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  “I’m sorry—I forgot to grab food. Resa, Deshka needs your help in the library.”


  Marlee turned to see Galean standing in the doorway looking, if she judged him correctly, profoundly uncomfortable. His gaze scoured his sister for any outward sign of harm; finding none, it remained wary as it settled on her.


  “I did promise him I would assist him, and look at how the time has flown by.” Resamane offered her hands to Marlee. Giving her the choice of physical contact.


  After a second of hesitation, she took Resamane’s hands in hers. The woman was like a drug. Dangerous to be certain, but Marlee couldn’t detect an ounce of malice or ill intent in her.


  “I realize your circumstances are not what you wished, but I am glad you have come to us. I am happy to have met you. We will speak again soon, yes?”


  “I’d like that.”


  “As would I.” Resamane stood and glided toward the door. “You both may stay as long as you wish. My home is your home.” Her tail reached out to stroke Galean’s as she passed. Then she was gone.


  “For someone who’s blind, she gets around very well. She can make her way to wherever she’s going on her own?”


  “Yes. Though she has been robbed of visual sight, her mind’s sight is more expansive than any of us can imagine. Even the walls speak to her, in their way.”


  Marlee sighed and, given what she’d learned, tried to consider Galean with new eyes. Still a murderer; worse, a committer of fratricide. If everything Resamane had said was true, he might have done so for noble reasons, but was it enough?


  Where before she’d seen only hostility, now she saw conflict. Frustration that explained his unnerving outbursts. Above all, a war between grief and seething anger churning beneath his skin. At his brother? At the world for forcing him into this situation? Likely not at her, so long as she didn’t step too far out of line.


  She accepted how the last day had been a nightmare for him. But could she trust a man who’d acted as he did? It wasn’t the mere fact that he’d killed another person that bothered her. Caleb had killed…she couldn’t say how many people exactly, but definitely more than a few dozen, and he was one of the most honorable, moral, loving people she knew. But to kill family? Resa’s explanation suggested it was justified, but a nauseating revulsion nonetheless churned in her gut at the notion.


  “The man you killed was your brother.”


  Galean gazed at her evenly. “He was.”


  “But you did it to protect Resamane.”


  “Yes!” He strode forward into the room with sudden energy. “So now you understand. Now you see why I had to act as I did.”


  “I don’t understand anything.”


  “But…Resa said she explained matters to you, as I asked of her.”


  Again, she hadn’t heard Resamane say any such thing. For all her augments and facility with language, there were aspects of Belascocian communication that remained closed off to her. “Oh, she explained about the mutation and the treatments and the therapeutics camps, but now I’m more confused than ever. Why would Vasem want to hurt his sister? Why is the government lying to its people, when the truth isn’t so terrible? How could they get away with wholesale internment of the desbida? Those are people’s sons and daughters, brothers and sisters. Does no one question the camps?”


  “Every person here at the Serba questions the camps—no, rejects them.”


  “But no one else? Are your people so easily led as to willingly send family members off to be imprisoned for life? Does family mean nothing to Belascocians?”


  “Family means everything to Belascocians.” Galean dropped onto the cushion where his sister had sat. He brought one hand to his face, fingertips absently caressing the marking on his cheek.


  “Galean, what happened in Vasem’s office before I arrived?”


  “You want to make me relive it through words?”


  She winced. “I need to know.”


  “As you say.” His eyes fell to study the beige texture of the couch. “I believed the bonds forged by our arima—the spirits of our deceased odola—still held sway in Vasem’s heart. I went there to convince him of the dark, festering corruption writhing at the heart of the Aterpe Project—the program that imprisons and experiments on the desbida—and enlist his aid in our cause. Only I discovered he was not blind to the corruption. He was complicit in it. In my horror upon learning this terrible truth, I exposed too much. Of myself, of the Tarazi. Vasem…he transformed before my eyes into someone I have never known. He threatened to have me arrested on the spot—to send a complement of Kaldi squads out to locate and capture Resamane and the other free desbida and put them first in line for the new Soldad program.”


  “What’s that?”


  “An experimental treatment designed to rob a desbida of free will and turn them into a slaved weapon. Spies, infiltrators, assassins, working on behalf of whomever controls them.”


  “That sounds lovely.”


  He stared at her. “How can you say such a thing?”


  “Sorry, I was being sarcastic. It sounds suitably horrible. So he threatened Resamane, and you killed him for it.”


  “He would have lobotomized her soul! I would be less than the dirt beneath my feet if I allowed this to happen.”


  His fervor nearly sent her scrambling away from him. Obviously guilt over his actions was tearing him apart, and she had to wonder at the state of his sanity, or lack thereof. ‘Unhinged’ came to mind.


  But as she sat there and watched, he visibly put himself back together. His long throat worked, and his eyes pressed closed several times before he allowed his gaze to again settle on her. “Apologies. My ari is…not as it should be. I ask you to not judge the Tarazi by my failings. They are honorable people, and their cause is a just one.”


  “It sounds as though it is. Thank you for explaining.” She offered him an encouraging smile. “So back to my original question: why do people willingly allow their own family members to be imprisoned for life?”


