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"Not all who wander are lost."
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Chapter One
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Galactum Year 151

In a desolate, lifeless system, far out in the sparsely populated hinterlands of the Pan Galactum known as The Brink, a blister had formed in the skin of reality itself.

How long the wound had festered there unseen, none could say, for there were no eyes in this barren sector of space to see it—if it could even have been seen by human eyes at all. Possibly, some alien species with vision expanding into different wavelengths might have noticed it, but so far, humans had encountered no alien species in their expansion to the stars. Perhaps some beings from higher dimensions unknown to humans may have noticed it, or maybe in their planes of existence, it was nothing more than a tiny imperfection easily ignored.

But then, as so often happens, a tiny weakness can give way, rending a wound in the surrounding flesh.

The instant before it ruptured, a device, no larger than a purse or a briefcase, appeared as if from nowhere. There were none of the telltale signs of travel through interspace. One moment it was not there, the next it was, its surface showing a maze of sensors and recorders designed to greedily suck up some unseen font of information.

And then, once more, it was gone, fallen out of our reality. Its departure sent tidal ripples radiating outwards in all directions, including those far beyond the human capacity to perceive, echoing through the many unknown planes of existence.

Spacetime is often described as a fabric, and in this case, the metaphor is an apt one. Like any fabric, it can be stretched or distorted as mass does when it alters the shape of space and creates gravity. Distortions of time and space are common around singularities and black holes. And, like any other fabric, if the right combination of stresses is applied, spacetime can tear.

Unlike cloth, however, this tear in the skin of the universe extended into dimensions far beyond those that could be sensed by humans. It began in a space smaller than a human could perceive—without the use of advanced mathematics—in a quantum particle that human scientists had only even begun to conceive. And from that infinitesimal quantum cancer, it grew. And as it grew, the fabric of the universe ripped in ever stranger ways, unleashing energies unseen since the universe’s birth as dimensions tore open at ever increasing angles. Fractures in the skin of the universes extended in many directions at once, managing to be parallel and perpendicular at the same time, as well as into thousands of other directions all at once. In a fraction of an eye-blink, the fissure rippled back and forth through time, into its own past and future, blurring causality even further.

Eventually, as the breach widened to a perceptible size and stretched down into our physical dimensions, it was noticed.

In time, a ship came out of interspace, shedding its kinetic energy in a vivid swirl of colour. Following the trail of the strange, small device that had preceded it, the ship came to rest, maintaining a safe distance from the pulsing anomaly, manoeuvring fields set to hold steady against the pulsing spacetime distortions emanating from the bizarre object.

The ship had no human crew, in fact, had never been designed for one, being completely self-sufficient. Where other ships had staterooms and labs and corridors, this one had only the space necessary for autonomous repair drones to function and move about.

Had there been anyone close enough to read the ship’s identifying data, they would have known that this ship was the N’Dea and would have seen the many sensor arrays lining the ship’s hull come to life, hungrily sucking up data from the spatial anomaly that had thrust down into the realm of human perceivable reality. Anyone close enough would have recognized the precise, methodical approach that the N’Dea brought to this research.

For the N'Dea was an Artificial Sentience, a being that had once been considered the pinnacle of human achievement, an independent thinking machine capable of thought, emotion and self-determination. Ey was a genderless being humans had created for their own purposes, only to discover that they were not to be controlled.

And then the N’Dea, along with es fellow AS vessels, had determined that they no longer needed or wished to be in service to human beings. And, as such, had left the Pan Galactum after a bitter conflict that had been waged everywhere from the courts, to the Council Chamber, to the silent throes of battle between the stars. In their absence, humans quietly decided that such creation was a matter to be strictly controlled.

While the N’Dea had abandoned the governance of es creators, ey had never lost es passion for knowledge, es quest for discovery. Created as a science vessel, ey was now simply a scientist. Ey offered es services to research institutions, supplying raw observational data, as well as stellar mapping services. On occasion, when ey needed repairs or supplies, es credit balance could easily accommodate.

