
They lost the revolution. But then, they found sanctuary—and hope.

Telepathic warrior Talia Avi, genius engineer Miki Boudreaux, and augmented soldier Faigin Balfour fought the fascist Federated Colonies for ten years, following the charismatic dissenter Jon Churchill. Then Jon disappeared, Talia was thought dead, and Miki and Faigin struggled to take Jon’s place and stay alive. 

When the FC is unexpectedly upended, Talia is reunited with her dearest friends and they find sanctuary on the isolated planet Refuge. The trio of former guerillas strive to recover from lifetimes of trauma by building new lives and forging intimate connections with each other.

This omnibus edition of Finding Refuge, Accepting Refuge, and Embracing Refuge also includes a Refuge glossary and character list, plus the short story “A Day in the Life: Jefri Dantagnan.”

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.
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Talia’s dream was raucous with laughter and conversation and vivid color. Miki pulled great rainbows of flowers from a Federated helmet with a single bullet hole through its reflective face mask, and tossed them to Talia, who let them shower to the ground like rain. The flowers sang a pattersong, flapping their counterpoint beats with their petals. Talia offered a plate of freshly-baked boots to all her friends in turn. None of it seemed strange, except how tearfully glad she was to see them all.

Then they vanished, and she was alone.

When Talia opened her eyes on her last morning in her cell, the needled bulb which continually fed suppressant drugs into her veins was gone. She lurched to her feet, grabbing at the slick wall when her weakened legs failed to support her. The door slammed open and two Federated Colonies guards stepped smartly inside, their face masks distorting Talia’s reflection. A third and fourth, also armored, seized her arms and hustled her into the corridor, their gloved fingers painfully squeezing her flesh against her bones.

I’m to be executed at last, she thought vaguely. The miasma of drugs clouded her every thought, as well as the remnants of her Damarae telepathy. She’d been in this prison for a long time. She was sure any information she might once have had about Jon Churchill and his dissenter rebellion was long out of date. She hoped her death would be quick.

At the end of a forced walk long enough to make her pant for breath, a door loomed. Head drooping, she didn’t see it until she was hurled at it. It slid open and she fell through, collapsing onto the cold metal floor of another cell, easily identified by its inexorable white lights and tang of bleach and old blood. She tried to lift herself, but her wrists and elbows collapsed beneath her. Someone grasped her shoulder and helped to turn her over.

She defiantly lifted her gaze, staring with utter disbelief into the pale round face of Miki Boudreaux.

Miki’s brown eyes were huge in her pale face; her long chestnut braid felt so real against Talia’s bare arm. Escaped hairs prickled against the hairs on Talia’s forearm, a detail she did not think she could have imagined. Miki’s hands were shaking and Talia’s face felt numb. 

After a time, Miki lifted her up and carried her carefully, awkwardly, to the single bench and sat, uncharacteristically silent, with Talia held close on her lap. The movement felt real, too, not just dizziness. The room didn’t shift or change, as it might in a drug dream. Talia shook, because Miki’s whole body was trembling. After a while Talia noticed that her ribs were throbbing in distinct points where Miki gripped her and, dizzily, she forced her mouth to form words, a skill she hadn’t practiced in far too long. “Miki, you’re hurting me. Too tight.”

“Tallie?” Miki breathed.

The sound of her own name filled an abyss within her that, until that moment, she had been unaware of. Slowly she dared to lift her head. Miki’s warmth was sinking into her chilled skin. She was surrounded by a familiar scent. She had not realized she still remembered Miki’s scent, or that it could comfort her so deeply. She reached up and touched the gold rings linked through the delicate pink-tinged helix of Miki’s left ear. The metal was warm. Miki’s ear was warm, as was her rosy cheek, and the soft, soft underside of her jaw.

Gloved fingers touched Talia’s chin, not Miki’s hand, and she looked up. She was almost unsurprised to see Faigin Balfour, her sardonic face thin and drawn, dramatic wings of eyebrows pinched together. The collar of her dark shirt was fastened tightly up her throat, to hide the Federated interfaces that spanned her melanin-rich skin; her stiff black hair looked freshly cropped, close to the elegant shape of her skull. Her cheekbone was badly bruised. Faigin said, with the very faintest hint of unsteadiness, “You seem to be Talia, as I remember her. But a great deal smaller.”

“You’re thin as a ghost,” Miki explained, near her ear, her gentle voice lilting along Talia’s nerves. Her hands now clasped at the small of Talia’s back. Talia’s face was tucked up beneath her chin. So odd. Talia had always been the fighter, the protector. Talia should be the one holding Miki.

Miki and Faigin both, alive. And, as she opened her numbed psychic senses as best she could, she felt them here. Real. Truly present in the room with her. This feeling wasn’t her long-dormant telepathy, but her sense of their presence was undeniable nonetheless.

“I don’t eat much,” Talia said at last, her voice trembling as well as her muscles. She unfolded her arm and exposed the ashy patch where adhesive usually held needled tubes to her brown skin.

“Talia,” Faigin said. “Tell me something only you would know.”

Faigin’s jaw was tight and her brows contracted, in a way that meant she was suppressing strong emotion. Without having to think, Talia said, “Sunshine.”

Faigin smiled, teeth flashing like lightning. “Enough! Don’t say any more in front of Miki.”

“Fine, just ignore me, fine!” Miki complained, clutching Talia closer and choking back a sob. She kissed Talia’s temple, and pressed her forehead to Talia’s scalp.

Talia asked, “How did you come here?” This small speech exhausted her. She let her head loll on Miki’s shoulder.

Faigin sat down to Miki’s left. “Heroics,” Faigin stated, drily.

Talia rubbed her forehead, trying to ease the pounding that never seemed to stop. “You hate heroics.”

“I never said they were my choice. We were gathered up on a planet called Eris Tertius,” Faigin told her.

“Oh.” She closed her eyes, drifting. Miki was here. Miki was touching her. She could still feel Miki and Faigin here, in the room with her. They were not hallucinations. 

“Talia?” Faigin asked, her voice unusually soft. “How did you get here?”

From very far away, Talia found her voice. “I couldn’t get back up the tunnel...the ceiling had fallen...there was another tunnel...they came looking for...Jon. And found me.”

“So, you’ve been captive since we were separated. We thought you’d been killed by the explosion, or crushed when the tunnel collapsed. That you were....”

“Tried to...call....”

“It doesn’t matter,” Miki broke in, and kissed Talia’s head again. Her voice was shaky. “Let her alone, Faigin. She’s doped up.”

“True,” Talia mumbled. “Not like our visit to Stardust.”

“So you remember that, eh? Those drugs were a lot nicer than Federated interrogation drugs. And the music, and the dancers, remember those?”