  “How to explain a broken world in a few sentences? How our history as a people wove the tale that brought us to this fraught moment? How the slow, creeping fascism of a rotted government and its allies who serve the Errigime has sapped the lifeblood of Belarria from its arteries? Crushed our vitality and dynamism beneath the hammer of control and authority? Not with a thud, but with a thousand whispers weaving through every facet of life?”


  “You can start at the beginning.”


  “The beginning? In the beginning, Ama, Aita, Arreba and Anaia—together, the Arbasoak—created the web of souls that enfolds us all. They endowed the first Belascocians with the power of thought and—”


  “Whoa. Not that far back, please.”


  His lips parted in a tiny smile; he was fucking with her. Good gods, did Galean actually have a sense of humor beneath all his brooding?


  “Very well. It is difficult to know where to begin to provide the context you need. But perhaps this story began with Josune Kartean. She was desbida, though the term didn’t yet exist when her role in these events occurred. More importantly, she was the daughter of the Business Advisory Council Director, Bihar Kartean.”


  “What’s so special about this Council?”


  “We call it by another name—the Errigime.”


  “Oh, yes. Resamane mentioned it, but we didn’t delve into it. What is the Errigime?”


  “A shadow government run by the wealthiest and most powerful business leaders on the planet. Now allow me to tell the story my way, yes?”


  She sat on her hands—figuratively, but also somewhat literally. “Fine. Continue.”


  “Thank you. By all accounts, Josune was the light of Bihar Kartean’s life—until her irakurri abilities manifested, and she saw the many sins he’d committed as head of the Errigime. In her despair, she flung herself off the balcony of their home, to her death—that is how the news reported the event. In reality, she was presumably pushed, or else murdered by her father, who then tossed her body to the street below to cover up his crime.”


  “Do you know any of this for certain?”


  “I know it well enough. At the time, people had begun to suspect something had gone wrong with the genetic enhancements. Too many children were suddenly troubled. Violent at times, lashing out. Fits of hyper-emotionality. The emergence of a desbida’s abilities does not happen overnight; like the puberty it accompanies, it is a disruptive process for the mind and body.”


  “What about you? You’re not desbida, but Resamane implied everyone received the enhancements for a while.”


  “They did. I did. The irakurri mutation only manifested in a small fraction of those treated. We estimate 0.5%. For me, the sole mutation was my eyes.”


  This explained why his eyes blended through indigo into fuchsia, when those of most Belascocians were single-hued and dark. “Okay, got it. Keep going.”


  “We don’t know what happened behind the scenes in the government, but the result was that the president declared a public health emergency for these poor, troubled youth. Families were encouraged to bring their children in for testing and treatment with new, ‘innovative’ therapies. When—”


  “Resamane talked about that. The treatments, then the camps. What I don’t understand is why everyone just went along with it.”


  “We believed them, Marlee. Everyone who knew a desbida had seen the torment the condition caused them. It was an easy leap to make us believe they were a danger to themselves and others. The story the government weaved was ingenious, because it felt right. Yes, sending our most beloved away was heart-wrenching, but we thought it was the best choice.”


  “When did you realize it was all a lie?”


  “Me, personally? Not until several years later. My parents told me Resamane was where she needed to be. That she was being cared for. And I accepted it. I continued on with my life—went out into the world, served in the military, then started a career as an architect and construction manager. And when troubling rumors began circulating, I ignored them at first. Though my soul was gutted from the loss of my sister, I trusted my odola. I trusted the government. Until I met Nedeni. He—his story is his own to tell, but he gently sowed the seeds of doubt in my mind. Then, when I was ready, he exposed the full scope of the web of lies to me. And my world was overthrown.”


  “So you rescued Resamane from her camp.”


  “Eventually.”


  “And brought her here?”


  “Ah, no. That came later. We didn’t build the Serba, though we have made significant modifications since taking it over. This structure was a mining facility for manganese extraction. The veins ran dry fifty years ago, and it was abandoned.


  “In time, our rebellion grew. People discovered the truth, or simply refused to believe the lie. We rescued more desbida from the camps. Nedeni transformed us into a fighting force. He gave us structure and purpose beyond flailing out in anger at the injustice inflicted upon our people.”


  She leaned forward and rested her chin on a fist. “And what is your purpose, precisely?”


  “To reveal the truth about the desbida and the camps to the world. To expose the criminals in the government and the Errigime who spread the lies and abet the torture of the desbida, and ensure they are brought to justice. To enable the desbida to rejoin society, and to have the people not fear them, but welcome them.”


  “It’s a noble goal. But mind reading…when the truth comes out, many will still fear the desbida. It’s such an intrusion.”


  “Not for us, it isn’t. The bonds we share with our odolas are open and honest and true. Nothing is hidden. The disruptive nature of the desbida is that for them, those connections transcend odola. They can discern a stranger’s thoughts as easily as they can their brother’s.”


  “You’ve spoken of ‘odola’ several times. You mean your family, right? Resamane, your parents….”


  “The Ozeal odola stretches across many dozens of people.” Galean spread his arms wide. “Deshka, for instance. He is my cousin, from Lilura’s pod, though the bond we share now goes well beyond blood relation. Most of the Ozeal odola disowned me when I tried to convince them of the truth about the desbida. They labeled me a blasphemer and shut themselves off from me. So now, the Tarazi is my hartua odola—a sort of adopted family, if you will.”


