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      It had been more than a decade since Syteria had breathed the sweet air of Kappa, the world where she’d been born.

      High above her, Rho—Kappa’s larger planetary sister, with its brilliant polar caps, its milky, white clouds swirling across deep, blue oceans—dominated the sky. To Syteria, it still looked like a vast, malevolent eye, despite all its beauty. A beauty that washed out the hauntingly familiar stars struggling to make their presence known.

      A leaden weight, as heavy as her tactical vest’s armor plating, took form in her belly. Her grip on the rifle tightened, each deliberate breath bringing it closer as if it were some talisman.

      Syteria had been paired with Mara, a trusted eniseri veteran. Age lines and scars crisscrossed the older woman’s face. Her dark hair, clipped close to the scalp like Syteria’s own, was covered almost entirely by her helmet. Mara’s gloved hands rested lightly on her rifle. A soft wind stirred the leaves on the trees above them, sending shadows into play across her confident face.

      They knelt at the edge of a clearing, in the cover and concealment of a downed tree, awaiting the order to advance on the lone shack with its pitiful column of smoke.

      A stone well fronted an animal corral. The lowing of the beasts within, the odor of manure, the tinkle of bells worn by the animals in case they got lost, all poked at her memory. Syteria had been born and raised in a place not so unlike this one.

      She closed her eyes as flashes of her past surfaced: running barefoot through leaves; watching Rho rise and set; holding a soft, downy hatchling in her hands.

      Syteria shook her head and opened her eyes, darting a glance at Mara, checking to see if she’d somehow given something away. But Mara was watching the shack.

      To keep her hand from drifting up to the monitoring collar, Syteria tightened her grip on her rifle’s stock. Maybe the collar would attribute the change in her breathing and body chemistry to nerves, to this being her first time. Maybe the Matrons who were monitoring this mission were too busy to notice.

      A jolt of pain traveled up to pierce her temple. She winced, gritting her teeth.

      Others might get a pass. They didn’t have her history of disobedience, her willingness to endure round after round of exhaustion, pain, and deprivation. Others willingly took the mind-altering drugs that poisoned the soul and stripped them of individuality. For whatever reason, they didn’t work as well on Syteria, a fact for which she was grateful, despite the price.

      Another jolt coursed up and down her spine. She would have screamed, but the collar took her voice. It would not be returned until it echoed in unison with all the others.

      She mouthed the required words: I am eniseri. I will obey.

      Closing her eyes, she repeated the words again and again. The tightening muscles felt like they might tear each other apart. Pain radiated from her heart. She could no longer breathe. The muscles in her chest had stopped working.

      I am eniseri. I will obey.

      Oh please, stop. Let this end. She sent that thought, that prayer not to the Matrons, not to Rho’s ruling Matriarchs, but to the Kappan deity whose name she couldn’t even remember.

      Syteria didn’t care how it ended. Dead on the grass was as good as any other option. Better perhaps. But in all these years, the Matrons had not granted her that escape. Only the well-behaved eniseri that were monitored less closely managed to take their own lives.

      The pain stopped as if someone had flipped a switch.

      It’d be a while before they’d use the collar again. Recovery from pain scrambled the signals. Until they returned to baseline, Syteria could enjoy a bit of autonomy. Or at least the illusion of it, for whatever that was worth.

      Trembling, she dragged a gloved hand across her mouth and tugged the water tube forward. The sip of water refused to make its way down. She spat it onto the already wet ground beside her and sat back, waiting for the shaking to subside.

      “Your first culling?” Mara asked, her first words to Syteria. The hours since their initial introduction aboard the Rhoan drop-ship had been filled with the uneasy silence of untrusting strangers.

      Syteria nodded.

      A chilling gaze swept over her as Mara’s lip curled into a sneer. “Just remember why you’re here.”

      How could Syteria forget? She was an instrument, a means to wage war against her own people.

      “Adults are your priority targets,” Mara reminded her. “Take them out first. Let the children run. Remember, we want them to run.”

      She remembered. Every day and night, every time she had to do any of the vile, vicious things required of her. Syteria would never forget the mask of streaked greens and browns, the harsh sneering face under a helmet masked with leaves. Ten years ago, an eniseri had appeared out of the forest to snatch her.

      Her twelve-year-old self had screamed and kicked and bitten, earning the first of many “therapies.” And now the Matrons expected her to take just-orphaned Kappan children and make them forget who and what they were. All so they could replenish the dwindling numbers in the eniseri crèches.

      Eniseri numbers must’ve dwindled unexpectedly. Why else would the Matrons drop them off only in pairs?

      Obey. Obey and live.

      The life of an eniseri was better than death. There were worse fates than life as an interchangeable cog in the Rhoan machine. A machine that ran on the inviolable, infallible triumvirate of the Matriarchy: Unity. Uniformity. Stability.

      Syteria took another sip, forestalling the urge to retch. The water, body-warm and stale, slid down her throat more easily this time.

      “What’s Control waiting for?” she asked, her voice soft and uncertain.

      Mara gave her a look that asked, What kind of idiot are you? or perhaps, You’re going to get us both killed. Mara shrugged the question off, gaze darting to the shack.

      Not even a breath of wind stirred.

      “Last year one of them got me,” Mara said in that toneless voice of an eniseri veteran. “If they’re armed, they’re a target. Understand?”

      “I understand.”

      “Don’t let them get near you.” A hard edge cut through Mara’s tone. It matched the look in the older woman’s eyes.

      Syteria had seen that edge before—in the eyes of the Matrons. Mara, was close, very close, to becoming one of them. Perhaps as close as one mission, this mission.

      “They’re feral little beasts,” Mara added.

      Heartbeats crashed in Syteria’s ears, accompanied by a rush of cold that seeped bone-deep.

      “Feral beasts,” Syteria echoed. “I’ll be careful.”

      Without these “feral beasts” the Rhoans would have to do their own fighting and dying. The Kappans were physically and emotionally better suited to fighting. Less to the dying, though, which made their use a double-edged sword. Without their technological advantage, the Rhoans never would have gained control of the Kappans.

      Lying awake at night, Syteria’s mind had endlessly played with the question: What if the Kappans could advance enough to neutralize the Rhoans’ technological edge?

      The collar vibrated in warning.

      Follow orders. Obey.

      The mantra echoed in the back of her mind, drowning out the bird and insect calls filling the night. Rho had risen to its zenith. A silent drone circled overhead. Over her earpiece, the comm chatter slowed to a trickle, then died, leaving only the lull of static.