Remembering was a feeling close to joy. The thudding in her temples had lessened slightly; she lifted her head. “I’ll be better without their...filthy drugs.” She gathered her breath slowly, casting her eyes about the room without real interest. She was so tired. “How did you get here? How did you find me?”

“We were brought here,” Faigin explained, “from Eris Tertius.”

She’d always loved the furred rasp of Faigin’s voice. It took a moment to make sense of her words. “Oh, yes, I remember now...but there’s more.” This she knew.

She felt rather than heard Faigin’s sigh. “It was another trap. I thought we’d found Jon for sure this time. It was a very elaborate trap as you might imagine. Commissioner Charles’ soldiers took us prisoner.”

“Oh. He’s...you didn’t manage to kill him yet.”

Miki snorted with laughter. Talia took a moment to realize why. “I’m sorry, Faigin.”

Faigin said drily, “I’m touched by your faith in us, but Charles disappeared after we lost you, and wasn’t seen again until the two of us were summoned to the Eris system. And—we’ll tell you about it later.”

Talia had lost track of the conversation. She closed her eyes.

“What we haven’t figured out is why we’re here and not dead already,” Miki said. “But you’re alive, Tallie! You’re here with me!” She tightened her grip and rocked Talia in her arms, singing softly, cheek rubbing gently against Talia’s shaven head. Talia was lulled to sleep by a pattersong about stealing from an FC supply depot.

Later, Talia struggled to wakefulness from under a heavy weight, which she realized from its familiar scent was Faigin’s battered leather jacket. She began to sit up, and someone helped her. Miki, still by her side. She smiled; the expression felt strange and stiff, as if her skin was creased paper, her facial muscles dried and desiccated like bundles of herbs.

“Welcome back from the dead,” Miki said, with a hint of her sweet smile. Her eyes were swollen and red.

“But now we’re all prisoners.” As the suppressant drugs faded, she had realized what it meant, that they were captive together. Even before her capture, Jon Churchill had been lost to them, and the larger part of his rebellion against the Federated Colonies had already lay in ruins, scattered to pockets among the colonized worlds. “Unless any of the others are here.”

“It’s just us now,” Miki said. “It’s been just us two for a little while now.”

“The others gave up.”

“We don’t know where any of them are.”

Of course Miki would say that, whether she knew or not. They were Federated prisoners, and everything they said was monitored. But Talia knew Miki’s face and all its myriad expressions, and if their friends had been dead, her face would have shown it. “There must be a reason I was brought to you.”

“True, but we don’t know why yet. We’re apparently going to be kept alive long enough that a bit of medical care is worth the FC’s while. They gave me bandages for your arm, and water and food. You ate a bit, though I bet you don’t remember. I hope you don’t. It was terrible stuff. Like someone dug old emergency rations out of a roach-infested hole in a barracks’ wall.”

Talia gathered Faigin’s jacket around her. Miki helped her to settle the warm weight. She swallowed. “I thought I was about to be executed. I’m appreciating the reprieve.”

Faigin was watching the door. Talia suspected she had not moved for hours. Faigin said, “No-one’s seen fit to inform us when we’re going to be killed. It’s vexing.”

“How long? Have I been a prisoner?” Talia asked, after a long silence.

“Thirteen months,” Faigin said, gently.

Talia was still chilled. She pulled her legs up onto the bench and wrapped her arms about her knees; her whole body felt stiff, protesting the movement. Miki stayed nearby, their shoulders pressed together. Talia asked, “Things were going badly, before you were captured, weren’t they?”

“You could say that.” Faigin turned back to the cell door. Before she could continue, the door opened.

A tall, dark-skinned Federated officer, bracketed by a pair of helmeted soldiers, entered the cell and said, “Don’t bother to stand.”

No one had made a move to do so.

“You’ve been wondering why you haven’t been executed yet. The answer is that there is an expedient use you can be put to.” He fell into a pose at once commanding and relaxed. His dark curly hair was cut immaculately, his golden-brown gaze flicking like a rotary blade across his three prisoners.

Deliberately, Miki slumped into an indolent posture, cocking her head slightly to the side. Her apparent relaxation flowed into Talia, who belatedly realized she had tensed to react to potential violence.

Their captor paused, then continued. “You,” his eyes sliced across Miki to Faigin, “top the Most Wanted List. Every one of you has incurred the death penalty in the Federated Colonies for one reason or another. But you aren’t dead, are you.” Talia noted a flicker of something—was it amusement?—in his symmetrical face as he pronounced another obvious fact.

Either he was an incredible sadist or....

“I am the only obstacle to this. Therefore I would say you owe me your lives, correct?”

He was amused! Bastard. Was this man the reason she had been held captive so long? Was she merely a thing to bargain with? Miki yawned. Talia forced herself to relax. She was not presently physically capable of strangling anyone, much less a tall and muscular soldier.

“I wouldn’t say we owed you anything,” Faigin said. “Do you expect us to be grateful?”

“Actually, no. It isn’t gratitude I want—you must have realized by now that I want something specific from you in exchange.” The response was casual and unruffled.

“I had thought that might be the whereabouts of Jon Churchill,” Faigin remarked coolly.

“He is of no interest to me. His time as a threat is past and so, frankly, is yours.”

“Ouch,” said Miki, with a theatrical widening of her eyes.

Ignoring her, he said, “I merely require your services in exchange for the only real thing I can offer you—your lives and your freedom. Talia Avi, here, may be considered additional incentive; perhaps her life will encourage you to believe in my good faith? All of your lives. I can have you killed very promptly if I choose, but for now I do not so choose.”

This was lowering. However, Talia had already been at her lowest, hadn’t she?

“I think there might be a chance that you will agree to my proposal in exchange for living. But my condition is that I shan’t tell you what I need until you’ve agreed. You needn’t worry about betrayal; but I would say that, wouldn’t I?” He turned to the door, the soldiers moving to cover his back, then turned again to face them. “My name is Olawale.” Then he was gone.

A day passed, which Talia knew because Faigin’s augments included a timer that counted off the seconds, even when she was unconscious. Talia paced across from the cell door, one hand against the wall, trying to work off the shaky weakness she still felt in her legs and the ever-present illness resident in her stomach. Her hands shook and her nerves shimmered, as the remnants of whatever drugs she’d been given for all those months broke down in her bloodstream, passing out of her body’s cells. Anger at Olawale, and at her long ordeal, was the only thing that kept her on her feet for this effort, but even that was soon expended.

The military rations they were given to eat were even worse than Miki’s description, but Talia found them marginally better than the nutrition sludge she’d been fed in her previous cell.