  “And when you adopt someone into your family, you each open your eamonal up to the other?”


  “Correct.”


  “Everyone here at the Serba has bonded so closely?”


  “It is our way. Is it not yours?”


  She snorted a laugh. “Um…not exactly, no. Humans are very independent. We hold our true thoughts and emotions close, only revealing them to people we care deeply about. Sometimes not even them.”


  “I feel great sorrow for you, to be so alone in the world.”


  “Don’t. I’m not alone. I have many friends and colleagues, and a great family. But I am also myself—independent, forging my own path—and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  Galean’s lips twitched. “Well, you are quite strange.”


  “Hey! As are you.”


  “I acknowledge your perception. So, now, after many more excruciating words, do you understand?”


  She sighed. “A little, yes.” In some ways, though, she was more confused than when the conversation had started.


  She felt enormous empathy for Resamane, as well as horror at the cruelty inflicted on both the desbida and the families they’d been stripped from, and she recognized Galean’s actions were all dedicated to protecting his sister. But the fact remained that he had kidnapped her, cut her off from her home, and silenced her in a far more devastating manner than sticking tape over her mouth. Then he’d brought her to his den of insurrection, and now she knew far too much for the Tarazi to allow her to leave.


  Unless she could gain their trust. Convince them that when she returned home, she wouldn’t reveal their secrets. Given all the conflicting emotions churning through her mind, it might even be true.
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  Holographic representations of eleven individuals encircled President Hasane Lormain. Their faces were shrouded in shadow, and the projections designated them only as Member #1, #2 and so on.


  One could speculate as to their identities, of course, and Hasane often did, simply by noting the most powerful corporations and wealthiest businesspeople. But it was only speculation, and at the end of the day, it didn’t matter. They were the Errigime. The puppeteers of his world.


  “You’ve spoken with the Concord official today?” Member #1 asked.


  “Yes. They are most concerned about the welfare and location of their ambassador—understandably so. They grow more insistent with their ‘offers’ of assistance in each conversation, and I suspect they are using technology we cannot detect to conduct their own remote scans and searches of our planet. I fear if we do not report concrete progress soon, we will have aliens in our midst whether we wish it or not.”


  “We do not wish it,” Member #1 replied, imbuing his voice with an unmistakable firmness.


  Hasane swallowed the biting retort he wanted to snap back with. “I realize that is your position, and accordingly I am doing everything I can to prevent their arrival. But when Concord finds out we are implicating one of their own as a murderer, they will not be pleased, to say the least. Respectfully, we are balanced upon the head of a pin here; provoking them in this manner may well bring about war. A war, I will remind everyone, we cannot win.”


  “I highly doubt Concord is watching our news broadcasts, Mr. President. They will be none the wiser.”


  “Don’t be so certain. One of their people is lost on our world. We have their full attention now, for good or ill. Surely everyone here recognizes that we must ensure it is for good.”


  “Matters might already have escalated,” Member #3 stated with a hint of frustration. “I have reason to believe the aliens are here, on the ground, as we speak. The Sare network has surfaced multiple reports of sightings of strangely dressed, tail-less individuals moving deliberately within urban shadows. We’ve done what we can to explain away the sightings.”


  Hasane nodded. “I too have seen evidence that Concord has sent people to the surface, though their representative, Dean Veshnael, denies it. He states they will request our permission before deploying any forces.”


  “Diplomatic posturing on their part—a game of carrots and sticks. Meanwhile they do as they wish, because they can. It is only a matter of dwindling time until their warships arrive in our skies.”


  “All the more reason why we must take every step available to us to remain in Concord’s good graces.” Member #2 leaned forward in their chair, until Hasane could almost make out a few facial features. “We must not wreck the greatest opportunity our world has even been granted over one individual. Everyone, we need to abandon this foolish stonewalling and open our arms to Concord. If we play things very astutely and are very lucky, we might be able to undo the self-inflicted damage we’ve caused and emerge a winner in this negotiation.


  “I propose we announce to the media that we have been contacted by Concord. We speak glowingly of our new alien friends and invite them here in full view of the public. We allow them to search our lands for their lost ambassador, while aiding them at every turn. Perhaps they will find her, perhaps not. But the choice is a simple and stark one. Continue down the path of rejection and obfuscation against an objectively superior counterparty, and we risk losing everything, including our lives. Or extend a hand in friendship, and see the riches of the universe open up to us. Are we in agreement—”


  Member #1 interrupted #2. “There is no vote on the floor. The greater weight of the table strongly disagrees with such a naïve statement by Member #2. If we supplicate ourselves to these aliens, we will never again be masters of our own fate.” Member #1 shifted to speak directly to Hasane. “Continue the course. Express all the platitudes and assurances you wish to the Concord representative, but keep the aliens at a firm arm’s length. Our domestic affairs are none of Concord’s concern, and we will keep it this way. In fact, if their disapproval of our policies leads them to reconsider diplomatic relations, all the better.


  “I say again: we do not need them. We do not need their wealth, their technology or their help. That is our formal position. Have we made ourselves clear?”


