerged from the argument that ensued and did nothing to allay my fears. Then, boots sounded, and someone touched me. I startled at the contact. My eyes flew open, focusing on the slim fingers on my bare forearm.

“I’m Portia Belisi,” the young woman said. “You can call me Tia.”

“Portia Belisi.” My eyes lifted to hers. “Tia, I do not yet have a name to share.”

Her forehead creased. “Yet?”

“That’s enough, Eric,” the taller young man said. “He isn’t going to shoot you, Recorder.”

“I still don’t like it.” Eric’s weapon was no longer aimed at me, but when his gaze fell from my eyes to my undershirt, his ears reddened. “Do you . . . want to get dressed first?”

My face heated, and I folded my arms over my abdomen. “I have nothing else.”

“But I saw you in Consortium greys when you came on board,” Portia Belisi—Tia—said.

Eric’s eyes widened. “You’re a suicide risk.”

I shook my head. “The Elder’s assessment is and was incorrect.”

Not-Eric shrugged his left shoulder. “It’ll have to do, then. We’ll find something for you eventually.” He strode into the hall, pausing to check both ways before saying, “Recorder, watch the shards on your way out. You don’t want to cut your feet. We haven’t made it past the drones to the infirmary, so we don’t know if it’s open, and Dr. Smithson isn’t responding.”

As I followed them out of my cell, Eric exhaled loudly. “No one in the infirmary is. Not even Leslie. Probably dead.”

Tia rounded on him. “Don’t say that!”

We turned the corner, heading left to the forward lift. It was cooler in the hallway than my room had been, but my shivers were more a product of memory than of temperature. Despite the differences between Agamemnon’s clean hallways and the research station on Pallas, images of my failed assignment overlaid my vision, each one as vivid as if my neural implant were yet intact—

Motes floating through targeting beams. Decimeters of insectile dust from decaying carapaces. The withered hands of the dead. A searing flash of light as my drone was destroyed—

Then, in a sudden shift, the images were replaced by the memory of green eyes and perfect eyebrows. A separate pain replaced my fear, and I stumbled.

“Recorder?” A woman’s voice, not Nate’s. A hand grabbed my right shoulder, and I recoiled from the touch. Tia peered at me through the pulsing lights. “You still with us?”

“I am.”

We reached the lift, and as Eric had indicated, its panel flashed a warning to use the ladder.

Not-Eric holstered his sidearm. “I’ll go first this time.” He grabbed the rungs and disappeared up into the flashing darkness. I forgot to count the seconds before his voice echoed down the metal shaft: “It’s clear.”

Tia motioned for me to ascend next. I took but three seconds to gather my resolve, then started up, the metal cold under my sweaty palms. Reaching the next level, I stepped from the ladder and froze. I had seen death before, both on the research station and in VVR reviewing records, but this was different. Bile rose in my throat.

The man—a thin, pale man in his early thirties, wearing engineering blue—lay in a contorted jumble of limbs, a drone’s detached tendril entangled around his arms and torso. His vacant eyes stared past me. Despite the painful physical reprimands it would have unleashed for my emotional response, I found myself wishing for my drone’s grounding, emotionless presence. Yet, a drone had done this, though drones were not programmed to take lives unless told to do so. I clenched my teeth, but nothing lessened the impact of the snarl on the man’s face or the dark trickle leaking from his ears. The corridor seemed to heave about me, and I put my hand on the wall for balance.

“Jenkins.” Not-Eric pointed his chin at the body. “This is why we need you, Recorder.”

“I am no longer a Recorder,” I said almost involuntarily.

Tia jumped from the ladder like a dancer, and Eric thumped into the hall after her.

I cleared my throat. “I understand your sense of urgency. There are two drones?”

“That we know of.” Eric shot a look over his shoulder, but nothing was there. “They’re roaming the halls around the bridge, though they must be using the ladders, too.”

“Drones don’t need ladders,” Tia said.

“You know what I meant. They’d fit in the tubes.”

Suppressing the urge to rock back and forth on the balls of my feet, I tapped my thigh. I had been trained to work with aberrant Recorders and their equipment, though without my drone and neural implant, my limitations surpassed my abilities.

I addressed the tall young man. “Her name is Portia Belisi. His name is Eric. I do not know yours. Not-Eric is insufficient.”

A half-smile appeared for a half-second. “His name is Eric Thompson. I’m Cameron Rodriguez.”

“Very well. Cameron Rodriguez, use your communication link to call the captain—”

“Space it, Recorder!” Eric blurted. “Weren’t you listening? There’s no answer!”

I held up a hand. “Yes, I recall. Ship-specific devices should still be functional, and internal communication on a Consortium transport vessel is automatically recorded. I wish to establish subsequent action as my responsibility, not yours.”

The taller young man arched his eyebrows, but he tapped his communication link. “Cameron Rodriguez to Captain Stirling.”

“Recorder Zeta—” But I was no longer a Recorder. “Identification designation Zeta4542910-9545E, speaking. Cameron Rodriguez, Portia Belisi, and Eric Thompson have released me. They have reported rogue drones, which have prevented them from accessing the bridge. As drones are Consortium property, I will attempt to shut them down. I accept responsibility for unsanctioned activity and request a full waiver of damages on their behalf. I shall endeavor to protect the interests of the Consortium, per AAVA sections 1.7.011, 5.32.19, and 8.11.04A.”