While she ate, Miki and Faigin argued. Faigin’s remarks sliced Miki’s softer, gentler comments to ribbons, at least on the surface. Miki was impermeable, beneath. Around and around and around; the rhythm was familiar, and oddly enough, made Talia smile. When she had exhausted her strength, she set down her bowl and waited until the others looked at her. There was only one choice to make. She said, “Would you rather be dead?”

The arguing stopped. At least for a while.

When Olawale returned, he was even taller than Talia remembered. He dominated the cell once he had entered it. The soldier escort stood guard outside instead of inside, and Olawale bore no sidearm. Therefore they couldn’t take a sidearm from him, Talia realized. Once, that would have been her role. Now, even walking was a challenge.

“Have you decided?” Olawale asked bluntly. “Death or life?”

“We agree to your terms,” Faigin said, posture stiff as she stood before him, blocking Talia’s view. They’d agreed Faigin would speak for them, as the best able to face up to a Federated officer; she’d been one herself.

Olawale remarked, “I see you’ve all realized that I’m your only hope.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Miki muttered.

Olawale paused, but didn’t reply to her. “Therefore it will do you no good whatsoever to try and overpower me. You don’t look as if that’s what you’re planning, but for the record, there it is.”

“For the moment we have a bargain,” Faigin replied, arrogant in return. “We wouldn’t stoop so low as to break our word.”

“Perfect,” Olawale said. “Thank you, Captain Balfour. I will begin by reassuring you all as to my good intentions. Relatively good. To you, at least. You see, I scarcely care what happens to you after you have done what I will ask, which is why I have no qualms about setting you free.”

“Or killing us,” Faigin said with an icy smile.

“I wouldn’t stoop so low.” Olawale inclined his head to her and continued, “Here is a small corroboration of what I say.” He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and produced a pressure bottle, which he gave to Talia. Bemused, she took it, needing both hands for a secure grip. “For the drug withdrawal. Twice daily.” He glanced at Miki. “I trust this meets with your approval.”

Talia wasn’t sure what he meant. She folded her fingers over the bottle without examining it and placed her hands in her lap. She said nothing.

“That’s all very well,” Miki said, from the bench next to Talia, “but what is it you want? Exactly?”

Olawale leaned back against the wall, staring at the ceiling, deceptively relaxed.  “After a very public appearance that will cause government upheaval, I want the three of you to vanish.”

“Oh, we’re very willing to do that,” Miki commented.

Olawale glanced at her this time, betraying a hint of annoyance at the interruption. He continued, “You will do as I ask approximately a month from now. The interval will give time for any gossip about your capture at Eris Tertius to die down. There’s too much speculation about Churchill whenever you’re seen. I’m pleased to tell you your final public appearance will put an end to that problem, because after you’ve done as I ask, I will announce that you’re dead. Talia Avi, of course, has been dead for over a year. All thanks to my own efforts.”

No-one laughed, but Miki’s eyes were merry. “And then you’ll step up, right? Rule the Federated Colonies? Just like that? Very flattering, if you think the three of us can do all that for you just by wandering off.”

Olawale smiled toothily, uncannily reminiscent of Churchill when he’d switched on his charm. “What a bright young woman you are. No, I won’t rule the Federated Colonies, but I will rule Earth and the closest major colonies, those that are interdependent. The rest can go to hell for all I care.”

Talia’s own planet, then. What was left of it after the FC’s depredations. This man didn’t care. Rage boiled inside of her. Miki clapped a hand over her thigh.

Olawale continued, “Empires die when they’re stretched too thin, and most of the colonies are more than ready to take care of themselves. Those that aren’t, are dying.”

“Because the FC killed them,” Talia said. Miki’s fingers tightened. Talia bit the inside of her cheek to keep from saying anything else.

“I can’t do anything about that at this juncture. They can federate if they like, there’s no chance they’ll be a threat to the home world, not for centuries yet.”

He appeared quite confident that all would happen according to his plan. Talia wanted to kill him. She could picture several ways to accomplish her goal, but Miki’s hand kept her still.

“You truly think you can carry this off? That the military forces will follow you?” Faigin asked.

“Oh yes,” Olawale reassured her. “I’m their High Commander, of course they will follow me if they know what’s good for them. If they don’t—there are a few unsavory officers and administrators out there—they will die. End of story.”

The High Commander. Of course, how stupid they’d been. No-one else would have the power to speak to them without being detected by his superiors. That would explain how he had managed to remove her from her forgotten cell.

Olawale continued, “I’ve been working toward this for a long, long time.”

A military coup. Far from the solution they had hoped for. Far too late for Damar and so many planets like it. But if this coup brought down the premier and his ministers...their rule had been so terrible, and their expansionist goals had harmed and killed so many.

And Talia was full of rage, but she was also so, so tired.

Faigin spoke up suddenly. “Then it was you who arranged the trap at Eris Tertius, to capture us?”

High Commander Olawale turned his head and stared appraisingly into Faigin’s hawk-like gaze. “Actually, it wasn’t. Your capture was purely serendipitous for me. I’ve had to move more quickly than I’d anticipated, but let’s say I am prepared for all eventualities.”

Something sparked behind Faigin’s eyes, and Talia recognized devilish, ironic pleasure. “You removed us from the custody of Commissioner Charles. Eris Tertius was his plan.”

“As a matter of fact I did. I’ve had my eye on him for quite some time; he has pursued far too many questionable activities for my taste, most of them to his own profit. Now that he’s resurfaced, I plan to make sure that he is not a threat to me....” Olawale trailed off, noticing, as Talia did, the feral grin which suddenly lighted Faigin’s face. “You hold a grudge well, I see. I shall remember that in my dealings with you. Though I remind you that I hold the power here. If you wish me to turn Charles over to you, I am afraid I must disappoint you. His fate must be in my hands.”

“Commissioner Charles has been our enemy for many years,” Faigin stated, and then grinned more widely, white teeth brilliant in her dark face. “But your elimination of our mutual enemy is merely...serendipitous...for us, and should not be considered part of our deal with you.”

Olawale inclined his head, in a parody of graciousness.

Faigin continued, “We shall require a few more minor concessions, however. Pardons, for instance, and anonymity of our records in the Federated Colonies, even though we will not return. Funds and a ship will of course be part of the deal. But we can discuss all of that after we discuss this public appearance you spoke of, and the precautions that will need to be in place before and after the event. And for the interim month you spoke of, keeping us here in a cell would no doubt leave your plan open to discovery, so perhaps a safe location? A safe and comfortable location. But first, medical care for Talia Avi.”
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Olawale sent them to live in hiding, awaiting the final stage of their public lives in the Federated Colonies. Talia didn’t mind, because they would be living in hiding above ground, in a concrete apartment building for government workers who assiduously ignored each other. The unit they were assigned had three cubbies for sleeping, a windowed seating area featuring one-way glass, a shared shower and sanitary room, and a miniature kitchen. It was larger and had more privacy than some of the ships they’d spent months inhabiting, in the days of regular missions to the outer worlds of the FC. Meals were delivered to the building; they were not encouraged to go out and risk being identified.