      Syteria shifted, easing back onto one knee.

      The shack was no more than a dark shadow. Its column of smoke had thinned, gray tendrils turning to vapors. It was so quiet she could make out the drip from a leaking bucket hitting the distant well-water below.

      Syteria wet her lips and whispered, “How did the ‘feral beast’ get you?”

      “One of the little monsters had a knife,” Mara said. “Plunged it into my leg, right between the plates and into my thigh.” There was an edge of anger there, a tiny bit of it.

      “What did you do?”

      “Put a bullet in its brain,” Mara said, speaking as though it was something she did every day, something that didn’t haunt her at night.

      How had Mara erased her true self? Like all eniseri, she’d been born on Kappa. How long had it taken to turn her into this monster? How many missions like this one, culling her own people? How much therapy? The questions died, unspoken. The scars on Syteria’s body were a testament to the severity with which such talk was punished.

      “What if I’m wrong?” Syteria asked. “What if I kill a female?”

      Mara reached for her spare magazine and flipped it so the ammunition nestled inside could be seen in the threadbare light.

      “All our rounds are lethal, see? That means the Matrons don’t care.” Mara reseated the magazine in its pouch, shifted to a more comfortable position, and flashed a white smile. “This makes it easier for us. We don’t have to risk injury, or worry about collateral damage. You’ll see. Easy.”

      “Easy.”

      The word fouled Syteria’s mouth. Once more, she reached for the water tube dangling off her shoulder and sipped. Even as it went down, the water failed to clear her revulsion. One bullet was all that it would take to end Mara’s life. But the Rhoans had taken precautions. A rifle aimed at an eniseri wouldn’t fire.

      “Once the adults and older children are dead,” Mara said, “we’ll round up the rest and worry about separating the males from the females.”

      Syteria nodded. It was a kindness, really—for the Matriarchy was, by their own definition, kind. It had little use for males of any race and no use for Kappan males. They were too aggressive, too hard to control. Unpredictable too. She’d seen what had happened to the few Kappan males the Rhoans had brought back. Seen enough to know her brothers hadn’t been one of the unfortunates that had been captured.

      And then she’d forgotten what she’d seen, buried it deep and kept it hidden, lest it weaken her. The collar buzzed, vibrating against her bones, sending pulses in quick succession to stab and claw at her conscience and her body.

      She would dispense, quick, merciful kindness. She would follow orders.

      Adrenaline flooded her body until she became as taut as a bowstring held too long at draw. She trembled, craving and fearing release.

      Release came over the earpiece as a mix of orders and expletives. It was followed by the boom of a low-yield diversionary device that hit the shack’s meager roof. It didn’t demolish the structure, but it did make its walls shake and the roof planks splinter.

      A child’s cry joined another and quickly died. That the children were still alive was a given. It wasn’t like the Kappans to kill their own outright, not even to deny them to the Rhoans. Every eniseri was proof of that.

      Kappans fought viciously to save their offspring. Many fought to the end. It’s what made each culling so dangerous.

      The airborne drone painted the clearing with its searchlight. Mara moved up and took point. Syteria followed, coming to rest behind the thickest tree trunk she could find.

      They waited.

      “Here they come,” Mara said, her voice tight. “Cover me.”

      Syteria raised her rifle and thumbed the safety. She obediently put the center of the reticle on the shack door, right on the point where an adult’s center of mass would be.

      Mara advanced, boots crunching the twigs and leaves beneath.

      The shack door opened with a slow, deliberate swing, but no one emerged.

      “Hold. I want them out in the open,” Mara said, her whisper carrying in the crisp, night air.

      The stirrup and limbs of a crossbow preceded a rough, unkempt male as he crouch-walked into the open and turned towards them.

      Syteria lowered her scope’s reticle until it framed a bearded face.

      Breath caught in her chest. Blood froze in her veins. Muscles locked in place.

      She knew him.

      The crossbow twanged and an arrow cut through the air.

      The wet sound of flesh parting for the arrowhead was followed by the gurgle of blood caught in an unyielding throat. A sack of flesh and bone that had once responded to the name of Mara, dropped. The twitching and gurgling of Mara’s life faded, joining the unnatural silence that hung like a fog.

      The male looked up. Long, dirty hair fell back to reveal a determined face illuminated by the drone’s light.

      They had been apart longer than they had been together, Syteria and her brother. But it was him. She was certain. They shared the same rare coloring, green eyes and chestnut hair, and whenever she looked in the contraband mirror in the eniseri barracks, the features that stared back at her reflected him more than not.

      His name—Aviel—formed on her lips without sound.

      He ducked back into the shack.

      The door swung open again. Aviel’s back was to her as he shielded a pregnant female who was herding two small children towards the other side of the clearing. He looked up at the circling drone. An unarmed observer, it posed no immediate threat.

      Would Aviel know that?

      Syteria ran towards them, heart pounding, rifle held low. If he was alive, maybe the rest of her family was too. She’d forgotten their faces, their voices, their names. But something remained, like a scent in the air, that, if followed, led to the source.

      She stumbled as the Matrons ordered her to kill the adults, their harsh voices buzzing in her ear.

      Just short of the clearing, she ducked behind a tree, dug her gloved hands into the thick foliage, and bit down on a scream as she closed her eyes and pressed her face into the rough bark. There was only so much pain they could make her feel until her body simply shut down on its own. She waited for darkness to swallow her, to render her useless to them.

      But it didn’t come.

      Her rifle had swung to a stop at her side, its weight suddenly too burdensome to bear. She dropped the loaded magazine and cleared the chamber, tossing both into a thicket. She did the same with the spares. Then she released the buckle and the strap fell away. Numb fingers dropped the harness rig from across her chest. Whatever the Matrons did to compel her obedience now would be wasted.

      Unarmed, she posed no threat to her people, or her family.

      Syteria worked the clasp at her chin, took the helmet off, and dropped it. Next, she yanked the earpiece, placed it atop a rock, and crushed it under her heel. A wind had risen, whipping about her, tumbling the pieces of broken tech into the soil.

      Aviel had stopped on the other side of the well. The woman and children huddled behind him. He spoke, but the wind snatched his words before they could reach Syteria.

      She would not reveal herself, nor plead for the chance to join them.

      After what the Rhoans had done to her body, her brother would not recognize her anyway. The homing beacon in her collar and the tracking implant in her body still posed a threat. By following them, by joining them, she would only doom them to her own fate.