  Hasane kept his outward composure, but he made a mental note of the heated tempers on display tonight. Emotions rarely ran so high among the Errigime members. Was there trouble brewing at the table? “Yes, sir. However, recognize that if we do not soon produce their ambassador, we will find ourselves facing a collection of poor options.”


  “We’ve shifted one hundred percent of the Sare’s cycles to the problem,” Member #8 replied. “If the alien pokes her head out of a door in any of the cities, we will know it.”


  Member #1 let out an audible sigh. “Given the thoroughness of our searches, we must conclude she is not being held in a city at all. I believe the Consul’s murderer was Tarazi, and we know they operate primarily from the wildlands.”


  “Your obsession with the Tarazi blinds you to every other manner of crime.” This from Member #6. “They are your monsters in the shadows. The Consul had only the most minor of connections to the Aterpe Project. The Tarazi would have no reason to target him, when there are many far richer targets for their rage.”


  “The Consul’s sister is desbida.”


  “My sister is desbida,” Member #6 retorted. “That doesn’t make me Tarazi.”


  “True, but your sister remains safely and, one presumes, contentedly secure in one of the therapeutics camps. Consul Thorkan’s sister was extracted from her camp by a team of Tarazi six years ago.”


  “Oh?” Member #2 replied. “What do we know of the rest of the family?”


  Hasane tried to wrangle back control of the discussion. Vasem had been…not a friend, but certainly a colleague. “The Ozeal odola is unremarkable in most respects. Consul Thorkan was the first of its members to achieve any notable level of success. His sister was identified as desbida and removed from the home eleven years ago without incident. The parents and aitona, by all accounts, accepted this necessity and have not expressed concerns in the years since. Thorkan’s younger brother—twin to the desbida—disappeared from public life eight months prior to his sister’s extraction from the camp, however. He quit his job, canceled his apartment lease and vanished without a trace.”


  “Recruited by the Tarazi,” Member #2 replied.


  “A reasonable conclusion to draw from the facts.”


  “Mr. President, are you suggesting Consul Thorkan had gotten himself mixed up with the movement?”


  Member #1 jumped in before he managed to reply. “They are not a movement—they are terrorists bent on destroying a carefully crafted system that has worked to keep our society stable and ourselves well-protected for a decade now. As for Consul Thorkan’s interests, we don’t yet know enough to say. He appeared to be estranged from his odola, and this was not his only personal failing. Still, we ignore coincidences in such affairs at our peril.”


  “Indeed,” Hasane replied. “I ensured the appropriate investigation teams were made aware of these facts and their import.”


  “Oh, izorra….”


  Everyone directed their attention to Member #8.


  “As you all know, earlier today we captured a Tarazi member during their interception and kidnapping of a group of desbida. I’ve received word that unknown persons infiltrated the Seguru Instal and absconded with him before he could be interrogated.”


  Hasane scowled—only in part because in a just world, such news would have reached his ears first. “Seguru is impenetrable. It should have been impossible for anyone to gain access to the grounds, never mind the prison wing.”


  “And yet,” Member #1 replied sardonically. “Concord possesses portal technology, as does their ambassador. Given this news, we have to consider the possibility that not only do the Tarazi possess her, but she is now willingly working with them as well.”


  Dread pooled in Hasane’s gut. How had the situation spun so far out of control, and so swiftly? “If the Tarazi have managed to persuade her of the rightness of their cause…when she returns home, she will poison the minds of Concord against us with wild tales of persecution and tyranny.”


  Member #8 clasped their hands on the circular table. “Then we might need to do more than find her.”


  The dread turned to ice, chilling Hasane’s soul to its core. Please do not make me do this, I beg you. But in truth, it wasn’t up to him. If the Errigime wanted the ambassador dead, he could do nothing to prevent it.
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  Marlee listened with half an ear as Galean worried over the details of the operation. She tried repeatedly to give him her full attention, but nervousness and second-guessing kept drawing her back to what she was about to do. For so many reasons.


  She ought to contact Miriam instead. Respect the chain of command, the way an official of Concord should do. But her aunt was almost certainly doing everything in her power to avoid kicking off a war with the Belascocians (a war Concord would win handily, but the organization wasn’t in the habit of shooting the aliens it met into submission). An authorized military action, if it were discovered, risked doing exactly this. Also, while Miriam respected Marlee’s analyses of diplomatic situations, she wasn’t apt to throw all in with the Tarazi based solely on Marlee’s word.


  Morgan Lekkas, on the other hand, would do it for shits and giggles, chain of command be damned. The woman had always played fast and loose with the rules; this was now her third time climbing up the military ranks, because she was also too damn skilled at combat piloting to be kept on the sidelines.


  But this was the other reason to be nervous. She hadn’t seen Morgan in eight months…and was startled by how she knew instantly how long it had been, almost down to the day. She went about her life not thinking about Morgan, but apparently the same couldn’t be said about her subconscious.


  True enough.


  In that case, thanks for not blabbering on about her all the time.


  I do actually try to protect you when I can.


  I know you do.


  “What do you think?”


  She hurriedly had her eVi replay the last thing Galean had said. “Nedeni’s from a wealthy, well-connected family, right? If anyone can peacefully get the president’s attention, he can.”