Miki, with Faigin’s help, disabled the interior surveillance, both normal and high-level hardware; Olawale would have expected them to do this, of course, and no doubt would try to put other measures in place. Talia did not think he would have much success against Miki’s skills and competitive nature. None of them felt bound to obey Olawale’s wishes in this matter, having not specifically agreed to constant monitoring. Besides, what if the wrong person saw the feeds? Olawale might trust his people to keep his secrets, but they did not. Talia had no intention of being surveilled.

The first night there, Talia joined Miki in her room; its floor barely had room for the bed and their feet. She took Miki’s face between her hands and kissed her. “I missed you,” she said against Miki’s temple, a plain statement of fact. Baseline humans had no telepathic communion like her people, the Damarae; Talia had learned long ago that baselines needed words as well as, sometimes, physical touch.

Miki hugged her close, pressing their cheeks together. “Every time I wake up, I have to remind myself you’re alive, and you’re really here.” Miki paused to kiss her back, fiercely but briefly. “All that time, when I thought you were dead...all I could think of was how badly I’d messed up. I mean, the one time I got you into my bed we were sad and drunk and Jon had left us and it looked like everything we’d tried to build was disintegrating. And instead of telling you how much I cared about you, I just...didn’t say anything at all.”

“You spoke with your body,” Talia said, and then smiled. “Quite memorably.” She settled her hands on Miki’s hips. “We need new memories.”

Miki cupped her hands around Talia’s face and said, her expression worried, “I’m not saying no at all, but you’ve been in prison for thirteen months. I’ve never seen you this tired and shaky.”

“I don’t care,” Talia said. “If we’re going to die trying to be free, I don’t want to die without us being together one more time.”

Miki continued to study her face. “You don’t really want sex right now, do you.”

Talia’s cheeks felt hot. She was still suffering the effects of the suppressant drugs, and her body was not reacting in the way she would normally expect. “My mind wants it. And I want you to want sex. Then you can encourage me. Perhaps I’ll develop an interest, then.”

Miki snickered at her tart tone. “If you’re expecting one of those shows like we got on Stardust, I’m not that bendy.”

“No one is that flexible without stretching for hours every day. I’ll let you skip that part. Say yes.”

“Yes.” Miki slid her hands down Talia’s sides. “Just let me know if you change your mind. About any of it.”

Talia grinned, victorious. “Take off your clothes.”

“You first.” Miki’s expression grew solemn again. “I need to see all of you, if that’s all right. And I want you to tell me if anything is too much.”

Talia considered this. “All right. You’ve seen worse.”

“You’re really making me hot with the dirty talk,” Miki said, with a mischievous grin. 

Talia shoved her gently towards the narrow bed. “We’ll see who falls asleep first.”

Miki did not speak further of Talia’s physical condition, but her hands seemed excessively gentle as they traced Talia’s prominent ribs and spine; she kissed the protuberant bones of her wrists with lingering attention. Talia shuddered from the friction of calloused hands against her bare skin, and felt close to weeping. Miki’s caresses were far too tender for Talia’s equilibrium.

It was easy enough for Talia to take charge and change the tone, relearning the soft curves of Miki’s breasts with wandering hands and nipping at her throat. Miki felt strung tight, even as her breath escaped in little unguarded puffs when Talia nibbled and sucked at her impossibly soft earlobes. Talia swept one hand down her torso, making it clear that she intended more intimate touches. “Yes,” Miki murmured, stroking Talia’s forearm. “Please.”

Talia’s body did not develop much interest in the proceedings, but her mind was in the game, and that was enough. She took deep satisfaction in the hot flush she coaxed into Miki’s cheeks, and Miki’s swift loss of control. Talia grinned in triumph as she brought Miki to climax, and laughed when Miki cursed feebly at her and dragged her down for another kiss.

In the end, she wasn’t sure who fell asleep first, but it didn’t matter; she had reclaimed at least one part of her life back from the FC.

After that, they sometimes slept in the same bed, sometimes not, depending on if Talia needed to be undisturbed. They spent four more weeks in hiding. Talia began to shake off more of the lingering effects of too many suppressant drugs, and began stretching every day to exercise her weakened muscles. Miki liberated funds for them by exploiting FC banking systems, and took care of some automated shopping. Faigin exposed her interfaces when she went out, to appear as an ordinary FC military officer, and explored the nearby areas, making sure they had options to run, if needed.

After Talia confessed she worried about self-defense, Miki gave her a knife. Miki was not fond of knives in general, but she risked procuring a small one, a good military blade that could be easily concealed, and laid it beside Talia’s plate one morning. Talia took it, thanked her, and made it disappear. They did not speak of it again.

Using the funds Miki had obtained, they all took the opportunity to choose hard-wearing clothing, and purchase all the sundries they could think of, having no idea when such an opportunity would arise again. Scissors meant they could cut each other’s hair.

Miki left hers long, though Talia trimmed the ends. Miki cut Faigin’s hair with swift competence. Talia decided to keep her own hair cropped short. Her stubble was growing in tight, springy curls. She had never had any particular attachment to her old shoulder-length ringlets, convenient because they rarely required cutting. Miki informed her she looked beautiful with minimal hair, “all eyes and cheekbones.” Faigin, who had worn a military brush cut since Talia had known her, merely grunted her approval of the style when asked; she was likely indifferent to Talia’s choices in this matter. Talia liked the evidence of her freedom, and liked to stroke the softness covering her skull. It was good to have something she liked and could feel good about.

Miki brought up things they liked, one evening over a game of cards. None of them had a taste for Federated broadcasts, and they needed something to pass the time. “You like cabbage, don’t you? The purple kind?”

Talia said, “I do. It’s especially delicious with dates and salty cheese, and lemon juice. My fathers Troas and Prokhor, and Prokhor’s abikaas, my mother Vesna, taught me to make all sorts of different things with cabbage and its relatives.”

“Yes! I remember you made the dates and cabbage dish for us once, and Jon wasn’t sure what to make of it, but Luka ate seconds. And thirds. It reminded him of home, he said.” Miki paused. “Luka’s alive out there, so far as I know. And Xavi, and Eszter.”

“I thought so,” Talia said. She didn’t truly have the sort of psychic powers spoken of in Damarae legend, but she did have feelings about important things, sometimes feelings strong enough that she accepted them as certainties. Miki generally accepted these pronouncements at face value, though Talia knew Faigin usually doubted, because Faigin doubted everything.

Faigin discarded and drew a new card from the top of the deck. “I liked the salty fried things, the fritters. You only made them once.”