      Vision smearing, she bolted in the opposite direction.

      An eniseri gone rogue would entice the drone to pursue her instead. A traitor was the worthier target, someone to be made an example of, someone to break.

      She ran, stumbled, fell. Without hesitation, she pushed herself up and ran again, fueled by the return of something she had believed lost forever, something she’d surrendered, something that had been extracted from her unwilling self, something that had no value to the Rhoans—her honor.

      The air rushing past her whispered with her grandfather’s voice, There is no greater love…

      She swiped at the branches blocking her way. Uncaring, she plunged through darkness, ducking and weaving through the thinning trees.

      There is no greater love…

      The drone passed overhead, floating like a specter above the treetops.

      How much time she’d bought Aviel, or if it was enough to let him and his escape what was to come, she didn’t know.

      It had to be enough.

      Syteria stumbled out into a field gone fallow and almost made it across. Between one step and another pain bloomed at the base of her spine and took her legs out from underneath her. She rolled onto her back, chest heaving. Copper and iron spilled over lips stretched into a smile.

      An honorable death at last.

      Tears filled her eyes as Rho’s malevolent light went grey. Her breaths rattled like a rusty chain about to snap.

      And then there was no more light.

      And no more pain.
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        * * *

      

      The smack of her skull against metal blurred Syteria’s vision. Blood dripped down from her nose, salty and thick. It stuck to and soured in the back of her throat.

      The Matrons who’d captured her must have given her something after she’d fallen. She could barely breathe. She needed to swallow, to blink, but couldn’t. They had placed her on her back, under a dull grey ceiling. Blurred images passed in and out of her field of vision, casting shadows. Her eyes watered, filling slowly and then emptying, all without sensation.

      Whispers rose, distorted at first, then sharpening. Whatever had paralyzed her muscles hadn’t affected her hearing.

      “It’s perfectly safe, Compeer Captain,” a female voice said. Its contralto pitch betrayed it as the voice of an older Matron. “Just keep her sedated once the paralytic wears off.”

      A backlit silhouette came to stand over Syteria. Her eyes wouldn’t focus enough to bring in fine details. The lack of height betrayed a Rhoan male.

      “We are not soldiers,” the captain said. He backed out of Syteria’s field of vision. “This cell was built to hold zoo specimens, not Kappans, and definitely not eniseri gone rogue. Can’t we have a Matron for our safety?”

      “I have none to spare, Compeer. I am very sorry,” she said, making no effort to hide her contempt.

      While the Rhoan Matriarchs terrified the Matrons, the Rhoan males did not. Smaller and weaker than Rhoan females, they were the opposite of Kappan males. The Matriarchs had bred aggression out of most of them. They were meek and passive. The captain would’ve never questioned a Rhoan female the way he had the Matron, even with fear driving him.

      “You expect us to tend to this dangerous traitor ourselves?” His tone clearly said that the Rhoan language did not have the proper words to express the disgust that the act of tending implied. “Why not just execute her here and now?”

      Execution. Not re-education. Not re-conditioning. If the Matrons hadn’t known of her ties to Aviel and his family when they’d sent her in, they would surely have figured them out by now. And if they’d captured him—them—then the torment of watching Aviel and his family share her fate awaited. Perhaps that’s why she was still alive. Syteria’s heart beat painfully in her chest.

      “Her execution must be a public spectacle,” the Matron said. “One that every eniseri must witness. It’s the perfect example for the Kappan females we are bringing back with us. They will see how disobedience and treason are dealt with and it will make them easier to control. More of them will survive the transition from Kappan to eniseri.”

      The captain’s silhouette came back into view and leaned closer.

      Syteria could not get her eyes to focus no matter how hard she tried. She’d rather have all the pain and agony in the world than this helplessness.

      “Then use one of your own transports,” the captain insisted, pulling away and turning to face the Matron.

      “We are not done with the culling,” the Matron said. “It could be days. The Matriarchs want her on Rho now. I’m sorry, Compeer. I have my orders.”

      She moved away.

      Reflex must’ve taken over: Syteria’s throat spasmed, ejecting blood and sputum. Her lungs burned.

      “It would be unfortunate if you allowed her to drown in her own blood, Compeer Captain,” the Matron’s departing voice said.

      Shadows shifted with the Rhoan captain’s movements. He gave Syteria’s head a nudge, turning it so the blood could run out of her mouth. Thudding footsteps were followed by the sound of grating metal.

      Bars sliced the light in the telltale pattern of a cell. She must be aboard a Rhoan vessel, one used to bring specimens from Kappa back to Rho. Syteria had helped unload such ships before. Their holds were full of tools and artifacts collected to assess how fast the Kappans were advancing. She’d never been this far inside one though.

      The roar of vibrations she could not feel filled her ears. Shifting gravity tugged at her stomach as the ship took off.

      Syteria gasped her last breath of Kappan air. It was bittersweet as it faded to be replaced by the drier, sanitized air of the transport’s reserves.

      As the ship shuddered around her, sensation fell into place bit by bit. First, the pain from the jolt to her back, the one that had caused her to stumble and fall. Then the tightness around her wrists and ankles. The weight of the collar. The cold of the metal surface to which they had strapped her seeped in through her bare scalp.

      Light faded to total darkness. Sparks danced in her vision, an illusion as her brain compensated for the lack of light. She’d experienced the sensation once before, when she’d been punished with days in a sensory deprivation tank. In it she’d floated in water fouled by her own waste. It had eaten at her skin, leaving it raw. Once the Matrons pulled her out, she’d oozed with open sores for days, despite being hosed down with antiseptic.

      The floating sensation confusing her ears was unlike the buoyancy of the sensory deprivation tank. This was something else, a weightlessness, like she was falling in place, despite being held fast to the table by the restraints.

      Syteria worked her throat to call out, but no sounds emerged. The collar was still in place, stealing her voice. Its warning buzz was almost lost as she was pulled down against the table. Gravity mimicked the weight of another person perched atop her chest. It increased two-fold. Then three.

      The ship was under acceleration, but not the kind she’d come to expect, not even from the faster, more maneuverable eniseri transports.

      Weight increased beyond what she’d ever experienced before. The sparks behind her closed eyelids flashed like a swarm of lightning bugs. Gravity shifts pushed the flesh on her face to one side, then another.

      Gradually, that pull eased.

      Syteria lifted her head. Panicked screams drifted through the bulkheads. A change in acceleration pulled her to the left, the cuffs tearing at her as the ship rolled, then pitched.