When I fell silent, Cameron Rodriguez closed the link, but before he could speak, I cautioned, “Should the drone act aggressively, do not resist.”

Unwilling to hop over Jenkins’s limbs, I sidestepped his body and chose the longer route. The young people followed at my heels. We had only walked a few meters down the starboard corridor when the high-pitched whistle of a damaged drone set my teeth on edge. I held up a hand, and behind me their boots shuffled to a halt.

A Recorder’s drone approached through the blinking red light, hovering one and a half meters in the air. The drone’s primary gyroscopic stabilizer must have malfunctioned, for it listed backward, its underbelly showing as it lurched closer. Long, limp arms and a sparking tendril dangled below its belly, dragging on the black flooring. Eric swore quietly as the drone extended two tendrils, gathering speed as it approached.

I drew a deep breath, shook out my arms, and—hoping that my fatigue would not cause me to err—stepped forward to meet it.
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In the time it took me to blink, the drone closed the distance. Two smooth tendrils twined around my wrists and tugged my arms further out. A thicker appendage wrapped around my torso like a safety harness, then encircled my waist.

Behind me, Eric swore. Cameron Rodriguez shouted him down. For seven rapid heartbeats, the roaring in my ears drowned their cries, even drowned the high-pitched whine of the damaged drone itself.

Eric’s voice coalesced into words. “—just like Jenkins! It’s gonna pull her apart.”

“It’s not the same,” Tia protested. “Jenkins fought it, but she’s—Eric, stop—”

A shot rang out. One of the drone’s tendrils jerked back, and near my shoulder, beige paneling cracked around a small, dark hole. Bound as I was, I could not see the scuffle behind me, but something clattered to the floor.

“Let me go,” Eric shouted. “It’s gonna kill her if we don’t do something!”

“Shooting the drone did nothing for Jenkins.” Rodriguez’s words echoed down the hall. “She told us to stay calm.”

The tendrils squeezed my wrists, and my fingertips went numb. Pressure on my ribcage mirrored the fear constricting my lungs, but when a tentacle gently touched my cheek, an anthropomorphic and illogical thought flashed through me. The drone sought solace—it searched for its Recorder.

This was not discipline but comfort, like a weighted blanket. Relaxing my spine, I called up memories from university, when my shadow drone sensed anxiety and draped itself soothingly over my shoulders. The pressure eased, and the drone released me. I stumbled around to access the side control panel, but lightheaded from hunger, I was too slow. My fingers caught nothing but air, and I lost my balance. My knees smacked the floor as the drone resumed its lopsided course.

Bracing myself against the wall, I called, “Remain calm.”

Eric did not listen. He dove to the floor and snatched up his rifle, then rolled to his stomach and fired, again hitting the drone’s damaged tendril. It sparked, and the projectile ricocheted into the ceiling. He sprang to his feet, aimed, and fired again. The tendril flew off with a crack, hit the wall next to me, and writhed on the floor like a living thing, still trying to obey whatever final commands it had been given. I scooted away from it.

Rodriguez wrested the weapon from Eric’s hands, but the drone must not have interpreted Eric’s now unarmed state as cessation of aggression. All ten remaining appendages reached forward as it accelerated.

I hurled myself onto the drone, which dipped under my weight. Though my arms could not reach all the way around it, my fingers found purchase on the slight lip encircling its widest point. Muscles burning, I pulled myself up and wrapped my arms around its body, ignoring the way the metal rim bit into my bare midriff.

The drone’s microantigravity unit whined. Halted in its forward momentum, it wobbled as its thicker tentacles coiled around my hips. The cool surface heated against my skin, but though a current tickled my hands, no true correction ripped through me. The drone’s jointed arms locked around my calves and tugged. I tightened my grip.

Footsteps thundered, and Rodriguez leapt at the drone, which dipped again. He pulled himself over the top, his torso pinning my arms against its sides, though not even his longer arms reached all the way around it. It released my legs and grabbed him instead. A sharper electrical current pulsed over the smooth silver surface and stung us both, tearing a scream from his throat. He released the drone and slid to the floor. Twenty-four years of experience with reprimands, however, granted me a higher tolerance, so I merely gritted my teeth and held on.

The data-entry pad was only a centimeter out of reach. I stretched, and my fingertips brushed the access panel. With a gentle shush, it opened.

Tia hooked her elbows under Rodriguez’s arms and dragged him down the hall, but Eric shouted incoherently and raised his rifle. The drone rotated.

My muscles burned while I struggled to keep from falling, and I gasped, “Do not shoot.”

As he closed the distance between us, Eric flipped the weapon around. Holding the muzzle like a club, he swung the stock at the drone. It hit a decimeter below my wrists, and I lost my hold once more. I fell, landing awkwardly and twisting my ankle. Eric swung again. One jointed arm sparked, then a long tentacle yanked the weapon from Eric’s hands and smashed it against his arm with a sickening crunch. He dropped with a cry. Tendrils reached for him.

The memory of Jenkins lying on the floor by the lift brought me to my feet.

I dove back at the drone, throwing my arms around its dangling appendages. Despite the bite of a true reprimand, I hauled myself up and strained again for the panel. My fingers found the keys and entered the emergency stop code.

Time seemed to slow, and the drone sputtered. Then, as the microantigravity shut down, its high-pitched noise softened to a quiet whir. Slowly, casually, like a sheet of paper falling, it drifted to the floor. I hopped out of its way, keeping my weight off my ankle. The drone settled beside me, spooling its tendrils and tentacles into interior pockets, folding and telescoping undamaged arms into tidy cubes.