Talia made a face. “It wasn’t very convenient, or safe, to fry food on a spaceship. I expected more complaints about the atmospheric filtering after that.”

“If a system can handle liquid spills in zero gee, it can handle a little vegetable oil content,” Miki said. “I liked all the different spices you used.”

Talia smiled at her. “You liked stealing them for me as much as eating them.”

“I had to keep my hand in!”

Faigin commented, “It’s true your misbegotten youth benefitted us on more than one occasion.”

“Every other mission, more like,” Miki said. “That was a good day, the fritter day. We need more like that.” She tapped her cards against the table. “Are you going to play, Faigin, or just scowl at your cards?”

Faigin scowled. “Fold.”

Miki beamed and laid down her cards. “I win.”

Talia sighed in fond acceptance. “Did you cheat?”

“Of course I did! What do you take me for?” Miki scooped up the cards Faigin tossed onto the table and added them to the deck, collecting the cards together and shuffling them extravagantly between her hands. “Another round?”

“I’m going to bed,” Faigin announced. “Talia, don’t let Miki stay up all night.”

This was easier said than done. As they showered and changed for bed, Miki went through a list of the food items that might help Talia to recover strength, which she would gladly obtain if asked. By “obtain” she meant she would steal them, Talia knew, both to evade surveillance on this apartment and their activities, and because it pleased her to pilfer from the FC elite. To be truthful, it pleased Talia, too.

Talia had not had much appetite so far, though she dutifully ate as much as she could tolerate. She consoled Miki by requesting mint and ginger for tisanes. These things would of course also be stolen, both because they were luxury items and because Miki had her pride, but Talia knew they’d be obtained discreetly, through delivery to a false address nearby. Satisfied, Miki went to sleep.

Restless, Talia retreated to the third bed, where she sat cross-legged and tried to smooth out her thoughts enough to sleep. Speaking of food had loosed a rush of memories. In her mind, she returned to her youth on Damar and went through the steps of nurturing the plants that would be consumed by her family group, abikaasi and children and aunts and uncles and cousins, bound closer than baseline humans by their mutual telepathy. After the FC invaded, she remembered creating meals for her fellow Damarae guerrillas in their hidden mountain camps, sometimes from little more than scavenged plants and hoarded salt, her knowledge of edible, human-engineered plant life more valuable than her skills with a weapon.

Then the Federateds had penetrated even to the mountains. She’d been ripped loose from the telepathic communion she’d relied on for her entire life.

She wasn’t going to think of that now. She’d ended up with Jon Churchill’s dissenters, and if not for that, she would not be here at this moment.

She remembered the occasion Miki called “the fritter day.” She’d made an assortment of fritters using every vegetable and bean they’d been able to obtain. After cooking, she’d crowded with the others onto benches jammed against the ship’s bulkheads, eating their meal in community: Jon’s voluble thanks which he gave for even the most meagre of meals, Faigin’s inward gaze as she savored and analyzed each bite, Miki’s sly grin at Talia as she snuck morsels from an abstracted Faigin’s plate. Luka’s immense appetite was combined with rigid politeness about asking for more. Xavi’s easy and impeccable table manners were paired with tales of foods eaten across many Federated systems. Eszter’s love of sweets and mischievous teasing were only shown at their shared table.

Miki especially had loved to sit nearby while Talia cooked, talking of everything and nothing, her nimble hands busy building or modifying the various small devices that opened doors and tracked down weapons and tampered with communications. Sometimes, she would practice card tricks. She’d tried to teach Talia, who was hopeless at anything more complex than a basic shuffle...though the memorization techniques were a challenge she’d enjoyed.

Talia did her stretches and practiced her breathing, then began trying to recall each hand of that evening’s game. When that failed to make her sleepy, she resorted to songs, catchy rhyming pattersongs popular in the FC Habitats where Miki had grown up, songs created to be sung quietly, with hands and bodies as the primary percussion. Thanks to Miki’s patient collecting and sharing this music, over the ten years they’d known each other, Talia could mentally reproduce...she wasn’t sure how many poems and laments and protests. Because of those songs, her accent in Federated Standard held hints of Miki’s. 

In her FC cell, she’d been kept drugged and sleep-deprived, playing havoc with her memory. It was time to see what would come back to her. ‘A Snake in the Walls’ would do for a start.

The following morning, Faigin lifted a hand as they resolutely crunched down soy paste on crackers. Talia looked at her inquiringly. Faigin said, “Were you humming, ‘Wake Up’?”

Talia hadn’t realized. “Debout! Debout! Debout!” she chanted, softly; scraps of ‘Wake Up’ were in French, a language she didn’t speak but Miki did. Debout meant wake up. “Debout, Faigin!”

“If I had some real coffee I would wake up,” she said, drily. “I haven’t heard that song since before Jon left us.”

“I was thinking on pattersongs last night,” Talia said. “They were the only good thing I ever heard that came out of the Habitats.”

“The military had their own songs,” Faigin said, unexpectedly. “Almost all of them too dangerous to sing, or even write down.”

“And on Damar...on Damar, we sang together. Songs from Earth, sometimes. But also new songs, that didn’t make any sense unless you were in the communion while you sang them.” Talia set down her salty cracker. “All gone now.”

“We remember,” Faigin said. “Now. Without more information on the specifics of Olawale’s plan, we can’t plan very far into the future, but do you agree that keeping fit is a priority?”

Looking forward to making herself useful again, Talia took on the duty of imparting this priority to Miki. Miki, as in days of old, complained at length each time Talia chivvied her into stretches and bodyweight exercises, but could spend hours walking around their quarters with a tablet, using her special talents with communications to keep abreast of news, Federated and otherwise, official and secret.

Faigin had always been Talia’s partner in exercise and sparring. Faigin’s FC training and augments were particularly useful when turned against her former FC associates, and she had shown Talia the best ways to work against those techniques and augments. She had been Talia’s first non-Damarae friend, the first of the dissenters she had come to trust. They had worked together as what Miki called “muscle” on more missions than Talia could count, and working together again felt as if a missing piece of herself had slotted back into place. She had missed Faigin’s grim sense of humor and swift verbal ripostes. Even more, she appreciated her emotional reticence, which she found restful, living among those whose emotions could not be shared directly, and had to be shown or spoken of. Baseline humans could be exhausting when they were demonstrative.

On what they’d been warned might be one of their last days in hiding, Talia and Faigin risked venturing out to a nearby terraforming preserve, virtually uninhabited during their neighbors’ workdays, for exploratory sparring. Faigin appeared as an off-duty FC officer; Talia’s current appearance would not be identifiable to casual observers, and she carried one of Miki’s small devices to subtly interfere with public surveillance.