      Gravity changed again accompanied by the groan of metal. Lights flickered on, blinding her, then cut back to darkness. The red of emergency lighting came up, revealing the tube inserted into her arm. She was still wearing her uniform. Kappan mud still clung to her boots.

      She groaned. Her muscles responded, testing the restraints.

      Her cell spun with her, tugging at the tie-down points, sending the fluid in the sedation bag sloshing. Weightlessness returned and the fluid coalesced into spheres floating within the confines of the bag.

      Acceleration battered her about. She slipped in and out of consciousness, waking to panicked screams and the tearing of metal.

      How long had it been?

      Unbearable dryness parched her throat. The empty sedation bag had come off its hook. It floated over her, then crashed to the floor, yanking the needle out of her arm.

      A great light swelled like a star gone nova. Syteria squeezed her eyes against it lest it sear her into blindness. Still, the light persisted. Klaxons blared in her ears. When they stopped, a ringing replaced them. She gasped at air gone thin, tugging viciously against the restraints.

      She wasn’t going to die like this, like some sacrifice bound to an altar, waiting for the death blow.

      Putting her remaining strength into the motion, she pulled against the metal cuff around her left wrist. Pain radiated from her hand as skin and tendons tore, as the cuff’s unyielding metal squeezed down on delicate bones cracking one, then another, then a third.

      It wasn’t pain that took her. Not this time. It was something else, something strange, something she’d never felt before, and hoped never to feel again. Even in the cell’s dimness, reality appeared to fracture. A fissure here. A fissure there, sparkling with a million tiny stars shifting in color from red to blue and back again.

      I’m hallucinating.

      She had to be. It was the only explanation.

      Acceleration returned with a vengeance. It squeezed at her until her vision tunneled, until she could no longer feel the pain of her left hand. Acceleration held her on a precipice between oblivion and consciousness, between light and dark, between death and life.

      Her mind fought its way out of numbing shadows, towards the pain of reality.

      She would not die this way.

      She wouldn’t.
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      Paired chimes announced the last half hour of the day. They bounced off the fifty metres of wood-paneled bulkhead at Darien’s back as he stood, eyes closed, barely breathing. He focused on the Edlyn’s bells. Their vibrations caressed the skin of his bare torso as they traveled around him. Most of them met their end in front of him, against the swordhall’s viewscreen.

      The weaker bounce-backs betrayed the presence of the support struts reinforcing the viewscreen from below his feet all the way up to the deck four metres above. Those very struts would transform into an armored physical barrier that would shield the spartan chamber against anything that might penetrate the energy field surrounding the capital ship.

      The field’s pulses harmonized at the edge of his perception, bringing with them other harmonies from the Edlyn’s gravitic generators, her inertial inhibitors, the electromagnetic fields that flowed through her like lifeblood. All those minuscule disturbances swirled around his bare feet and up his legs, dampened slightly by the weight of the traditional hakama wrapped around his hips.

      Taking a deep breath, he brought his left hand to rest on the scabbard of his sword.

      Darien opened his eyes.

      Thousands of stars pricked the darkness of open space. Three-quarters of the Edlyn’s long axis, six-hundred-kilometres of hull stretched before him. Half of that length defined his ship’s short axis, but most of it remained out of sight, below this deck.

      He gave the scabbard a precise twist. The polish of its jet-black lacquer caught the starlight as he put his right hand around the braid-wrapped hilt. He drew the curved blade for a horizontal cut. It sliced air perfumed by wood, metal, and oil.

      The second pair of chimes echoed softly, like a ghost whispering warnings of midnight’s approach. He moved across the wooden surface. With a two-handed grip, he raised the killing sword for a vertical cut. It sang its way down.

      Each step, each cut, each pivot, sent the billowing, ebony pleats of the hakama swirling around him.

      The last lone chime brought him to a halt and filled the moment with the reminder that only another half-hour and two more days stood between him and freedom. Between the Edlyn’s crew and their freedom.

      He advanced once more, crisscrossing the swordhall. The lunges and thrusts drove the air before him, stirring the silk House banners above. A golden hawk against indigo waves swung above him. Next to it, a pair of silver cranes faced each other on an emerald field set into gentle motion. A third banner, that of his own House, the one with a crimson wolf howling into an eternal night, swayed in time with the first two.

      Darien sped up. The swordhall’s viewscreen and surrounding bulkheads blurred past him as his feet drummed out an inhuman pace, keeping time with the sword’s cutting song.

      His father should’ve taken the Edlyn away from him. Instead, she was being wasted on a punishment detail and a disgraced, half-breed heir.

      Lord Dobromil had sent them to the farthest reaches of his domain—their border with the Imperium.

      All because Darien had defied not only orders, but tradition. He’d challenged the Imperium’s authority by refusing to return escaped imperial slaves to their master. He’d done so, expecting to bear the consequences on his own. He’d thought that his donai would be protected by their fealty oaths. He’d believed that his human crew would be protected by their status as chattel. He’d been wrong.

      It was why they—his humans, his oath-sworn donai—were all here at the edge of Dobromil space, doing penance.

      Fortunately, his father’s fondness for tradition hadn’t extended to executing his crew, so there was that small mercy at least.

      He would’ve been spared of course. His father only had one heir, and proper donai heirs—even half-breed ones—were too valuable to waste. They were given a chance to regain their honor. After a proper penance, of course.

      A proper donai heir, a proper penance.

      Proper, traditional, just like this swordhall with its wood-paneled bulkheads, its silken banners, its ancient swords and the duty and honor that came with them.

      Darien came to a stop in front of four life-size portraits, each one rendered in oil by a master artist’s hand. Framed in woodgrain metal, four generations of House Dobromil’s rulers adorned the wood-paneled bulkhead.

      His ancestors looked every bit the genetically engineered soldiers they had been. Whether adorned in traditional robes, formal dress, or ship fatigues, they stood with a nobility of bearing that made them seem larger than life. He’d been born too late to know any of the first three except as the legends they’d become. How much of them, of what they were, truly flowed in his veins?

      He wrapped his palm around the scabbard’s mouth and quickly drew the sword’s spine along his forearm and wrist. The weight of its hurried caress was as tender as the finger of a teasing lover. He slid the sword’s tip into the scabbard slowly, deliberately, an act of will as well as good form.

      The blade’s collar clicked into place as Darien lingered in front of his father’s likeness.