I sank with it, closing my eyes to block the way the hall tilted. My attempt was unsuccessful, since the spinning worsened, so I opened them and focused on a scuff mark where the drone’s tendril had dented the paneled wall. The ongoing pulses of red light did nothing to help. I leaned forward and rested my forehead on the drone’s rapidly cooling surface and struggled to even out my respiration.

Loss rippled through me—loss of my previous life, loss of my new one, loss of this drone.

“Did you kill it?” Eric lay not too far from me, his face pale then ruddy in the flashing light, his breath coming in unsteady gulps. He sat up, cradling his left forearm close to his chest.

Still leaning against the drone’s smooth shell, I swallowed down any hint of unreasonable emotion. “It was never alive.”

Several meters down the hall, Rodriguez grunted, and Tia watched me closely, one hand on her weapon.

“Zeta? Are you all right?”

My gaze ranged over all three. “Zeta is not my name. It is merely a small part of my identification designation.”

Rodriguez cleared his throat. “That’s all names are. Designations.”

“Not the point.” Eric’s voice sounded sharp. “You all right?”

The hallway tipped again when I tried to stand, but Tia caught my arm. No one spoke for what might have been a minute—I did not count that time.

“I have felt better.”

“I’d take that bet. Can’t believe you held on through that. Unless . . .” Rodriguez squinted at me through the emergency lights. “You’re . . . used to it?”

I did not answer his question, only said, “We must see to Eric Thompson.”

Tia released me to kneel at Eric’s side. Rodriguez joined her, and together they helped him stand. Eric shook them off but went utterly pale at the motion. A grimace twisted his face.

“We need to go to the infirmary,” I insisted. “His arm requires treatment.”

Eric shook his head. Flashing red highlighted the trickle of sweat running down his cheek like a tear. “Bridge first.”

“Eric,” Tia protested, “your arm—”

“The bridge and the drones. Whole reason we got her out.”

“That and the bodies.” Rodriguez’s mouth twitched. “All right. Tia, watch our six. Zeta, you keep an eye on—” His gaze darted to Eric Thompson. “Keep an eye out. Eric . . . watch over Zeta. We’ll need her again if we come across the other drone.” He turned to head down the hall.

“No, Cameron Rodriguez,” I said. “Not yet.”

He glowered at me over his shoulder. “What?”

I bent down and picked up the broken tendril. Eric cringed when I extended it in his direction. As gently as I could, I said, “This is not the best choice, but we should attempt to keep your arm from further damage. Since you elect to eschew the infirmary—”

“Gotta turn the ship. Besides”—his words hissed through clenched teeth—“my guess is the infirmary’s full of shells.”

Tia’s lips pursed, but her eyes grew wide. Suddenly, she seemed very young. They all did. Next to these three, I felt old.

“What if they’re contagious?” she asked.

Rodriguez frowned. “We’re breathing the same air they did. Whatever it is, we’ve already caught it.”

Ignoring their mild subsequent bickering, I folded the thicker end of the drone’s tendril along Eric’s forearm like a splint, then wound the thinner end around and around to stabilize it. Heat radiated through his sleeve, his respiration seemed shallow, and he kept his eyes on the ceiling. I finished, using the thinnest end to secure his arm at an angle across his chest, and patted his opposite shoulder, as Max would have done. Eric’s eyes dropped to mine. For five seconds, he studied me, then walked to where Cameron Rodriguez waited.

Eric paused and turned. “Thank you.”

“It is well.”

Tia motioned me forward, and I limped after the young men.

“Zeta?”

I sighed. Evidently, my nameless state remained insufficient. She matched her strides to mine, a fairly easy task, since my throbbing ankle slowed me, and she was but two and a half centimeters shorter than I.

“Why did you tell Eric not to shoot?”

While I was uncertain about revealing the information, I also did not want to lie. “Drones are connected directly to their Recorder’s neural implant. Their destruction can kill the Recorder, and I did not wish to take the risk, though there seems little chance this drone’s Recorder yet lives.”

“Stars,” Tia exclaimed. “But what you did was all right?”

“Yes. Deactivating the drone merely leaves the Recorder without external input. Some even deactivate their drones at night for more restful sleep.” I watched my bare toes and her black boots, almost in unison, even with my limp: left, right, left. “The drone was unaccompanied. It is probable the Recorder has succumbed to illness.”

“What about damaging its arm-thing?” She glanced behind us at the flashing hallway. “Will Eric be in trouble? Even though it killed Jenkins?”

“That is why I had Cameron Rodriguez attempt to contact the captain.” What was done was done. “I shall assume responsibility for that.”

“If the second one is unaccompanied, too, is its Recorder dead?”

“I cannot know.”

Ahead, the two young men turned the corner to the bridge’s double doors, and for a moment, she and I were alone. She touched my arm, and I stopped.

“What happened to you? Where’s yours? Why aren’t you dead?”

Again, the last, splintered moments of my shadow drone’s destruction filled my mind. I shut my eyes and inhaled through my nose. “It was not my doing, as I told the Elder and before that, Captain North—” My whole body tensed at the thought of that man, and I rapped my fist against my thigh.

Her gentle alto broke through my memories. “It’s all right. You don’t have to say.”