  “You’re right.” Galean peered out the window. “This should be far enough.” He brought the vehicle to a stop in the midst of a vast plain leading to stair-step plateaus in the distance, and they climbed out.


  He left the driver’s side door open and rested against the front of the vehicle. “Moment of truth, yes?”


  “We’re not going to run as well?”


  “I know how you hate it, which is why I drove for such a distance. If your wormhole is detected, we can be on our way in seconds and use the vehicle’s stealth capabilities to elude any pursuers.”


  “Thank you. And it’s not that I hate it. It’s just…” her cheeks flushed at the notion of explaining to him why it made her so uncomfortable “…it’s not something humans do in normal…non-intimate situations.”


  He stared at her for a moment, his sentsores twitching erratically. “Oh. Forgive me for causing you discomfort.”


  “No! It was crucial for our missions. I totally get that. And if we need to run again in the future for the same reason, I’ll happily do so. The problem is with me, not you.”


  His chin dipped in concession. “Even so. I never anticipated the many ways in which the differences in our cultures would clash and clang. Least of all…intimate ways.”


  She chewed on her bottom lip. Ugh…. “Hey, how about we go ahead and do this thing?”


  He reached into his pocket and withdrew the small device Mattin had crafted to hold his diffuser, then depressed a small button. “It is yours to perform.”


  Yes, it was. She removed the blocking software in her eVi and sent a message.


   


  Morgan, hi. I hope you’re not too busy this instant, as I need to meet with you in person for a quick second. It’s important, or I wouldn’t ask.


   


  She waited. Wound her fingers together, popped her knuckles, yanked her hands down to her sides. Shot Galean a confident smile.


   


  Marlee! This is a surprise. Let me duck out of this insufferable meeting.


   


  Whew. And now she was somehow more nervous, which was just absurd. Any awkwardness between them was ancient history. They were both adults and professionals.


   


  Okay, I’m free. Thank you for that, by the way.


  Huh?


  Getting me out of the meeting before I fried the speaker with my mind and lost my commission. Again.


  Oh. No problem.


   


  She pulled down the location information Morgan broadcasted and opened a wormhole to the Presidio.


  The woman spun at the spatial disruption. “Should I come over, or…?”


  “Yes, please. If you don’t mind.”


  “Not at all.” Morgan sauntered into the opening and stepped onto the soil of Belarria. As soon as she was through, Marlee closed the wormhole; no reason to tempt fate by allowing it to continue agitating the quantum space.


  The woman had grown her chestnut hair out a bit, until it brushed her shoulders, though it still hung razor-straight to half obscure one glittering iris. She wore AEGIS navy BDUs, likely under protest, and a casual swagger that belied her elevated rank.


  Morgan glanced around. “So, this is Belarria.” Her attention settled over Marlee’s shoulder. “And this is a Belascocian.”


  “What? Oh, yes!” She turned and gestured to Galean. “This is Galean Ozeal. My friend. Galean, this is Morgan Lekkas. Also my friend.”


  “How interesting. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Galean Ozeal. Have you been keeping Marlee out of trouble?” Morgan used a translator, but it perfectly recreated her voice and speaking style.


  “Assuredly not. My honor to meet you as well.”


  “Hmm. No one ever succeeds in keeping her out of trouble for long, so don’t feel too bad.”


  Marlee jumped in before their interchange reached mortification levels. “I’d love for you two to get to know each other, but we can’t linger. Morgan, I have a huge, tremendous favor to ask. Before I do, know that you should absolutely say no. And when you do, I’ll understand, and my feelings won’t be hurt.” Not that she expected Morgan to care about such a thing.


  “Sounds intriguing. Miriam told me a little about what you’ve gotten mixed up in here. She didn’t volunteer it, but when I was tasked with drawing up battle plans for a potential hostile encounter with the Belascocians, I used my renowned skills of persuasion to squeeze a few details out of her.”


  God, she’d missed Morgan. “I wish I could have been witness to that discussion.”


  “Oh, it went about how all our conversations go. So, what are you really up to here? Fomenting revolution?”


  “No. No, no, no. Not at all.” Marlee grimaced. “I might be abetting one, though.”


  “Uh-huh. Sounds about right. So, framed for murder and now abetting some revolutionaries who want to upend an oppressive government. How can I help?”


  “Don’t commit until you’ve heard the ask.”


  Morgan spread her arms wide, one eyebrow raised. “And the ask is?”


  “The Tarazi—the revolutionaries—intend to take over a transmission station on the Inarska II space station, so they can broadcast to the world their evidence of the crimes the government and the Errigime—a corporatist shadow government—have committed against a segment of the population known as desbida. But as soon as they start broadcasting, they expect the military—well, they expect the military to do a lot of things, but one thing in particular they expect them to do is send a squad of electronic-warfare craft to jam the signal. If they do, the mission fails, and they won’t get another chance.


  “This mission is everything to the Tarazi. It’s what they’ve been working toward for years. It’s make or break, all or nothing, et cetera, et cetera. So I thought you might be willing to quietly send a specialty craft or two over here to jam the government’s jamming.”


  Morgan studied her, and she forced herself not to flinch away from the intensity of the woman’s bright amethyst Prevo eyes. “And you believe in the rightness of this cause, I’m assuming?”