Talia’s physical state had not improved as much as she’d hoped.

“Ooph,” grunted Talia as she impacted with the grassy ground. She inhaled a green scent of crushed flora. The muskiness of terraformed dirt pressed to her cheek. The orange-tinged sun beamed down upon her skin and she imagined she could feel it sinking inside her, mingling with her blood and traveling throughout her body in tiny sparks of life-giving energy, as if she was a plant. 

A few moments later, she uncurled from around her stomach and propped herself shakily on one forearm. To the figure looming above her she coughed out, “Once more?”

“No,” Faigin said. She didn’t reach down a hand. Instead, she sat beside Talia on the grass. “I’ve seen enough.”

The sun was glorious, but Talia still felt like a half-dead fish on a riverbank. “I won’t be left behind,” she said.

Faigin said, “Shall I break your arm with one hand to convince you? I’ve won five falls out of five, and I think I’ve blacked your eye.”

Reluctantly Talia admitted, “My ribs hurt, too.”

“Badly?” Faigin asked, deadpan, apparently feeling no guilt whatsoever. Talia had asked for this.

Deciding to forgo trying to sit up, Talia lay down gingerly, staring up at the pinkish sky. “I can still shoot.”

“We are not planning to shoot anyone. Besides that, how long do you imagine you could hold up an assault rifle right now? Three milliseconds? I rather thought this would be a pointless exercise.”

“Not so pointless,” Talia retorted. “I had to find out what I could do against a ruthless attacker.” She did not say that she could trust Faigin to be that attacker. It was understood between them.

“Now you’ve found out. I can do this alone, Talia. I’ve been looking after Miki for over a year now.”

“I know she’s capable, with a weapon. I just...don’t like to think of her being shot at. It should be us guarding her. Both of us.”

“It should be. But for now, it can’t be. Aside from your physical condition, you’re supposed to be dead. One surveillance snippet could be enough to identify you. There will be a great deal more observation in the areas we’ll be...visiting.”

“I know. I know that. I just hate being so useless.”

The corner of Faigin’s mouth lifted. “I plan to keep you alive until that changes. Let me do that, all right? Miki will murder me if I let anything happen to you.”

Talia sighed. “And you would be a fool and let her do it.” She blinked gently at the scudding clouds. Exhaustion was rather pleasant when you’d earned it. She hadn’t had any true exertion in so long, it was like a drug. She let gravity hold her down, safe next to the living earth. She inhaled the scent of the crushed ground cover, relishing each breath.

Faigin didn’t say anything for a long while.

With effort, Talia turned her head and held out her hand to her companion. Instead of taking it to help her up, Faigin touched her face, carefully probing the flesh around her eye. She gasped sharply and sat up a bit.

“I was wrong, it’s closer to your ear.”

“You never did have any aim with that elbow,” Talia commented. “You were too busy showing off. Have I not told you that looks don’t matter in a fight?”

Abruptly Faigin said, “Churchill’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” Talia breathed.

As if she hadn’t heard the answer Faigin continued, “You didn’t ask after him at all. You didn’t ask if we’d had any luck in finding him. So I knew that he must be dead.”

Swallowing hard, Talia repeated, “Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“You never believed me before.”

“You just...know.”

Talia nodded. It made no sense that she should know. Damarae had no psychic abilities with anyone who was not Damarae. They had none of the fantastical abilities in stories, like seeing the future or the past. And yet...and yet.

“I believe you.”

Taken by surprise, Talia couldn’t think of anything to say.

Some sort of lizard began shrieking in a thicket. Faigin shifted position, once, twice. Talia blinked up into sunny glare.

“It’s time we were getting back to the safe house,” Faigin said at last.

Later that evening, they gathered in the sitting room and waited for word from High Commander Olawale; they would find out how their appearance would happen, and how their escape would be supported.

Faigin sat in a hard chair, hunched over the comm unit, making small unnecessary adjustments. It was a Federated unit, one that would produce printed flimsies, easy to later destroy and disavow. She had not mentioned Jon, or his fate, again.

Miki curled next to Talia on the uncomfortable couch, fidgeting with a probe and some sort of palm-sized gadget; whether the gadget was defensive, offensive, or a toy was unclear, and asking her to explain would result in far more clarification than Talia could comprehend. Normally, she loved listening to Miki. But at the moment, Talia did not feel like conversation.

When Miki had seen Talia’s bruised face that afternoon, she’d looked as if she was about to cry. Oddly, Talia had for a moment wanted to cry as well, wanted to take Miki reassuringly in her arms. Miki had known what Talia and Faigin had been about all morning. She ought to have been used to seeing both of them with superficial injuries from sparring. But things were different now. Talia had been dead to Miki, and was now alive; that wound was still tender. Talia had been dead to herself. Was it possible to come back from that? What would it look like if she did?

Talia turned her anxiety towards anger and said, “I hate waiting. If we’re going to die we should get on with it.”

“You won’t be getting on with anything except waiting for us in the escape ship,” Faigin said, wearily.

“We’re depending on you, Tallie,” Miki said, large brown eyes earnest. “If anyone tries to take our ship before we can get back to it, we need you to face them down. You know I wouldn’t be able to manage that, not in a million years.”

“Perhaps in a million, if you worked at it,” Talia said. “Or even nine hundred thousand, six hundred and ninety five years.”

Miki ignored this affront. “You’re good at that sort of thing, I’m not. And since nobody will see you or hear you, they won’t be able to identify you.”

“No heroics,” Faigin said. “We can no longer afford them. If you’re threatened, shoot them. Don’t leave the pilot’s couch, don’t go outside the ship’s protection and leave DNA lying around.” She looked up from her work, and directly over at Talia. “Our lives depend on you being where you are supposed to be. I recall you were always insistent about the importance of serving as backup. Leave this to me.”

Talia sighed, admitting defeat. “I am not happy about being...injured.”

“None of us are happy about it,” Miki said. “But once we get through this, we’ll have all the time in the world for you to get better. We’ll be safe. Safe! Can you imagine it?”

“No,” Faigin said.

Miki continued, “Unlike some, I am choosing to have some hope.”

“Hope for the Federated Colonies? We have no guarantee High Commander Olawale will be any better than the dictators he’s replacing. We failed spectacularly at changing anything, despite ten years of sweat and blood; why should this be any different.” Faigin spoke flatly, despite her fiery words, as if she had no strength left for passion.

“We said the government was wrong. We made people listen. We gave people hope,” Miki insisted. “If what we did wasn’t worth anything, why would it matter if our images are caught in a recording and broadcast throughout the colonies? Nobody would care. We’d be dead already.”

Faigin noted, “Olawale can twist that recoding any way he chooses. We might be making things worse.”