      Strong and defined, his father’s features seemed fashioned from granite. Dark brows sloped downwards in a brooding expression. A perpetual seriousness drew hard lines across his face, right down his straight nose to his strong jaw.

      At first glance, the donai looked like oversized humans. It was the points of their ears, their layered amber irises and the gold of the pupils underneath that gave them away.

      That older mirror image of himself, that promise and threat of destiny, held Darien’s gaze as though the man himself was present. He had inherited most of his father’s physical traits—the height, the dark hair—and more importantly, most of his father’s genetic augmentations. Most, but not all.

      Not with a human mother. A fact for which he was, often, grateful. She’d gifted him with a lighter tone of skin. It was the only cosmetic trait he could attribute to her. For good, or ill, he’d also inherited her disproportionate sense for the most tenuous of values—the drive to do the right thing, even at great cost.

      It was exactly that, what his human mother would have called the willingness to do the right thing, what his donai father called honor, that had led him here.

      Honor, or at least his interpretation of it, was why the Edlyn and the imperial ship that had been sent to keep an eye on him had been playing a six-month-long game of cat-and-mouse, mirroring each other’s movements across this region of space.

      Darien now knew his imperial counterpart well enough to exchange meaningless pleasantries while pretending that they were somehow counting coup.

      All in service to a greater political game in which he was an unwilling participant. This was how Lord Dobromil had decided to punish his heir. Not by handing him over as the emperor had demanded, not by allowing the Imperium to extract its penance directly. No, Lord Dobromil had found a way to make it appear as if he bowed to the emperor’s will, making Darien as close to a hostage as possible without turning him over to his political rivals.

      It is restitution. A way to save face. Nothing more.

      How many times had he told himself this over the endless months? How many times had he told himself that it had been worth it?

      But, the political game was almost over.

      Darien’s real challenge—sealing the rift between himself and his father, a rift that time had widened into a chasm—was about to begin.

      Just two more days.

      Again, he drew his sword.

      Dozens of precision strokes loosened a strand of hair from the bundle of his shoulder-length queue. Warmth flooded his muscles as he completed the kata.

      With a one-handed grip, he raised the sword and brought it down in a sweeping, circular motion designed to clear its blood-groove. Nothing dripped to the floor. There was no tang of salt and copper and iron.

      If only he could cleanse his honor, his name, with a flick of the wrist.

      If only he could return home as easily as the blade that slipped into its scabbard.

      If only he could untangle the mess he’d made as readily as he undid the ties that held the scabbard to his belt.

      He returned the sword to its rack and bowed to it. Tradition again. It had him in its grasp, flowing from one generation to the next. Its power was waiting to take him, to serve him, to be wielded by him.

      He straightened, raising his gaze to a distant silhouette, a shape too symmetrical to be anything but a ship, floating against the beauty of the stars. The ship belonged to Darien’s imperial counterpart, one Commander Doregan Valteri. A contemporary of his father, Valteri was probably looking forward to the end of this game as much as Darien was.

      Only one-hundredth the size of the Edlyn, Valteri’s ship was formidable for a cruiser, but had never been meant to be anything but an insult. The emperor was using it to tell the rest of his vassal houses that he didn’t consider the Edlyn’s presence here to be anything more than an annoyance.

      A swirl of light formed around the silhouette of Valteri’s ship.

      The sweat-soaked hairs on the back of Darien’s neck rose. His heart pounded in his chest, the coursing adrenaline activating his visual augmentations. A pair of donai irises swirled into place over his pupils, expanding his vision into both the ultraviolet and infrared range.

      He sucked in a sharp breath and held it as a burst of energy split the fabric of space. A boiling mass like a forming thundercloud bloomed. Spectral plumes of energy and matter pulsed like a beacon, like a heart spiking and then beating out its last.

      For an instant there was no more motion, no more heat or light or radiation, as if the whole universe had stopped to take a breath.

      A streak of light tore through the fabric of the universe and raced right into the deep, dark heart of imperial space.
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        * * *

      

      The contours of empty, midnight-quiet passageways blurred past Darien. His bare feet struck the metal decking with a steady rhythm.

      The hardened heart of the Edlyn, her bridge, irised opened before him, the brushed metal leaves pulling away smoothly.

      He entered at the command deck, an oval ring that bisected the bridge and wrapped itself around the main holographic display. House Dobromil’s wolf’s head sigil floated in one holographic corner, representing the Edlyn. The closest star burned bright at the other end, separated by dozens of icons indicating the last known location of imperial ships. A lone communications array orbited the star, high above the system’s ecliptic.

      The system’s only rocky planet, a world known as Thertore was surrounded by two layers of icons spread out like points on a sphere. The twenty-four satellites in synchronous orbit made up the planet’s active defenses. A second constellation of twenty-four warning buoys formed a larger shell farther out.

      An imperial-green icon in the shape of a dragon identified Valteri’s ship. It was the only imperial asset close enough for real-time data. Flickering pin-pricks of light surrounded the icon, tumbling wildly away from it, showing the tracks made by debris.

      Darien took a deliberate breath, waiting for the data to correct itself, to once again pick up Valteri’s codes, to re-tag his ship’s icon. Instead, the debris tracks multiplied and not one of them squawked a distress call or a life-pod’s transponder.

      He looked away, casting his gaze downward. Below the command deck, staggered layers of consoles surrounded the main display. Haptic interfaces and holographic projections wrapped the console operators in streaming ribbons of data.

      The urgency of a hundred questions stood poised and ready to be launched at the bridge crew. His rising pulse pushed at his augmentations, as if seeing the ship’s data feeds with donai vision would help him interpret things differently.

      The patter of lightweight, hurried footsteps approached from behind. The familiar scent accompanying them halted his questions. Commander Drea Bomani, the Edlyn’s captain—denied that rank only because she was human—was running towards him. A tell-tale cloud of mint and honey trailed her as she sealed the top of her uniform and worked the clasps at her throat. The black ship-fatigues with their crimson trim set off a braid of long blonde hair streaked with grey, an affectation she maintained for command dignity. She pulled the braid off her shoulder and gave it a twist. Deft fingers worked it into a bun at the back of her neck.

      Her blue gaze met his. A barely raised pale brow offered silent commentary on his appearance. She strode right past him and displaced the officer of the watch from the command station.

      Within the main hologram, a new icon appeared. It flickered as it voraciously consumed the distance between the Edlyn and Thertore’s star.