  “I do. Don’t tell Miriam, but I could have come home a week ago. Instead, I chose to stay and help the Tarazi win the desbida’s freedom.”


  Something that resembled respect, or possibly amused dismay, flitted across Morgan’s expression. Her gaze darted to Galean, then back to Marlee. “I’d need the frequencies they’ll target and whatever details are available on the tech the EW craft will use for the jamming. Granted, not need as such, but it will make things easier.”


  “We can get you those details,” Galean said matter-of-factly.


  “Fantastic. In that case, a couple of Ghosts could do it with no problem, and without being detected—probably. I understand the Belascocians have some quirky quantum detection capabilities. In theory, nothing can detect a Ghost at greater than a hundred meters, but the theory hasn’t been tested against Belascocian tech.”


  Galean stepped in again. “It’s conceivable they’ll be able to detect that something is in the area, if the quantum fluctuations are strong enough. But they won’t be able to determine what.”


  “That’s better. And they’re going to know they’re being jammed either way. So long as they can’t see us, it should be kosher.” Morgan rubbed at her temple. “In the aftermath, any chance these Tarazi can claim they developed some secret jamming technology? It would be great if the Belascocian government believes it was homegrown.”


  “We have no qualms about lying on that point. Whether we are believed…hopefully it won’t matter, as those who would argue otherwise will find themselves locked behind prison walls.”


  “Ambitious revolutionaries, then.” Morgan returned her attention to Marlee, this time sternly and not in the slightest bit amused. “If we are discovered, it will kick off a war. Miriam deeply, fervently does not want this to occur. We’re all about making new allies and working together to advance to ever greater heights and all that bullshit, so we can maybe stand a snowball’s chance in Hell whenever—well, you know.”


  She did. “Which is why I started off saying you should refuse my request. I don’t want a war. And if this were to come back on you and hurt your career, I would never forgive myself.”


  “Eh, it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to start over from scratch. I’m not worried about me. I just had to give voice to the risks involved.” Morgan sighed. “We’re in, quiet as mice, we jam for a minute or two—”


  “Five or ten,” Galean interjected.


  Morgan huffed a laugh. “We jam for five or ten minutes while dancing around to evade detection, and we’re out. No one ever knows we were there. I can make it work.”


  “Are you saying you’ll do it?” Marlee asked.


  “I definitely shouldn’t. But I appreciate a good revolution, having once been an architect of one, in my own way. And it’s important to you, so…why the hell not.”


  Later, Marlee was going to spend hours noodling over the possibility that something being important to her held some sway over Morgan. But she couldn’t afford to gush now.


  So she beamed instead. “Thank you. Thank you so, so much. This means everything to me—to the Tarazi.”


  “Mm-hmm. Shoot the details of this operation to me as soon as you can. I’ll need a few hours to requisition a Ghost team and some pilots.”


  Marlee glanced over her shoulder at Galean. “Tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow.”


  “Got it—oh! Hang on one. Be right back.” Morgan opened a wormhole with a flick of the Caeles Prism on her belt, and walked through it to…Concord Special Projects? She disappeared off to the left and was gone for around twelve seconds, then returned to Belarrian soil.


  She offered a small bag to Marlee. “From Devon. He picked up in the Noesis that I was with you, because he is a sneaky, meddling S.O.B., and asked me to deliver this. Said you asked for some things in your last communication.”


  “I did. It works?”


  Morgan shrugged. “You should have a message from him rambling on about how only his genius enabled it to be crafted and talking you through how to use it.”


  “Wonderful. Thank you, again.”


  Morgan bestowed a beguiling smile on Marlee. “After this whole revolutionizing gig is over and done, and you finally consent to come home, give me a comm. We should have lunch, and you can tell me about…” Morgan’s eyes flickered to Galean “…your adventures here.”


  Marlee worked to keep her voice casual. “I look forward to it.”


  “Then I’ll let you get back to planning your mission. Galean Ozeal, good luck in your revolution. And in trying to keep up with her.”


  “Your blessings and your assistance are appreciated.”


  Morgan reopened a wormhole and, with an amused twitch of her lips, walked through it and closed it behind her.


  Galean’s eyes went to the sky. “Still no incoming. I’m inclined to believe Mattin’s device works.”


  Her whole body relaxed in relief at the news. She could talk to her people again, without having to climb out of the murky depths of Lake Lasai and drive for an hour, then elude Kaldi squads. It felt as though a significant piece of her life had been handed back to her. Caleb’s advice about not letting technology define her murmured in the recesses of her mind, but she’d worry about healthy priorities when she was warm and cozy in front of a fire in her apartment on Seneca. “This is great news.”


  “Yes. We’ve operated under significant restrictions for so long…before the Tarazi even had a name. The greater freedom this gives us comes at a most opportune time. And for you as well.”


  “True.” She climbed into the comp-craft, feeling all warm and fuzzy inside from seeing Morgan. Not that the relationship was ever going to amount to anything more than a casual friendship; she’d accepted this long ago. But it was so good to see another human again! And one she enjoyed the company of, to boot.


  Galean started the ignition, and they set off on a roundabout course for the Serba, as they still needed to be cautious.


  “Thank you for taking me out here.”