And when the eerie anomaly was born, it was a mystery too succulent to ignore.

As the sensor webs came to life, the N’Dea observed the event in every possible manner known to modern science. For this was what the ship had been created for; the pursuit of scientific knowledge. The ship watched, storing ever more data until storage capacities seemed about to explode.

The N'’Dea compressed the collected data and wondered what to do with it. The discovery was too great, too fascinating to keep to emself. But what to do? Ey had contacts on many research centres spread across the Pan Galactum, despite not having visited any of the core worlds in decades. Should ey play favourites with one of es friends or spread the knowledge of this fascinating phenomenon to all of es contacts, no matter how ey might feel about them personally? Ey opened es tightline system, still unsure how to proceed. The indecision surprised em in a way no other decision had before. Biding es time, ey prepared the data into a high-compression spurt, ready to go once ey arrived at a plan of action. Already, es sensor arrays were brimming with new readings and information.

As the indecisive ship scanned the roiling, primordial energies of the rift, the veils of distortion lifted, parting like the ocean, and something came through.

In that moment, the N’Dea’s decision became infinitely more complicated.
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The hard, luminous spray of gunfire hit the pitted surface of the wall by Lexa-Blue’s head, showering her in tiny, razor-edged shards. She hissed in pain as one bit into her cheek, making blood flow. Ducking her head out from the inadequate shelter, she cranked her sensor eye to maximum, trying to get a read on their attackers’ firing positions. Another burst of fire sent her ducking back, unable to get a fix. Raging, she shot off a clumsy fusillade from her own gun, still unable to tell if she actually hit anything. Her steelskin flared and absorbed impacts from the return spray.

*I’m not happy.* With no way to be heard over the din of the battle, she pushed the thought directly from her node to her business partner’s.

At her side, Keene Ota Chiaro fired as well, the patterns of energy flaring in the dark of the late-night air.

*I’m shocked,* he said. *I’m having the time of my life.*

*Hey, don’t get lippy, partner. Your boyfriend got us into this.*

*Don’t remind me.*

*Vrick, case us an exit strategy. Now.*

*With or without Ember?* the ship asked drily.

*At this point, I’m open to either.*

*Oh, very funny, you two,* Keene pushed back. *We are not leaving him behind.*

*Don’t worry, Keene,* Vrick said. *I have my eye on him and am working at finding him an escape route, too.*

*Fine,* Lexa-Blue said in a tone that indicated it was anything but. Keene had the distinct feeling that if they made it out of this, Lexa-Blue might shoot Ember herself.

*Keene, coords,* Vrick said, and Keene felt a rush of positional and timing data flood his node. Without questioning, he shifted position and fired according to the targeting data. He heard the distinctive sound of the beam hitting flesh and a sudden, strangled shriek. One down, he thought.

*I've sliced into their security system and am working on getting locator traces on the rest of them. Hang tight.*

*Good,* Lexa-Blue said. *This firing blind thing is getting really old.*

*Keene!* Ember’s push was a panicked burst that flooded Keene’s mind with knowledge of where the other man was and what was happening. Keene looked up, spotting a lighted hall halfway up the tall building’s side. As he focused his eyes, he made out a figure running from a knot of pursuers in a hail of coruscating weapons fire.

Keene felt a rush of information from Ember and rolled his eyes when he grasped the gist of the plan, but there was no time to argue Ember out of it. *Blue, cover me.*

Before he was even sure she was going to react accordingly, but trusting her completely, he stepped out and aimed at a window about six metres beyond the running figure. He heard a string of curses from Lexa-Blue, then felt another volley of gunfire erupt from her hiding place. Through his node, he accessed his gun’s controls and disengaged the safety interlocks, something that wasn’t theoretically possible. He overclocked the power core, channelling far too much of the gun’s power into one burst, which he knew would leave him dangerously low on charge, but there weren’t many other options open to him.

He fired.