“There was an accident. Nate—” I caught myself before I revealed too much and tried to reframe my explanation. “A teammate—a team member—carried me out and put me in a medical tank. I was dying. The doctor took it upon himself to save me. I believe—I hope—they will not be prosecuted.” I did not manage to keep the concern from my voice. “I hope he will not . . .”

Her dark eyes grew round. “You have friends.”

Panic shot through me. My words might have betrayed them. If we were recorded . . . I glanced up at the device in the corner, but I could not tell if it was operational.

Straightening, I kept my voice steady and flat. “Recorders do not have friends.”

Her forehead wrinkled. “Maybe not.”

“Tia! Zeta?” Rodriguez called.

When she looked away, I allowed myself to tap my leg again before I hobbled around the corner. The young men waited at the wide double doors to the bridge.

“’Bout time,” Eric said as we approached.

Tia’s grip on her weapon tightened. “Will we find more of those things in there?”

“Without my drone or neural implant, I can no longer detect their presence. Between the three members of the Consortium sent to retrieve me, there were five drones. The Recorders each had one, and the Elder had three. I do not know if Agamemnon has a ship’s Recorder, so not including the one I deactivated, there will be at least four more drones on the ship, beside those in storage.”

They exchanged glances.

“Thirty-four on board.” Rodriguez’s tall frame slumped. “Twenty-one of us, eight staff, and five Consortium: the ship’s Recorder, the two who accompanied the Elder, the Elder himself, and you. When the emergency lights activated, Captain Stirling commed us to tell us we should stay in our quarters. We didn’t hear from anyone until Jenkins banged on our door, told us about the bridge not responding, and handed us weapons. No one answered us, either, so we don’t know who—if anyone—is left.”

Eric nodded down at his injured arm. “Due payment for ignoring captain’s orders, I guess.”

Tia patted his shoulder.

“Eric, you and Zeta stay back,” Rodriguez said. “Ready, Tia?”

As Eric took his place at my side, Tia touched Rodriguez’s forearm. Bursts of emergency red delineated his profile when he glanced down at her.

“We’ll get through this, Cam. We’re doing what needs to be done.”

His jaw muscle jumped, and he raised the identification band on his wrist to the access panel. The doors slid apart, and he led us in.
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Cameron Rodriguez stopped so abruptly that I bumped into his back. Beside me, Eric caught himself before he ran into Tia.

The lemony scent of disinfectant overlaid a subtle rancid odor and the acrid smell of urine and waste; the combination singed my nostrils. Eerie quiet competed with the continuously flashing red light.

Tia gagged. “I might throw up.”

“No drones. We’re clear, but Tia was right.” Rodriguez glanced back at me. “We might need your help with the bodies.”

Three motionless forms, arms folded neatly over their chests, lined the far wall below the Consortium recording device. The captain slumped, unmoving, in the navigator’s chair, and a woman lay in a heap at his feet. My stomach knotted at the unfamiliar familiarity before me. I did not like death.

Eric leaned around me and held his identification bracelet against the panel next to the doors, and they slid shut. Rodriguez went to the captain and stood rigidly for five seconds before kneeling to check for a pulse.

The man straightened in the chair and grabbed Rodriguez’s jacket. Eric jumped back, and Tia squeaked. My heart hammered painfully, and I bit my tongue to keep from crying out.

Rodriguez tried to jerk free. The captain’s clutch only tightened, and he raised bloodshot eyes. Livid bruising marred his stubbled jaw.

“Off course,” the captain growled like spoken static then released the sleeve to cough into his elbow. A dark stain smeared the deep green of his uniform.

Cameron Rodriguez moved back a meter and scrubbed his palm on his leg. “Captain Stirling, sir?”

The captain wiped a shaking hand over his eyes. “Turn back.”

“We’ll get you to the infirmary, sir.”

“Codes—” The man’s unfocused gaze scanned the bridge before he beckoned Rodriguez closer.

The young man glanced back at us before kneeling in front of the chair. The captain murmured something then broke into a wracking cough. Tia shifted closer to Eric as the captain slipped to the floor, his forehead shining in the red, flashing light.

“Help me.” Rodriguez’s whisper seemed to tear through the bridge. Tia balled her hand into a fist and started forward, but he snapped, “Not you.”

Before Eric could volunteer, I motioned to the drone’s tendril. “Nor you, Eric Thompson.”

The captain’s head lolled as Rodriguez and I hoisted him from the floor. His fever burned through his clothing.

“Must,” he wheezed, “stay.”

Rodriguez met my eyes over the captain’s disheveled hair. I nodded. Despite the disparity in our heights, we half-carried, half-dragged the man to his chair, and I strapped the safety harness around him. The captain’s breath rattled in his chest.

Eric passed us to kneel by the woman on the floor and check for a pulse. His lips pinched. “She’s gone.”

Silence snuck through the room, like shadows, until Rodriguez said, “I’ll take comms.”

Eric flexed his good hand and stepped over the woman to stand at the navigation control panel. “I got nav. Didn’t grow up on a freighter for nothing.”

“Voice entry will be offline,” Rodriguez said.

“Course it is. Emergency protocol and all that.” Eric huffed. “I can input data one-handed, but I can’t do anything without those codes. You going to enter ’em or not?”

“I’ll give it a try.”

Tia made her way to a console behind the captain. “And I’ll get the lights.”

Rodriguez met my gaze, motioned to the other bodies, and said, “Please.”