“We can’t control what he does. And if we don’t do this for him, he can just kill us. And what’s the point of that?”

Faigin scowled. “I refuse to allow you or Talia to be killed.”

“That’s the spirit. If we’re dead, nothing changes for anyone. Tallie, you agree with me, don’t you? Sometimes, you have to retreat and start again.”

Talia sighed again. “I don’t suppose we have any other choice.” She did not want to die, especially not after she’d been reunited with her friends. She also did not know where she would find the will to start again. She was so tired of fighting.

“Hush,” Faigin said. The comm unit blinked green. “It’s time.” Their instructions began to download.

“Ten million credits says we attack the premier’s residence,” Miki said, without looking up from her gadget.

“You’re too late to make that bet,” Faigin said, reading. “Also, wouldn’t ten million credits going missing be a bit too noticeable?”

“I could take care of that easily enough. Easier than what I already got for us. There’re far too many credits left unattended on this planet.”

Faigin rolled her eyes and began reading Olawale’s instructions aloud. 

“I win ten million credits,” Miki interrupted, after a moment. “I wonder if our false assassination attempt will be cover for a real one?”

“Do you care?” Faigin asked.

“No,” Miki said, her face momentarily dark. “After what that man has done...no.”

Talia scooped up a tablet and began to make notes of what they would need. Even if she wasn’t to appear in public, she refused to be completely useless.

The following morning, Talia found Miki at work, one hand toying with her earrings; it appeared as if she had been up all night. Faigin was nowhere in sight, and presumably had decided at least one of them needed to be rested. Talia had not had much choice in the matter of rest; try as she would, she had nodded off over her tablet, and only roused when Miki had drawn a blanket over her shoulders, having somehow gotten her to her room and into her bed. Talia was not sure if she had imagined a feather-light brush of Miki’s hand over her cropped hair, near the bruise.

Miki was very tactile, more so than any other baseline human Talia had ever met. It had confused her at first, because her touch had no accompanying telepathic contact; knowing there would be none did not prevent her mind and body from somehow expecting a mental exchange. Eventually, she’d gotten used to the lack, and had even learned to make such physical gestures herself, when events called for them.

In captivity, she’d forgotten that touch could be a comfort. The reminder was good. She was no longer so alone. It would have to be enough.

“There’s enough for two,” Miki said, gesturing at a pot with her chin. She had a tablet in front of her, and was editing a schematic, possibly for a communications disruptor. That was among the items they’d discussed the previous evening.

Talia found a clean cup and poured herself tea. It was still hot, but had steeped too long; tannins scraped her tongue clean. Her bruised face ached as she drank. She searched the cabinets for the FC equivalent of milk, a powdered substance that did not spoil but did not taste of anything in particular. She had not had milk from an animal source since...she wasn’t sure. Since long before her capture. FC people, so far as she had seen, did not keep goats or cows as the Damarae had. Or bees. Their protein grew in vats, their sweetening agents originated in chemical factories.

The tea was at least bracing. “Did you sleep at all?”

“Of course. Two hours.” Miki took a deep swallow of her tea, set down the cup, and smiled at Talia. “Good morning.” Sunlight poured through the windows, limning Miki’s pale face and brightening the irises of her brown eyes with golden undertones. She was not beautiful in the symmetrical, overly smooth way of the genetically enhanced FC elites, but to Talia’s eyes, her sweet round face and dimpled cheeks were infinitely dear.

Painfully dear. Her eyes stung with incipient tears. She turned away quickly and went back to the cabinet to rummage for dehydrated porridge. “You should sleep more,” she said.

Miki didn’t sound as if she noticed anything wrong with Talia’s behavior as she answered, “Plenty of time for that when we’re free. The work was going well. I didn’t want to interrupt myself. You slept well?”

“Yes. The exercise helped.”

“I’d forgotten,” Miki said, abruptly.

“To exercise?” Talia reached for a bowl, poured in flakes of something that might once have been barley, or oats, or hopefully some type of grain.

“I’d forgotten how you and Faigin used to spar every day.” Her tone was relentlessly neutral. Talia had taught Miki how best to deal with a larger opponent, but Miki’s value to the group had never been related to physical violence. Without fear spurring her on, she found it difficult to deliberately inflict harm, especially on her friends. Her true talents were evasion and escape, at which she was nimble and quick.

“I missed sparring,” Talia said. She poured water atop the porridge. “I know you think it was too much, too soon.”

“It’s not my choice to make,” Miki said, firmly. “It just...hurts, to see you hurt.”

“I’m fine. It’s no worse than....” Talia wasn’t sure how to end her sentence. She slid her bowl into the zapper to heat.

“I know it’s important to you. Protecting us.”

Miki was concerned about her injuries, as anyone would be. They were family. Talia had been so long alone, the concern felt overwhelming, perhaps because she needed it so badly.

It was unfair to expect more. Miki was not of the Damarae; she could not provide the deeper connection Talia needed right now. Feeling that lack was her own business, and she would deal with it in her own time.

It wasn’t Miki’s fault that Talia needed the Damarae communion. Talia could not judge her for it.

#
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AND THEN THE DAY ARRIVED, and there was no more time for impossible longings.

According to the journalist feeds Talia was monitoring from the scout ship, two prominent survivors of Jon Churchill’s dissenter guerrillas were spotted near the premier’s residence, armed with long-distance rifles, wearing the garb they’d worn on so many raids: animal leather from the colonies, peaked caps, boots and gloves. Olawale’s picked squad pursued. Then three more units, not Olawale’s, joined the chase. Government journalist crews pursued the soldiers; drone cameras spun down side streets, catching sight of Faigin Balfour and Miki Boudreaux as they seized cached hoverbikes and raced to the spaceport.

Talia watched the visual feeds from the scouter’s flight deck, breathing slowly and deeply, a projectile rifle across her lap. She carried knives at her hips and in her boots. The knife Miki had given her was sheathed at the small of her back. Better to be prepared than not.

Miki flung something into the air; it spun and shot higher, out of rifle range. The drone feeds blinked out, the Federated soldier feeds taking their place on Talia’s console. The journalists would not be able to record the details of their escape, and Miki had already ensured the port’s records would be destroyed as well. But soldiers still pursued, not knowing of Olawale’s plan. It was good in that verisimilitude could only help their escape, bad in that their reactions could be fatal to Miki and Faigin.

Talia took her rifle and a tripod, and supported herself with one hand on the bulkhead as she headed for the open hatch. She would sit with her rifle and be ready to eliminate threats to her friends. She could not let them die now.

She did not have long to wait. She saw the hoverbikes in the distance, rapidly closing on this outer ring of docked ships. She saw mobile units of soldiers, some in hovers, some on wheels, spreading out behind them. Olawale’s squad was indistinguishable from the rest; Talia would leave them to their fate.