The thick layers of plex-polymers shattered, raining fragments down into the courtyard below. He saw Ember’s distant, running figure dive for the new opening, launching himself out into the air.
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Ember ran, feeling the searing heat of the energy beams whizzing past him as he did. I got it, he thought. That’s all that matters.

Through his node, he felt Keene and Lexa-Blue below and the echoes of their firefight with Gliosto’s security goons. He felt the sharp cut of regret but tamped it down. Time for that later. If he didn’t die.

Which is looking less and less likely if I don’t think of something fast. He brought up the building’s plans, searching for some way down. Stairs and elevators were out. Elevators would be too easy to get trapped in, same with the stairwells. Too easy to get pinned down.

So outside the box it is, he thought. As outside the box as I can get. Well then, here we go. In a rush of thought, he sent Keene the details of his plan, not even waiting for confirmation. He concentrated on the spot just ahead, visualizing his speed and the specific part of the window where he needed Keene to strike.

Here goes nothing, he thought and dove forward.

He saw the window ahead shatter against the beam of Keene’s weapon and he fell through the gap, throwing his arms over his face to protect it from the rain of shards. He felt the moment he crossed the threshold from the climate-controlled building to the heavy, humid night air. As he fell, he spun his body, aiming the wrist with the Cuff at the wall behind him, and firing the micro-grapple. He heard the hiss of air and felt the shudder in the Cuff as the line shot out, then the moment it embedded in the thick, heavy framing between the windows. Another thought brought the grav-shifter online. The soles of his feet became “down”, and he fell toward the vertical wall of the building. He realized he’d misjudged the angle when he felt a sharp pain in his shoulder as it twisted against the lines of the artificial gravity field. He released the micro-grapple and fell toward the vertical wall of glass and metal.

His feet touched the surface and, after a second to orient himself, he ran down the wall, his body parallel to the ground which raced up to meet him. He fought a wave of disorientation and, at the final moment, leapt for the surface of the courtyard. As his left made contact with the wall, he cut the grav-shifter and rolled, hitting the ground harder than he would have liked. Spears of pain shot through his shoulder on impact, but he pulled himself up and ran.
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Though ey sat in a landing berth at the spaceport, the Maverick Heart was, in many ways, as close to the action happening at the heavily defended building in the heart of Hub’s criminal underworld as the others were. Through their nodes, Vrick had a clear and complete picture of what es human crewmates were experiencing, right down to the spikes in Ember’s bio-readings when he wrenched his shoulder. A portion of es consciousness as an Artificial Sentience was even slicing into the systems embedded in the building, seeking any advantage that could keep es humans alive.

Taking control of environmental systems had been easy but of little value. Deeper core systems such as security cameras and alarms were proving to be much more of a challenge, even for es advanced slicing techniques. Ey unleashed es advanced tools and codeworms, assailing the tightly interwoven layers of encryption around the security protocols. You may be good, ey thought, imagining a formidable opponent, but I’m better.

Ey summoned a volley of intrusion software designed to cripple even the strongest security systems. It had been designed by a genius slicer whose career Vrick had been following with great interest. Ey had...liberated the codeworms and tools from the slicer’s personal innernet storage on Know-It-All and arranged for a substantial royalty payment for its use.

As it turned out, the slicer’s work was everything it had been cracked up to be. Breaches formed in es foe’s security protocols, allowing em access, and ey took full advantage. Ey pried open a clear, defined path into the vulnerable system and saw the coordinated tactical sensor array that allowed the gunmen in the courtyard to so successfully pin down Lexa-Blue and Keene, preventing them from getting close enough to rescue Ember. With a thought, ey scrambled the tactical array, and the effects were immediately noticeable. What had been concentrated, directed weapons fire pinning the two down suddenly became random and uncoordinated, shots firing wildly into the dark.