      “Unknown craft, unknown craft,” Comms was saying, his voice rising above the chatter of the bridge, “This is the Royal Serigalan Navy Ship Edlyn. Identify yourself.”

      Bomani worked the holograms that had popped up around her with efficient, decisive motions. Darien came up behind her and settled just outside what humans considered an appropriate personal space.

      “My lord, we detected anomalous readings just prior to the appearance of the intruder,” Bomani reported, eyes intent on the displays in front of her.

      “And Valteri’s ship?” Darien asked.

      “Destroyed.”

      His gaze flickered to the washed-out icon and the multiplying debris tracks. Valteri’s ship had not survived and neither had any of his crew. To be snuffed out like that as if they had been swatted out of existence for no reason…

      Frowning, he leaned over Bomani’s shoulder, seeking clues in the data and image streams. But there was nothing in either the numbers or the icons to give Valteri and his crew’s deaths meaning, to give them some small measure of purpose.

      “How?” Darien asked.

      “Collision,” she said.

      Darien frowned. “Show me.”

      A new image formed between them. That of a wedge-shaped ship unlike anything he’d ever seen. Its markings bore no semblance to imperial script or House sigils.

      The static image was replaced by a looped recording, one that showed the alien ship winking into existence an instant before it plowed through Valteri’s cruiser. The alien ship emerged from the resulting sphere of boiling plasma with no signs of impact or damage. Tendrils of ionized gas swirled and dissipated as it hurtled deeper into imperial space.

      Darien put his hands around the hologram and slowed the looped recording with a compressing gesture.

      Bomani’s pale forehead wrinkled as the frames slowed. He reversed the image flow and stopped at a frame where the haze that surrounded the alien’s hull could be clearly seen. The haze tapered out to a point ahead of the alien’s bow and flared out at its stern, cradling the craft in an oversized grip. Cradling it like a hand holding a precious seed.

      Bomani noticed it too, a small gasp the only sign that she’d missed it the first time.

      Anything that could survive collision with an imperial craft’s shielding could be the key to a formidable weapon. Indeed, it could be the key to more than weapons.

      Darien wanted it—the ship itself if possible—a closer look if not.

      “How has the Imperium responded?” he asked.

      “No response. No contacts,” Bomani said as she isolated the confirming data. “All imperial defenses appear to be inactive.”

      Darien looked up at the main tactical display. Along the alien ship’s trajectory, the imperial icons faded from their bright, solid green, to a pale, ghostly gray. Their status markers were changing as well, flashing either “unknown” or “undetermined” for everything from ident codes to vector and acceleration numbers.

      Bomani cleared her throat.

      “My lord, I believe we’re seeing a catastrophic failure of the Imperium’s systems—manned craft, drones, buoys—everything.”

      “Have our systems been affected?” he asked.

      “No,” Bomani said, her tone betraying surprise and just a hint of disbelief.

      He called up tactical logs. They bloomed around him, verifying that Valteri’s ship had attempted no communication, issued no challenge. No weapons had been fired. Valteri had been taken by surprise, unaware of any threat. Had Darien not seen it with his own eyes, he wouldn’t have believed it.

      He swiped the reports out of existence and brought up the record of the alien craft’s first appearance. The wedge-shaped ship had no armaments, no arrays for generating manifolds to effect superluminal speed, nothing to explain how it had emerged unharmed from a collision that had obliterated an imperial craft ten times its size.

      None of the data explained the intruder’s sheer velocity.

      If anything, its control surfaces suggested a transport designed primarily to maneuver within atmospheres, not travel through deep space and certainly not at such speeds.

      Curiosity clawed at Darien, digging its talons into a part of him he thought he’d shut away. The mysterious haze around the ship, the way it had burst forth from that tear in space all became part of a puzzle he desperately needed to piece together.

      “Have they made any course corrections?” he asked.

      “None,” Bomani answered. “Engines are off-line. Blackbody re-radiation indicates life support systems operating within human parameters.”

      “So it’s not some unmanned test vehicle, then.” Darien took a deep breath. It didn’t take donai enhancements to scent the apprehension building up around him. “That certainly complicates things.”

      “What are you thinking?” she asked, eyes narrowing.

      His fingers swept across her console, activating additional sensors. He pushed the output to the main display.

      The Edlyn’s projections placed the alien ship on a collision course with Thertore. By imperial fiat the small planet was forbidden. It was the local imperial squadron’s job to prevent unauthorized landings, protect Thertore’s secrets, and ensure that nothing left the planet alive.

      Bomani turned towards Comms. “Warn them!”

      “Unknown craft, unknown craft, collision alert. Immediate course change, any direction.”

      Instinct rose within Darien, bringing to surface a visceral reaction, as though an enemy was present.

      Thertore’s secrets were not entirely unknown. With no imperial ships to stop it, that alien craft was about to crash on the emperor’s breeding ground—a place for experimental life deemed too dangerous to develop elsewhere.

      Despite Comms’ warning, the alien craft’s trajectory remained unchanged.

      “Can you tell if they’re receiving?” Darien asked.

      “There are no outgoing signals, no active sensors of any kind,” Comms replied.

      No, there wouldn’t be.

      An alien ship that shared their comm frequencies and language would be an anomaly indeed.

      Darien’s hands tightened into fists.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Bomani said sotto voce. “But we can’t fire into imperial space, not even as a warning.”

      Plots synchronized, showing the ship’s projected path alongside a countdown to impact. Green gave way to amber until red dominated the image.

      “And it wouldn’t do any good,” she added.

      She was right of course. He’d waited too long. Perhaps if he’d given the order to fire a warning shot into their path when he’d entered the bridge—

      The Edlyn’s gravitational sensors came to life, confirming a surface impact. The alien ship’s icon disappeared.

      Darien bared his teeth. It was over.

      Thertore and the space around it, the so-called exclusion zone, were forbidden to them. He’d have to be content with recordings and logged telemetry. It would give him something to speculate about on the long trip home.

      Failure lingered thick in the air, tainting it.

      “Let it go,” Bomani subvocalized.

      He dipped his head slightly and opened his fists. She was right. There was nothing here worth risking another incident with the Imper—

      A distress beacon pierced the background noise with shrill electromagnetic pleas.

      “Scramble a rescue ship,” Darien said. “Make sure Palleton knows exactly where he’s taking his men.”

      Bomani cleared her throat. “My lord, a word?”

      “Commander, I know what you’re going to say.” He turned to leave, refusing her implied invitation for a private chat in the captain’s ready room.