Faigin skidded her hoverbike into the locking ring barrier and flung herself under it; Miki slid her entire bike beneath the ring and dismounted under its cover. Both ran, leaving the bikes and rifles behind. Talia took a deep breath and let it out. She laid a finger gently on the firing mechanism and focused on the pursuers rather than her friends.

That one, sniper interfacing flaring on his skin from his eye to his hand; Talia shot him without a qualm. A second, lifting his rifle, lowered it and dove for cover. Five abandoned their hover and dove beneath the ring, closing in, pistols drawn. Talia fired. Fired. Fired. Another squad appeared, firing faster than she could answer.

Faigin dove through the hatch, reeking of smoke, and passed Talia without stopping. Miki was slower, and a tall soldier appeared on her heels, so close Talia could see the conqueror badges studding his chest.

Talia fired. Miki tumbled through the hatch. Talia struggled to her feet, activating the hatch closure with her forearm. 

The deck rumbled. Faigin had initiated the tether mechanism that would hurl them through the atmosphere into space. The portmaster would find that command protected by a backdoor command, impossible to override.

Talia left her rifle on its tripod and, one hand against the bulkhead, slid to the deck. She stared at the blood streaming down her left calf, where a parting shot had ripped her trouser leg and scooped out a shallow eight-centimeter ditch. There was no pain yet, only stinging, so she could not understand her faintness.

“Hold on, Tallie, hold on, we need to strap in here.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “My rifle.”

“Let me fasten that.” Miki’s gloved hands brushed against Talia’s waist and chest. Her leather-covered palm pressed against Talia’s forehead, initiating an emergency cradle for her head. “Hold still now, it’s all right.” Her voice was shaking as she swiftly wrapped a bandage over Talia’s wound.

The air was trembling. Talia closed her eyes, listening to Miki’s swift movements as she shoved Talia’s rifle and tripod into a cabinet and strapped herself into place. The tether creaked and then they were pinned to their cradles by acceleration, being flung free, free.

Time passed; Talia faded in and out. The terrible weight against her chest eased; the ship’s engine thrummed inside her bones. Time passed. Free of atmosphere, artificial gravity in place, they were able to unstrap from the cradles. The few drops of blood that had escaped her leg earlier had fallen to the deck when the gravity engaged. Miki wiped them up before carrying the medical kit over to Talia.

“Let me take care of your leg,” Miki told her.

“It’s done?”

“It’s done. Here, swallow this before I clean that scrape out, it’ll keep the swelling down.”

“You and Faigin all right?”

“Not a scratch, except for you. I’ll stay back here, shall I? Go on, lean on me while you get settled. Faigin is setting up an automated course, not the same one we got from Olawale, of course. And she said she was going to bypass using her interfaces for as long as possible, just in case.”

Miki was shaking, head to toe, as she dabbed at blood, though the adrenaline rush should have faded long ago. Talia could tell she still wasn’t used to firefights, even after years of them. Talia folded her hands tightly together and asked, “We’re free?”

“We’re free.”

They were free. Pursued, but free. What were they to do with themselves now?
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Freedom was...monotonous. The recycled air smelled faintly of vinegar, the only tang to the unremitting thrumming of life support systems. Federated Colonies scouters like this one were small and efficient and completely bare of decoration, made for duty and duty alone. It was difficult to feel joy in freedom under such circumstances. Also, Talia was exhausted, limp as a used cleaning rag. They ate protein bars and drank filtered water, barely speaking. Miki helped Talia change into a clean pair of trousers, loose enough to cover the bandage on her leg. She made no comment about the knives, only handed them back for Talia to stow as she liked.

Miki eventually dozed off, her head lolling against a bulkhead, her hand on Talia’s thigh, and Talia followed. When they finally awoke, the ship was maintaining a steady speed and an unwavering course. Perhaps they would escape, after all, though half the Federated military was no doubt pursuing them.

Talia allowed Miki to fuss over her, as if she was helpless, and had not recently fired on a series of Federated soldiers without remorse. She was not sure how many she had shot. She was not sorry. If pursuit caught up to them, she would do the same. Not only to protect herself, but to save the lives of Faigin and Miki.

Would pursuers attempt to board, or simply blow them out of the sky? Talia was distracted from these thoughts by seeing Faigin, who would not have left the flight deck if there had been any chance of immediate danger. Faigin sat across from them on a fold-down seat and said, “The news has hit the nets.”

“Any statements from Olawale?” Miki asked.

“The last I heard, he ‘was taking immediate steps to prevent governmental chaos’. In other words, he and his cronies are busily seizing power at this very moment, if they haven’t completely succeeded.”

“But what about us?” Miki pressed.

“The Opposition is strongly suspected in the plot. Our ship was destroyed shortly after we escaped. There were no recognizable remains, which has not prevented pursuit: five squads of scouters were dispatched from commands other than Olawale’s. We’ll still have to escape or eliminate those.”

Slowly these statements began to sink in. This had been on the public nets. Olawale had covered himself, and was truly letting them go free...for the time being, at least.

“We could still be eliminated later,” Faigin added. “I’ve changed our course again, now that I’ve had more time to go over the ship for tracking devices.”

“Oh thanks very much,” Miki retorted. “Just when I was starting to cheer up about the FC getting a new dictator.”

Faigin snorted. “You went over the ship before Talia boarded. Twice. You can’t grudge me one pass.”

“That was a normal precaution, and you can’t complain because I found that tracker, didn’t I? And the backup tracker?” She paused. “Did you find—”

“No, nothing else,” Faigin said. “That doesn’t mean there’s nothing. There’s always the chance they’ve found a way to track my interfaces, or our citizen tagging. I have no way of knowing.”

“Well, we can’t get any of that out of us, not on our own,” Miki said. “If it makes you feel better, I reviewed everything I could in the government technical journals before we left. I didn’t see any new information about tracking people with augments. I mean, you know better than most that augmented troops don’t just walk around as they like, so it’s not a priority on the new technology front.”

A repeated pinging echoed around the cabin. Faigin bolted for the flight deck. “What’s coming in?” Miki demanded, following her. Talia sank back into her seat. The flight deck wasn’t far. She didn’t need to rise.

“It’s a retroactive pardon for Talia, and part of one for you, Miki. It’s still coming through, God knows how many times this message has been rerouted through different gates. I’ll have to piece it together manually.”

“We’re supposed to be dead,” Talia reminded them. “We don’t need to be pardoned.”

Miki grinned. “But if we should turn up alive, later, then we’re all set.”

“Possibly it’s a gesture,” Talia said. “A legal reassurance.” 

“And a sign that Olawale has enough control to send out decrees,” Faigin noted, walking back to them. She
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