Bile rose in my throat. I had not wanted to touch the shriveled corpses on the research station last quarter, either. The very stillness of these three bespoke their state as clearly as a drone’s readouts. My feet carried me to where they lay. Crouching next to the first one, I held my hand a centimeter above the woman’s mouth and nose, but no air warmed my fingers. Neither the man nor the other woman, whose long black hair reminded me of Zhen DuBois’s, breathed. Stale red-brown crusted the man’s ears. I shuddered but lingered a moment to touch the hollow of the last woman’s throat. Her skin was cold.

The room spun, and I fell backward.

Boots sounded, and Rodriguez hauled me up. “What’s wrong?”

From the console across the room, Eric muttered, “And they say there’s no such thing as a stupid question.”

Rodriguez’s inquiry might have been well intended, but I could not know. I centered my mass over my bare feet, scrunched my eyes to stave off the blurriness of fatigue and hunger, and frowned up at him.

“Will you be all right?” he asked.

Eric answered Rodriguez before I could. “None of us have much of a choice, eh?”

“I will be.” The words stuck in my throat, but I said, “I shall move the other body.”

Rodriguez studied me as if I were an unknown mathematical equation. “No, I’ll get her. You don’t look too steady, and she’ll probably be difficult to move. Comms can wait a few minutes.”

And so I stood under the light’s steady pulse, hands tucked under my arms, while Eric adjusted Agamemnon’s course, Tia attempted to turn off the emergency lights, and Rodriguez tried to pick up the navigation officer. After several awkward attempts, he finally grabbed her ankles and backed across the room. Her uniformed shoulders rasped across the flooring, and her dark braids trailed behind her like tired snakes.

“Seriously?” Tia glowered at him. “You need to drag her like an old sack?”

I refrained from echoing Tia’s protest.

“Easiest way,” Eric said. “Saw it in a training vid.”

Her glare switched to Eric, then a dull thud informed me Rodriguez had dropped the dead woman’s legs. He rejoined Eric at the communication controls, touching my shoulder as he passed. I kept my hands tucked to prevent myself from scrubbing away any contact with the dead.

For five minutes, the only sound was the tapping of fingers on panels and the flipping of switches, then Tia uttered an imprecation and gave up her attempt to enter computer commands. She took a utility knife from her belt and pried open an access panel. The red emergency lights blinked once and went out. For three and a half seconds, we were enveloped in darkness as deep as space itself. Anxiety hit me like a wave, then dissipated when, with a buzzing flicker, full-spectrum light flooded the bridge.

“Thank the founders for that.” Eric flopped back into the chair and closed his eyes.

“Good job, Tia.” Rodriguez blinked at the light but kept his focus on the readouts spiraling before him.

“Got comms running yet, Cam?” Eric asked.

“Almost.”

“Almost doesn’t count.” The panel snapped back in place, and Tia sprang lightly to her feet and joined Rodriguez. “Go on, Cam.”

He edged aside, a slight blush coloring his cheeks.

“I’m faster with my fingers, and this isn’t your forte”—her lips lifted slightly—“since it’s not a book.”

Eric rubbed his neck under his red-blond braid. “Who would’ve thought I’d rather be back in class than on a work tour?”

The crease reappeared between Rodriguez’s eyebrows. “We’ll make it.”

When the captain’s communication link chimed, I jumped.

Tia startled, as well, and whispered, “Should we answer?”

Rodriguez glanced at the closed double doors. “Maybe we should wait?”

“But what if someone needs our help?” she asked.

Eric’s good hand paused in the middle of the datastream. “The best help we can give right now is getting Agamemnon back on course. After that, we’ll get the captain help and find anyone else. Leslie’s the medic, not us.”

“I suppose,” Rodriguez said, and the three of them fell quiet again.

Minutes dragged past while the students worked. Fatigue and hunger caught up with me again, and I sank into an empty seat. Communication links pinged from the bodies behind me, and each time, I barely suppressed a jump. The chime sounded twice from Captain Stirling’s chair, but he never answered it. Neither did he cover his face when he coughed the last time before subsiding from thick gasps to shallower respiration.

“We’re in.” Eric flicked some images aside, expanded others. He selected one and pointed to it. “We’re drifting, all right. The nav officer hadn’t activated autopilot before—”

“Void take it!” Tia slapped her palm down on the console, her eyes locked on the data in front of her. “We’ve been sending out a distress call for the past thirty-nine hours!”

“What?” Eric groaned. “Stars. Agamemnon doesn’t even have basic defenses, and we’re broadcasting ‘loot me now’ to the universe? We’re spaced.”

Rodriguez stepped over to Tia’s side. “Has anyone responded?”

She enlarged a strand. The image remained steady while other data twisted past. “Someone from Lunar Twelve. They’re closer, but, hold on . . .” Her fingers raced through the data. “I told them who we are. They want to know if we can get autopilot working so we can make it back to Lunar One, or if they need to send a ship to tow us. And about damage and losses.”

“Doing our best,” Eric grumbled. “Twelve is closer. Shouldn’t we go there?”

“They said not to.” Tia enlarged one piece of data and read, “‘All vessels having had contact with Lunar One are to return. No exceptions.’”

Rodriguez’s frown lent his young face more years than he had, and he glanced back at the bodies. “Lunar One, then. Tell them the captain is down and crew members are dead.”

“And notify them of a probable biohazard,” I added.

“Right.”

A small cleaning bot detached from its alcove and scuttled across the floor toward the bodies. I resisted the urge to shoo it away, since in all likelihood, the bot’s presence had kept the smell to a minimum.