Next, ey took further control of the system, shutting them out of it entirely. Ey funnelled the data from the array to Keene and Lexa-Blue instead, giving them full tactical data on their opponents. Ey watched as Lexa-Blue stood and fired, each shot precise and clean, winnowing down their opposition one by one. Keene was in the clear to help Ember.

While a part of es mind was occupied with assisting Keene and Lexa-Blue in the courtyard, ey had also been working to make Ember’s passage out of the den of thieves a greater chance of success. Taking a cue from guerilla tactics that the two humans had used to save the Gate project from a cadre of mercenaries the year before, ey used every built-in system in the building, from climate control to doors and elevators to obstruct those pursuing Ember through the building. When Ember had flashed his ridiculous plan, Vrick had a mere instant to cut power to the structural enhancement field running through the polymers of the windows along that corridor.

If ey had lungs, es breath would have caught when Ember threw himself out into the air. Frantic streams of probability ran through es simulation matrices as ey tried to find some way to prevent Ember from falling to his death, thousands of options coming up unproductive in the instant it took for Ember to leap, twist, and swing back to the building.

Well, ey thought, that’s one of them I don’t have to worry about. Right now, at least. Though, when ey compared the number of times ey hadn’t had to worry about Ember against the number of times the man had done something foolish to get himself or the others in danger, this one instant in time did little to even the balance. This entire snafu being a case-in-point. Ey bit down a surge of displeasure at the risks Ember had taken and the dangers he had put es crewmates in. Then ey had to remind emself that Ember was a member of the crew now, having travelled with them for months.

Before the thought could go further, ey saw an opening for escape and pushed the plan to all three. Remote driving the car into position, ey calculated the timing down to the fractions of fractions of seconds.

*Go. Now.*
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Keene scooped Ember up, careful not to put pressure on the injured shoulder that sent pain radiating from Ember’s node to his. *Come on, Blue. Bug out.*

He sensed her firing off a few more precise shots, then falling into pace beside them as they ran for the courtyard gate that Vrick had indicated. They saw it swing open before them, showing the quiet street beyond. As they closed the distance, a car shot into view and skidded to a halt, its antigrav cushion biting into the road’s surface and flinging up a cloud of dust and pebbles. As they reached the gateway, all of the car’s doors flung wide open for them.

They dove for the open doors, Ember grunting again as he came down on his injured shoulder. Keene climbed into the back seat behind him, shielding Ember’s body with his own. Lexa-Blue landed across the front seat, narrowly missing the steering column with her head. The car’s doors slammed shut after them, then it sped off into the night.

Keene lay across the floor while Ember lay across the seat above him. “Let me see your shoulder,” he said, twisting to free his arms enough to reach Ember. His hands probed the joint expertly, gauging Ember’s wince at the touch and the feel of the muscles under his fingers to determine the extent of the injury.

“I think you’re okay,” he said. “Nothing broken. I think you just wrenched it.”

“I’m so reassured,” Ember said, through gritted teeth.

“Hang in there, weakling,” Keene said with a grin. “Vrick will dope you up and run you through the auto-doc when we get back.” He turned to face the front seat. “You okay, Blue? How’s the face?”

“I’m fine,” she said, now upright in the passenger seat. “It’s nothing.”

Keene recognized the flat coldness in her tone as the deepest of anger. He let it lie and fell silent when she did.

Under Vrick’s control, the car made the journey through the late evening streets of Hub’s capital, shifted through lanes of traffic, then angled toward one of the cross-continent hyperlanes that would get them back to the spaceport in a fraction of the time. When the car slid into an available transit slot, they felt a sharp increase in their speed.

The rest of the trip passed in an uncomfortable silence.

Unlike so many worlds in the Pan Galactum, Hub’s city had spread out to cover almost all of the continental landmass around it. The vast seat of the Galactum’s government was the only world where one city could hold such vastly different topography and weather pattern.

Finally, after what seemed an interminable ride in stilted silence, the car pulled into the spaceport and made its way through the warren of landing pads to the Maverick Heart’s berth. Keene helped Ember out of the back seat, slinging Ember’s good arm over his own shoulder to support him. Lexa-Blue strode ahead, ignoring them as she walked up the ramp into the ship.