  “It was not a burden. Also not necessary, I suspect. I assume you’ve determined how to drive our vehicles.”


  “I think so. The basics, anyway. But…I don’t mind the company.”


  “Oh.” His browless forehead compressed. “Good. Neither do I. But now I am wondering. Are all Humans female?”


  “No, not at all.”


  “Forgive me. You’ve spoken of your aunt, and now I’ve met this Morgan Lekkas, and of course you. It’s a small sample size, but enough for me to ask. I know you, Marlee, but your species remains a mystery to me.”


  “And I hope one day soon this will change. But for now, you can take my word that there are many, many male humans. More or less fifty percent, in fact.”


  “Ah. At least this one thing is not so strange about your people.” His fingers touched the steering mechanism, and they arced a touch to the north. “May I ask you something else? Something personal?”


  “Um, sure.”


  “The woman—Morgan. She is your lover, yes?”


  “Why would you think that?”


  “I do not need to be able to sense Human eamonals to know when there are pheromones in the air.”


  “Oh, god.” She stared at her hands in her lap to hide the heat on her cheeks. “No. I mean, we sort of almost…but no. She’s not.”


  “Perhaps she should be.”


  “Ha! That’s not up to me.”


  “I see. In that case, my apologies.” His sentsores twitched; he was emoting so hard she swore she could almost feel his eamonal in the air, though not what sentiments it conveyed. “I confess, I did not realize you were zafikoa. Is it common in Human society?”


  The word was a rather colorful term for lesbian. “Common? I mean, most people aren’t, some people are. Also, I’m not—zafikoa, that is.”


  “And now, I confess to being confused. But I am sure there is much I don’t understand about Human sexuality.”


  “How could you?” She blew out a breath and gazed out the window. They were far off the reservation now, and she didn’t mean the drive. “I guess the term for what I am is ‘pansexual.’ I’m capable of being physically attracted to someone irrespective of their gender or, within some bounds of reasonableness, their species.”


  “Oh, my.”


  “Yeah, that’s what my mother said, too.”


  “She doesn’t approve?”


  “It’s pretty far down the list of things about my life she doesn’t approve of. I guess she’s come to be okay with it. Probably doesn’t love it, though.”


  “So, if I can ask—merely out of curiosity and because we have a long drive ahead of us to fill—what does ‘some bounds of reasonableness’ mean?”


  She studied him uncertainly…but he wasn’t teasing her, nor did he appear offended. Genuinely curious, maybe. And something else running a layer beneath it.


  “Um…humanoid, more or less. But it’s more nuanced than that. The Ourankeli, for instance, have this gelatinous, semi-transparent skin, and they’re always altering the shape of their bodies, including adding and subtracting limbs. Sometimes they look like octopi, which does nothing whatsoever for me. Then there’s the Khokteh. They qualify as ‘humanoid,’ but they have four eyes and these ridiculously long snouts with a whole bunch of teeth, and I just can’t bring myself to find them sexy. I mean, some of my close friends are Khokteh, but it’s platonic all the way. Also, they’re huge and would crush me in bed.” She laughed lightly, and he joined her.


  “But for the species that are closer to the human norm, it’s…” she sighed “…I see beauty where beauty is there to be seen. When I’m in the company of an alien I find attractive, my body and my pheromones respond the same as if I were admiring a strapping, muscular lifeguard with a great tan.”


  “A what?”


  “Never mind.”


  Galean was silent for a long moment. When he did speak, his voice was quiet. “And…do Belascocians fall within those ‘bounds of reasonableness’?”


  She stared at him, mouth agape. Words utterly failed her, but the tingling sensation spreading to indecent places did not.


  He drew in on himself, hair strands lying flat against his skull as he discovered a sudden intense interest in the dash. “That was in no way an appropriate question. Please accept my apologies.”


  Her expression must have frightened him, and she worked to soften it. “Yes, they do.”


  His head whipped back to her. “I…see.”


  She gave him a blasé smile and shrugged.


  He breathed out and appeared to relax a little. “The tail isn’t too much?”


  “The tail raises some interesting possibilities—” Oh, this was definitely more than she’d intended to share. “I only mean…no, it isn’t too much.”


  “Good to know.” With that declaration, he refocused on the road, leaving her to sit there sifting through all sorts of conflicting emotions she hadn’t expected to need to address. This was Morgan’s fault. Seeing the woman had lit up the prurient areas of her brain, as it always did. And when Morgan had departed, those areas had promptly leapt for the next attractive person in the vicinity.


  But Galean wasn’t like her, and she had no right to expect him to be. Even back home, most people weren’t attracted to other species, and she wasn’t merely of a different species—she was alien to him. He had no frame of reference for sexual attraction to someone not of his kind; how could he? He was being polite, or indulging in a bit of morbid curiosity. Nothing more.


  So she occupied herself with the horizon, counting down the seconds until they reached the Serba.


  [image: Divider]


  Full dark had fallen by the time they arrived at Lake Lasai, or what passed for it on Belarria. As Galean slowed the vehicle to prepare for the transition to watercraft, Marlee realized this might be the last time she’d get to see the night sky here.


  She reached out and touched Galean’s arm. “Hang on. Let’s take a minute before we go down.”