Rodriguez’s mouth clamped into a line. “We need to get them out of here.”

“Getting them out of here isn’t enough,” Eric said, still intent on the data rising above the organized confusion of knobs, levers, switches, and screens on the navigation console. “We need to get them all into cold storage before they swell up.”

“Perhaps—” I stood, but dizziness made the bridge appear to dip.

Rodriguez took several long strides in my direction then stopped. “You don’t look too good, Zeta.”

After an uneasy peek behind me, I finally admitted, “I have not eaten recently.”

Eric paused in his work to pull a food bar from the pocket on his right thigh and tossed it in my direction. Rodriguez snatched it from the air, tore it open, and handed it to me with the quiet assertion that Eric could always be relied upon to carry snacks. Eric threw him a sidelong glance, then resumed his work. I took a small bite and chewed slowly.

Rodriguez frowned, his eyebrows a thick line. “When did you eat last?”

Worry? Max worried like that.

“It has been a while,” I said, reluctant to reveal how long it had been.

“There.” Eric straightened and exhaled. “Good as it gets. At full speed, we’ll be back at Lunar One in, oh, day and a half?”

“Letting them know,” Tia said. “They want any data the doctor pulled.”

“All right. Infirmary next.”

The captain’s communication link chimed again, but the young people’s uneasy glances were the only sign they heard it. Eric and Tia’s voices continued in a dull blur while they secured the computers, but Rodriguez studied me silently.

At length, he pulled off his jacket. “Put that on.” The other two fell quiet, and Rodriguez offered me a small smile. “You’re shivering. Besides, we can’t have Eric ogling you.”

Eric’s ears reddened. “I don’t ogle.”

“Take it,” Rodriguez urged. “At least until we find you proper clothes.”

I cleared my throat. “I should not wear . . . I have no desire to wear someone else’s clothing.”

For a minute, the only sounds were fans and the bot scrubbing the floor near Eric’s feet, where the navigation officer had lain. The air circulation pumps made the absence of conversation louder.

“Put it on.” Rodriguez’s voice gentled. “You’re cold. And, if you help us with them”—he indicated the bodies at the side of the room—“you’ll need some protection. You’re limping, too, but if borrowing my jacket bothers you, shoes from a two-day-old corpse would probably be worse.”

I choked on the food bar’s powdery crumbs.

Eric stomped over, snatched the jacket from Rodriguez’s hand, and swung it over my shoulders. I winced when it hit the small cuts on my back.

“Wear it. Not because I ogle.” He grimaced. “Because the idea of bare skin on shells turns my stomach.”

“Shells?”

“Bodies, corpses, the dead. Fodder for recycling.”

Tia rolled her eyes. “Don’t be crass.”

“Just wear the jacket.”

His point was valid, so I slid my arms into the sleeves, steeling myself against the residual warmth, the seams, and the way it snagged on the cuts on my shoulder and back. The cuffs dangled past my fingertips, so I rolled them as precisely as I could. It took three attempts to match the left sleeve’s length to the right.

“You’re still shaking, Zeta,” Rodriguez observed. “When did you eat last?”

I sighed quietly. “A Recorder brought me a small evening meal the day before yesterday.”

Eric’s eyes widened. “You can’t be serious. They were starving you? What kind of psychotic—”

“Eric.”

“Well, blast it, Cam. It’s just wrong.” Eric fumbled in his pocket again for another food bar. His injury made grasping the wrapper difficult, so he tore it open with his teeth and held it out.

My stomach growled, yet I did not accept the offering.

He shoved the bar at me. “Just take it.”

Tia left her console and took the proffered food bar. “Zeta probably doesn’t want your spit.” Breaking off the exposed end, she extended the rest, still in the wrapper.

The bot scooted between us, eliminating crumbs.

“Withholding food is contrary to Consortium protocol. Even a rogue Recorder is reprimanded by traditional means, not by starvation, although the usual methods are lessened, to prevent possible damage before primary reclamation—” Once again, I had spoken too freely. “It is probable illness incapacitated the Recorders and prevented them from bringing me meals.”

“Well, that’s dross.” Eric squinted at me. “How does a Recorder go rogue anyway? What’d you do? Kill someone or something?”

“Of course she didn’t.” Tia still held out the bar. “Please, Zeta.”

“Legitimate question.” Rodriguez crossed his arms. “What did you do?”

I adjusted the jacket to reduce the discomfort on my back. “I killed no one. My drone was destroyed in an accident. The ship’s doctor saved my life, but I . . .”

A faint whir caught my attention, and I froze. The recording device across the bridge from the bodies had shifted.

Someone was watching.

I pulled my attention away. “Without a drone to maintain the integrity of the record, my judgment is not reliable. I deviated from my assignment.”

“That’s not your fault.” Tia pressed the bar into my hand.

“I erred.”

Rodriguez glowered. “That’s ridiculous.”

I turned my back to the device and gestured at the dead to redirect the conversation. “Should we move them? Or should we first attend to Eric Thompson’s injury and relocate the captain?”

“I can wait, but maybe not everyone can.” Eric’s gaze shot from the man in the chair to the door. “Someone else was trying to ping the captain. They could be hurt. Now that we’ve contacted authorities and turned the ship, we should check.”

The three of them exchanged looks once again, then Rodriguez said, “All right. Zeta, finish eating, then we’ll head to the infirmary, run Eric through the medicomputer, and grab a few hoverbeds.”