      Undeterred by his long strides, Bomani’s following steps echoed, insisting.

      He pivoted to face her, wishing that she wasn’t so unaffected by his towering height, his status, his title. But if she were, she wouldn’t be here.

      “You have nothing at stake,” she said, still speaking for him alone. “The Imperium will see anything you do now as provocation.”

      “We do not ignore distress calls because they’re politically inconvenient, Commander.”

      She leaned in, a sour look on her face.

      “What makes you think it’s a distress call? I’ve never heard a distress call of this kind.” Her chin rose defiantly.

      He tilted his head at the weak attempt to deter him. “In your experience, surface impacts at those speeds are followed by what? Greetings and salutations?”

      She took a deep breath. “The Imperium has mirrored our every move for months. Don’t you find it odd that there has been no imperial response? None at all.”

      Her scolding demeanor, her tone all silently said, I’ve been your teacher far longer than I’ve been your flag captain. There might have even been a “young man” in there to punctuate the whole thing.

      “I am aware, Commander,” he said. “How do you interpret this lack of response?”

      “As a trap. As their last chance to make you blunder.”

      He bristled, shoulders tightening.

      It was a remote possibility, one heavy with consequences: another political nightmare for House Dobromil, one his father would not welcome; further evidence of his unsuitability as heir, a recurring theme that would plague him for the rest of his life; the resumption of open hostilities between the Imperium and his House that would result in loss of life, power, and territory.

      But the ship had survived a collision with a shielded imperial craft. More than survived it. It had torn Valteri’s ship to shreds. According to their sensors, it had caused imperial warning buoys to fail as it passed them, by no means an unremarkable feat. Everything he had seen said the odds were in the alien craft’s favor.

      However, Bomani was right: sacrificing an unknown number of alien lives would cost him nothing. It wounded only his honor and self-respect, tenuous things of far more value to his kind than to…humans.

      “It has to be a trap,” Bomani said.

      He bared his teeth. Thankfully the growl that was building in his chest remained there.

      “Hardly, Commander. I’m sure they’ll have many other opportunities to make me blunder and none will require the sacrifice of imperial lives and ships. Or the challenge of conjuring an alien-looking craft for the occasion.”

      “Trap or not,” Bomani said far too calmly, “it will cost the Imperium nothing, politically or otherwise, to destroy any ship that lands on Thertore. You, my lord, are sending your men to their deaths.”

      “ ‘Catastrophic failure of all imperial systems.’ Those are your words, Commander. Are you revising your report?”

      The throbbing of a small muscle around her mouth was the only sign of the sneer she was suppressing. Her heart raced, its roar suddenly deafening in his donai hearing.

      “No,” she said. It was clipped and full of rebuke.

      He acknowledged it with a tight smile. Her argument did have a modicum of merit even if her solution did not. And he had an answer for her. One she would not like.

      “We have a duty to render aid to all distress calls,” he said. “And if it’s a trap, it is for me, not my men. They won’t destroy a rescue ship if I’m aboard. Have my gear brought to the hangar.”

      Despite the twitch at the corner of her mouth, she held his gaze for an instant before acknowledging his command with a reluctant nod. Bomani wouldn’t defy his direct order—not while on the command deck. He took shameless advantage of her adherence to protocol, knowing that she’d follow him into hell but save the reproof for a private moment after their arrival.

      Bomani marched past the tactical and weapons control stations. She stopped at the communication console, gently tapping Comms’ shoulder, bringing his ongoing attempts to contact the Imperium to a halt.

      “Send out a priority communique to any surviving imperial ships,” she said. Despite her pained expression, her voice had lost none of its calm.

      “Inform them that we are answering the distress call originating on Thertore,” she added, “and that Lord Dobromil’s heir is aboard the rescue ship.”

      Across the expanse of consoles, Bomani’s gaze rose to meet Darien’s.

      “Two days. You couldn’t give me two more days,” she said so quietly that he doubted that even Comms had heard her.

      Darien dipped his head in way of apology. Words would’ve been pointless. Her human hearing wouldn’t have caught them anyway.
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      The flesh of Syteria’s swollen left hand puckered above and below the metal cuff.

      The compartment’s tilt told her that they must have crashed. The Rhoans had muted the warning klaxons. Emergency lighting washed everything in a crimson sheen. Footsteps approached. The compartment door slid aside and two Rhoans ducked in and slammed the emergency lock into place.

      They backed away from the pounding that followed. Pounding that left bulges in the metal.

      Androgynous faces turned her way, their eyes filled with panic. Their green-grey robes were stained with what looked like blood. The taller of the two limped towards Syteria’s cage and slid the door aside.

      The shorter Rhoan followed and grabbed the taller one by the elbow, pulling it back.

      “Are you crazy?” the short one asked.

      “One monster to fight another,” the taller one replied.

      The world shimmered around Syteria as though they had passed through a veil. The sensation made her skin crawl. The Rhoans felt it too. They looked up and around as if expecting something to materialize out of thin air.

      The taller Rhoan moved closer and released the cuffs from Syteria’s ankles and wrists. She rolled off the table just as the ship lurched. The motion sent the Rhoans into the far corner and Syteria into the table.

      A long blade pierced the compartment door and the Rhoans screamed. They scrambled up, tangling themselves in their robes and ran for the next compartment.

      The tall one stopped and looked back at her. “Kill it, eniseri. Protect us.”

      They passed through the door. The familiar click of a lock engaging made a small sound full of finality.

      How very…Rhoan. Syteria shook her head with disgust. What did they expect her to do? Strangle whatever that was with her bare hands?

      At least they’d freed her.

      Cradling her hand against her chest, she turned to face the other door.

      The tear in the hull widened, parting for saber-like claws. A reptilian creature poked its head through, sniffing. The face alone was twice as large as any human’s.

      The creature pulled its head back and for a moment there was an eerie silence. Syteria looked around for something to use as a weapon, but the compartment was bare. There was only the metal table, bolted into the floor, and the cage itself. The pole that had held the sedation bag was made of polymer and held in place by a clamp. Syteria released the clamp, grabbed the pole, and held it up in her right hand.

      The creature shouldered its way through the opening.

      She backed away, as far as she could, holding up the meager pole as the creature straightened. Its height pushed it up against the ceiling. It sniffed the air, folding its forelimbs so it could use them to move on all fours. Its gaze swept to her as it paused to neatly slice through the bars. Pieces of metal dropped to the deck, clattering and rolling towards the door through which the Rhoans had escaped.