  “Oh?” He stopped the vehicle. “What do you have in mind?”


  She opened the door and stepped out, motioning to him. “Come on.”


  The air was warm, with no hint of wind to carry a cool breeze off the lake. She plopped down on the hard ground of the steppes near the shore and leaned back on her hands to look up at the explosively star-strewn sky. “Most planets don’t have views like this, you know.”


  “I did not know.” He settled onto the dirt beside her and tilted his head to match her perspective. “What do the heavens of other worlds look like?”


  “Fewer stars, for one thing. And they tend to be more…orderly. This is chaos.”


  “For us, it simply is, and always has been.”


  “Sure.” She eased the rest of the way down until she was stretched out on the ground and sighed contentedly. “Here’s the thing. All this—” she waved her hand in the air “—it’s nothing but your own double galaxy. The Medusa Merger, and especially the Eye, is so glutted with activity, it overwhelms the light from the billions of galaxies and trillions of stars on the other side. Everything you see, it’s all right here. But there’s so much else beyond it.”


  He gazed at her a little oddly, then lay down beside her—snugly enough beside her for her to notice. “So you can’t see your home from here?”


  “Goodness, no. It’s forty megaparsecs away, so it would be a challenge to spot under ideal conditions. And we can’t see yours from Seneca, thanks to that blazing Eye of yours.” She frowned as a realization occurred to her. “You know, it’s dangerous for you to live here.”


  “Underwater? In the Serba? We’ve taken gargantuan steps to increase its safety—”


  She punched him softly on the shoulder. “Stop pretending to be dense. I mean Belarria. The collision has rendered your galaxy enormously active. The threat of asteroid and comet impacts has to be much higher here than it is for most planets where life has arisen.”


  “What do you think Lake Lasai is?”


  “Hmm? You mean it formed in an impact crater?”


  “Indeed. And this isn’t even the largest crater on the planet. We are aware of the threat, which is why we deployed an advanced ‘close-approach’ tracking system as soon as our technology enabled us to do so.”


  “Good.” How elitist of her, to assume them backward in this respect. She shifted position to dislodge a tiny rock at her back, and her hand brushed across Galean’s. He didn’t snatch it away, instead letting his fingers gently caress her palm. She breathed in deeply, savoring the moment and his touch.


  “Still, I fear you all will need to move one day. This isn’t a proper, organized galaxy. Stellar systems and their planets are careening wildly all around out there, and sooner or later, one is going to barrel into your path and disrupt Belarria’s orbit.”


  “Yes.” His hand settled in to rest comfortably atop hers. “Astronomers tell us the Jasane System is headed directly our way. It will begin to exert detrimental effects on the planet in around eight hundred thousand years.” He shifted his head to gaze at her, a faint smile teasing his lips. “So we have some time.”


  And though their own time together was rapidly drawing to a close, they stayed there for as long as they could, gazing up at the stars of the Medusa Merger falling endlessly upon them.
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  The neighborhood had grown since the last time Galean had been home—since the day he’d tried and failed to convince his odola of the truth about the desbida and the therapeutics camps. A new cul-de-sac of homes had been added to the third street, and everywhere the plants were more lush and colorful. Life had continued on here without him and Resa…and he was glad for it. Glad he’d been able to shelter his odola from the messy consequences of the war he’d spent the last six years fighting.


  The house at the end of Lorat Street had gained a decorative fence, and a young tree sprouted tiny leaves to the left of the entrance. He stopped where the path broke off from the sidewalk and faced Resa, his tail brushing against hers. “Are you ready?”


  “I am ready, brother.” Her eamonal told him she spoke sincerely and without fear.


  He tried to share in the lightness of her spirit, but memories of the last time he’d come here tainted his thoughts. “If things become…if this doesn’t go the way we hope, we will turn around and leave, no hesitation. We will let the past remain where it lies and start our new life together.”


  “It’s merely a visit. And I can withstand whatever follows, good or ill.”


  And it was merely a visit. A tentative dipping of a toe in the waters of reconciliation. In fact, tomorrow, he was going to look at a prospective place for him, Resa and Deshka to stay in a suburb of Ausatan. The possibility of them ever returning to live in Maistel with the odola seemed a fantastical notion. But they could start with a visit. If things went well, a second one would come in time. “I know. But they don’t get to make you suffer.”


  “Nor you. And we will not speak of Vasem. They do not need to know how far their eldest had fallen. Let today be a day of joy, Galean, if they can open their hearts to it.”


  He nodded in affirmation. One day, all the ugly truths might spill forth, and he would pay whatever price was required. But for today, their aitona need grapple with only one such truth—that they had wrongly handed over their beloved child to the state to be tortured.


  “So be it. No more waiting.” Together, they strode up the pathway.


  The front door opened when they were three meters away. Their mother stood in the doorway, eyes wide and sentsores trembling. Age had softened her features, but she still stood tall and straight. “Galean? Resamane?”


  “Hello, Mother.” His voice came out unacceptably hoarse.


  “Mamma.” Resa took a step forward, ahead of him, and let her eamonal flare out into the world, radiating love and hope and, most of all, forgiveness.


  There was motion in the doorway behind their mother—then everyone was moving toward one another, as if drawn
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