I swallowed a cautious bite of the bar. “To relocate the captain? And transport the bodies?”

Rodriguez rubbed his upper arm, which was as thin as the rest of him. “They’re heavy.”

“Dead weight,” Eric said.

Tia groaned. “Eric, try to be sensitive.”

“Where d’you think the term came from? And sensitive to who? It’s not like I’ll hurt their feelings, you know, since they’re dead.”

“Not the captain,” Tia murmured.

We all glanced at him.

“We can’t drag him all the way to the infirmary.” Rodriguez knelt before the captain. “We’re not abandoning you, sir.”

A low moan was his only answer.

I made myself finish the food, but apples and oats had never been so unappealing. “Thank you, Portia Belisi. And for the food, Eric Thompson. And for the jacket, Cameron Rodriguez.”

Tia inclined her head. “You’re welcome.”

“I’m Cam.” A brief grin creased his face, and Cam rolled his thin shoulders. “All right, everyone, keep an eye out for the other drone.”

The recording device followed him to the door, then returned its focus to me, and my stomach threatened to evacuate the food bars. “Should we chance upon the drone,” I said, “remember to relax and allow it to investigate and comfort you.”

“What?” Eric sputtered. “Like it comforted Jenkins?”

“Drones compel cooperation if they encounter resistance, but compliance will allow it to move on.”

Cam scowled. “We’re supposed to comply with something that’ll kill us?”

“Yes. Remember to take slow breaths. Be still and focus on the tendrils’ comfort—”

“Sure,” Eric said under his breath.

“The drone will release you, as the other one released me.”

Tia’s attention flitted to the bodies lined up against the wall, then she hoisted her weapon. “All right. Let’s go.”

The doors slid apart, and the brightly lit halls seemed wider without the flashing emergency lights. We had not progressed more than three meters when Eric hesitated and turned to me.

“Zeta, you can call me Eric.”

Despite the possibility of being recorded, a half-smile crept across my face. The young man, little more than a boy, raised an eyebrow.

“In my head, Eric,” I said, “I already do.”
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Still alert for the other drone, we progressed down the hall toward the crew quarters, until the click of a disengaging lock caught our attention. Eric and Tia halted, and Cam, who was several paces ahead, spun back and raised his sidearm. The four of us stood together as the door to our right opened. A small, athletic woman with greying blonde braids strode out. She stopped, eyes darting from the students to their weapons.

“What are you kids doing?”

“Specialist Watkins.” Cam lowered the weapon, but the tension in his shoulders did not abate. “Jenkins got us, since no one else answered his comms. He’s dead.”

“What?”

“A drone killed him, ma’am.”

“Interfering, self-righteous . . . Serves him right.” She did not elaborate, only put her hands on her hips. “But before anything else, you three will turn over those weapons. Founders’ sakes. Children playing with knives.”

Cam stiffened. “Yes, ma’am. We only—”

“I don’t care why.” Watkins snapped her fingers and held out her hand. “Now.”

They complied. Watkins took Tia’s first, easing the strap over her head and shortening it so the weapon did not thump against her leg, then secured Cam’s holster around her hips. After a glance at Eric’s sling, she eyed his rifle critically. “You broke it, Thompson?”

She did not clarify her antecedent.

Eric tensed, but Cam said, “We made it to the bridge and have Agamemnon heading back to Lunar One.”

Her focus slid to me, from my hair, to Cam’s jacket, over to Cam. “Why is she in your uniform?”

Tia and Eric edged in front of me like a human barricade, but I watched the older woman over their shoulders.

“She was locked up for a reason,” Watkins continued. “They said she was a traitor to the Consortium. She was supposed to be in solitary until we reached Ceres and the Consortium took custody.”

“Without food?” Eric growled. “For two spacing days?”

Watkins held up one hand. “Watch it, Thompson. Just look at her. No Recorder has hair like that. She betrayed her gifting, and—”

“She hasn’t faced her superiors yet,” Eric declared forcefully. When Tia bumped Eric’s shoulder with her own, he ignored her. “What about ‘innocent until proven guilty’?”

“Eric,” Cam murmured.

The shorter young man fell silent.

Watkins narrowed her eyes. “So why is she out?”

Cam straightened to his full height. “I broke her out, ma’am. We needed her help. Like I said, a rogue drone killed Jenkins, but she took that one down by herself. We’ve seen at least one more, but there could be five left.”

Eric added, “When the one that killed Jenkins came after us, Zeta—”

“Zeta?” Watkins fixed her blue-grey eyes on him. “You named it, Thompson? I know you’re from the belt and things are less civilized there, and I know you’re slow, but everyone knows if you feed it or name it, you have to take it home.”

Slow? The young man, scarcely out of his teens, who had run at a drone to save me—a stranger and a Recorder—slow?

Eric’s ears reddened, and I pushed my way between the students.

“My identification designation is Zeta4542910-9545E. Their use of Zeta as a distinguishing epithet is quite unexceptional, given my lack of drone and my unusual appearance.” This was not precisely untrue. There was no protocol for a Recorder in my situation, and while I rejected the title among my friends, technicalities indicated I yet belonged with the Consortium. “As Eric Thompson indicated, I have not faced judgment. Despite my irregular appearance and whatever you as a citizen may believe of our procedures and protocol, I maintain status as a Recorder.”

Watkins scoffed. “Without a drone, you can’t record.”