      The creature’s slitted pupils dilated. Its head tilted, almost like it was considering what to do next. Plates of armor-like hide covered its torso. Its joints were protected by smaller, pliable scales. Despite its reptilian markings, it reminded her of some impossibly giant ape. She’d never seen anything like it. Not on Kappa. Not on Rho.

      Heart in her throat, Syteria pushed the realization aside and waited. She might be able to jab one of its eyes out. But not without allowing it close enough to use those sabers. Its reach was easily three times the length of her own.

      Screams echoed from the adjoining compartment. Thuds followed. The creature crouched and leapt towards the door the Rhoans had taken, raised both of its forelimbs, and made two diagonal slices.

      Syteria sprinted the other way, through the damaged bulkhead. A piece of jagged metal sliced through her uniform and caught her thigh.

      She ran through pools of blood, past disemboweled Rhoans and monsters hunched down to feast on still-living prey. Into passageways of darkness she went, not knowing if they held safety or death.

      She knew there would be no weapons. Not aboard a Rhoan ship. She needed to get to the lower decks, the cargo holds. It was there that Kappan artifacts would be stored. Anything would do. A spear. A long gun. Anything to extend her reach. She’d even settle for a scythe. It would do better than her bare hands.

      The first cargo hold was empty. Approaching noises drove her down to the next level. Her boots pounded the decking, betraying her, a signal that prey was in flight, but she had no choice.

      The next cargo hold beckoned. She pulled the door open and stepped in. Frantic, she moved down a row of Kappan artifacts. Carriages, the hull of a primitive aircraft, something that might have been a steam engine, but nothing useful.

      She retraced her path. Thuds told her that at least two—maybe more—creatures were close.

      Syteria grabbed crates and tore the lids off, one after the other. A short metal probe with a sharp end stuck up out of the packing in the last crate. She threw the polymer stick aside. The metal probe was a comforting weight in her hand. She tucked it inside her shirt.

      In her frenzy, she almost ran past the three elongated cylinders of a flame-thrower. A long, tangled-up hose trailed from the device.

      She grabbed the carrier strap, but couldn’t lift it onto her back one-handed. Instead, she dragged the flame-thrower forward and dropped to her knees to untangle the hose. Someone had wrapped aged leather around portions of the shaft. The firing mechanism and nozzle looked clear. Ignoring the telltale blood stains on the firing handle, she faced the oncoming pounding and primed the firing mechanism.

      The creature entered cautiously, its muzzle red with Rhoan blood. A strand of bowel swung out from the side of its jaw.

      As she stood, Syteria pressed down on the firing handle. Fuel squirted out in a wet stream. Panic rose in her chest as the beast lunged at her, saber-claws held high.

      Squeezing the firing handle, she raised the nozzle and flame fountained outward, engulfing the creature. It fell back, its screech echoing.

      As the creature rolled around screaming, she doused it with fire. Not until it stopped moving, until it was a scorched carcass, did she ease up.

      Gulping for air, she strained to lift the cylinders again but failed. She’d have to stand her ground. And so she did, as another creature came at her, and then another. When the flame went out she was staring into a monster’s face.

      One of its saber-claws went through her abdomen, setting it afire. It held her there, lifting her up off her toes as it used its other forelimb to stab her again and again.

      Jaws closed in, tilting, going for her throat.

      Syteria grabbed the metal probe from inside her jacket and thrust it into the creature’s open maw. Her hands sizzled, burning as the creature’s drool touched her skin. With one final burst of energy she drove the probe in farther, pushing it into its brain.

      The creature collapsed atop her and she burned. She closed her eyes against the searing liquid. Her screams echoed as the drool dissolved her eyelids and ate her eyes.

      Crushed beneath the monster’s weight, her life ebbed away. She welcomed the release, embraced the scorching sting of it, reveling in the knowledge that she’d exacted a toll for her life.

      And that she was, finally, free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside the Edlyn’s main hangar, combat drop-ships squatted on the main deck like giant beasts with wings wrapped and tucked tightly along bulky hulls. Even in slumber, their bodies bristled with arrays of closed gun- and missile-ports. However, their bellies were empty of both cargo and troops.

      The Imperium was bound to take exception to House Dobromil’s heavy weapons, maneuverability, and speed, even though they were no match for Thertore’s planetary defenses.

      Darien passed under shadows cast by enormous engines. On the far side of the hangar, a lightly armed rescue ship—a small, box-like craft—waited, prepped and ready. Its size alone halved the number of donai he would’ve preferred to take along for a landing on Thertore. The ship had none of the authority it would need to project if they were challenged, even if its sole intent was to broadcast that they had come only to render aid.

      Palleton’s powerhouse body blocked the ramp as he waited at the rescue ship’s base. Age lines separated eyebrows the color of iron. Framing the points of his ears, his clipped gray hair resembled a pelt more than anything else. Amber donai eyes shone with excitement in a face so dark that it rivaled the black of his ship fatigues.

      “My lord, you do know what’s down there,” Palleton said, the timbre of his voice cresting with the revving engines.

      “Why do you think I’m bringing you along?” Darien asked as he closed the gap between them.

      Palleton quirked an eyebrow and revealed the pearly white of prominent donai cuspids. “Does that mean we get to destroy some of the emperor’s ‘creations’?”

      “Should they interfere with our attempts to apprehend the intruders on behalf of the Imperium, most definitely.” That was the official version he would give in his report. It had the virtue of being true.

      Palleton’s understanding smile was as cold as ice.

      Darien jogged up the ramp, Palleton at his heels. Inside the rescue ship’s cargo area ten donai snapped to attention. Like Palleton, their hair was clipped short, some to the scalp. The gold of their pupils shone with excitement even as they stood motionless in ship fatigues and boots. Darien graced them with a cursory inspection, confident in Palleton’s thoroughness.

      Familiar vibrations flowed along the deck as Darien ordered them to stand at ease. They settled into the waiting harnesses as the pilot announced the completion of flight preparations.

      Darien climbed the ladder that connected the cargo bay to the mid-deck, then continued forward to the cockpit. He brushed up against the hull’s tight proportions and took a seat behind the pilot. Lieutenant Ghedi, a human of middle age, commanded the shuttle fleet. Apparently, Bomani had roused the most experienced pilot for this mission.

      As Ghedi finished his flight prep, the distress beacon’s steady plea continued to pierce the Imperium’s inexplicable silence. Surviving imperial ships should’ve responded by now
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