“No?” I gestured at the ceiling-mounted camera. If the devices were indeed tracking me, I could manipulate their focus. Watkins and the young trio glanced up and grew quite still when, as if on cue, the camera’s lens extended, zooming in on us—on me. I enunciated each word with precision. “Are you certain?”

Watkins raised her chin.

“But beyond that,” I said, “I will remember.”

Her upper lip curled. “A Recorder wouldn’t hide behind children like you did just now.”

“I did not hide. If you, however, wish to discuss hiding and responsibilities, we can indeed do so.”

Watkins flinched.

“For the record,” I continued with deliberate emphasis, “you displayed prejudice when you belittled Eric Thompson. Moreover, you remained safely ensconced in your quarters and left the job of securing the ship to three university students on a work-study tour. It would seem that you have abandoned your responsibilities. Now, if we are finished exchanging”—it took me three seconds to remember the correct word—“pleasantries, the students wish to check for crew members before continuing to the infirmary. Eric Thompson’s arm needs treatment, and we must retrieve a bed to transport the captain for medical care.”

Watkins’s nostrils flared. “Do it, then. I’ll comm you with orders.” She strode toward the bridge.

“Orders. She’s a phycologist,” Eric grumbled. “Only thing she’s supposed to boss around is algae.”

“And she did hide the whole time.” Tia’s forehead scrunched. “Unless Jenkins lied about no one answering.”

Before Cam resumed knocking on the doors, however, three of them slid open, almost in unison. A petite brunette in her late twenties tripped over her doorsill and grabbed the frame for balance. Then, an angular man peered through the farthest door and edged his way out.

Confusion surged. Though I understood why the students had needed me, a Recorder, to deactivate the drone, why had these people not answered the call for help earlier? Surely they had not lacked the courage to emerge because of blinking emergency lights?

The petite woman focused on Cam. “What’s the deal, doll? Watkins just commed me to say we’ve—” She broke off, staring at me. “Void it, who let that out?”

Before Cam could reply, two more people appeared, a broad, towering man with a loose tail of black hair and a tall woman, whose wavy hair hung in limp strands. When the man saw me, his jaw tensed. The woman sidled up to him, tucking a hand through his arm.

“We needed her help.” Perhaps Cameron Rodriguez was as tired of repeating his reasoning as I was of hearing it. “There are rogue drones—”

“You break out a Consortium prisoner, you’ll disappear. You think removal is a vacation on Ceres?” The tiny woman flicked her fingers at me. “You’ve just asked to be sentenced to the belt by breaking out someone they locked up.” She lounged against the wall and added, “That’s Thompson’s home turf, though, so maybe it doesn’t seem bad to him.”

Red spread across Eric’s face.

The towering man was staring at Eric’s arm. “That a drone’s tendril, kid?” When Eric nodded, the man’s thick eyebrow raised. “You’ll get in a cargo hold of trouble for damaging their stuff.”

“I have accepted responsibility for damage done to Consortium property,” I said. “The focus, however, should not be on the tendril but on his injury, treating those who might be ill, and acquiring the necessary equipment to remove the bodies.”

The tall woman shuddered.

“This can’t be everyone.” The angular man looked to the towering one. “Who else is left?”

“Doug and I don’t know.” The tall, slender woman spoke up for the first time. “All we know is that Watkins said we need biohazard suits and hoverbeds before we—”

“I don’t like the sound of that.” The short woman lurched toward us, and I detected a dull, sour bitterness on her breath. “So who’s doing what? And are the lifts working? We can’t get the beds down here otherwise.”

“I hope they’re working.” The lilt in Eric’s voice grew stronger. “Gonna be hard to climb ladders like this, eh? And rigor mortis has set in, so moving the bodies’ll be a challenge.”

“Right.” The short woman cupped her hands to her face and shouted, “Come out, come out, wherever you are.” She gave an abrupt, brittle laugh. “Happy now?”

The subsequent, uncomfortable silence was broken by a hacking cough, and an older woman wobbled into the hall from the last open door. The others took several paces back, and her glassy, reddened gaze wandered over them, then fastened on me. She coughed again, the harsh sound obscuring the circulation fans for seven and a half seconds. Her cheeks flushed, but somehow that only accentuated the branching red of broken capillaries which spread across her face like fine roots. She pointed at me.

When she spoke, her voice was ragged. “Consortium . . . Her fault—” Heavy wheezing doubled her in half, and she spat bloody phlegm on the floor then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

The thin woman cringed. “Stars, Kavanaugh.”

I watched Kavanaugh for four more seconds, wishing I had a drone to ascertain her temperature. The sour smell of perspiration and illness pinched my nostrils. “If I am not mistaken, you require medical assistance.”

The towering man crossed his arms, and the seams of his engineering jumpsuit strained over his biceps. “Then give it.”

“We need suits.” The tall woman touched his forearm. “Doug, maybe you and I should get them?”

He glanced down at her. “You and I are stopping at the infirmary first. Let Bryce and Foster get the suits.” His gaze snapped up. “Just to be clear, I’m not touching shells.”

The petite woman rolled her eyes. “Like anyone wants to, Hugo. But whatever. Foster, you and me’ll get the suits.”

“I’ll take point,” Cam said, “in case of another drone.”

“No.” Attempting to walk with confidence despite my limp, I blocked his path. “Should we encounter a drone, Cameron Rodriguez, I shall deal with it.”
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