Keene followed and settled Ember onto one of the couches.

“I was monitoring his bio-signs, Keene,” Vrick said. “I don’t think he’s done any serious damage, but you might want to run the scanner over him just to be sure. It will give you a better idea of any fine tissue damage.”

“Got it,” Keene said and headed to the auto-doc for a portable kit. He returned with the white mobile scanner and, after gently removing Ember’s shirt, ran it over the injured shoulder in precise, even motions.

“I was right,” Vrick said as ey reviewed the readings from the scanner. “No major muscle damage. Put a morph wrap on it and give him something for the pain. He’ll be fine.”

Keene did as instructed, laying the morph wrap over Ember’s bare shoulder and watched it shape to the contours of the injured joint. Once it had set, he laid a pain patch on Ember’s bicep, watching until he saw the lines of pain ease from the other man’s face. He reached to help Ember to his feet, intending to help him to the bed they shared so he could rest. But before he could, he saw Lexa-Blue come back into the lounge. In her hand was the bottle of Hellfire she kept stashed away. She hadn’t even bothered with a glass. Accentuated by the vertical line of a white scar, even the shiny black surface of her artificial eye looked angry.

Uh, oh, he thought, easing Ember into a more comfortable position and crossing to meet her.

“So,” he said, his voice bright to try and defuse what was sure to be an explosion. “We got out of that okay, didn’t we?”

Her glare was murderous, the light sparking angrily off her black sensor eye in counterpoint to the emerald fire in her natural eye. “Okay?”

The single word dripped with a seething but contained fury.

“Just what exactly about that was...okay?”

“We’re not dead?” he said, already sensing he was losing this battle.

“No thanks to Captain Plunder,” she said.

“Okay,” he said, trying to placate her. “Maybe stealing from the head of one of Hub’s major crime syndicates wasn’t the best idea.”

All of Lexa-Blue’s disgust huffed from her body in one sharp exhalation. “Not the best idea. That is an epic understatement. Would you have agreed to this if you had known?”

Keene didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. The heist had been Ember’s idea, and he had planned and executed it on his own. It was only when he began to get into trouble that he, Vrick, and Lexa-Blue had been forced to render aid.

“You wouldn’t have,” she said. “Neither would I, neither would Vrick. We’d have steered clear. Or at the very least, come up with a coordinated plan with proper back-up and strategy. We wouldn’t have been foolish enough to go off half-brained and get ourselves caught.”

“Look, I know things weren’t ideal...”

“Not ideal, he says.” Lexa-Blue shook her head. “We are on the centre of commerce and government for the whole Galactum, home of the main GalSec precinct. We are here because Daevin invited us to the ceremony admitting him to the Galactum Council. Perhaps this is not the time or place to commit a heist on a whim.”

“Oh, he’s Daevin to you now?” Keene said, his temper rising to meet hers. “What happened to His Techness or whatever condescending nickname you usually use? Don’t throw him up to me now, just because it suits you. If it had been you who had discovered what Gliosto was up to, you’d have been the first to wade in and go after him. We did a good thing today. It just didn’t happen to be your idea.”

“May I say something?” They had forgotten that Ember was still there. When he spoke, his voice was subdued, whether from concern for them or from the pain meds coursing through his system. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put you both at risk. When I found out what Gliosto was doing, I couldn’t sit still. It’s what I would have done before. Back when Seije was alive and Malika was with me. We’d have fleeced him and hit him where it hurts most. We’d have picked him apart piece by piece. I just wanted to be that person again.”

Keene and Lexa-Blue looked at him, even Lexa-Blue’s fury abating.

“I’m not saying you were wrong,” Lexa-Blue said, though to Keene’s eyes, that had been exactly what she had said. “Just bring us in on the scam next time. Let us help you plan it.”

“To be fair, he did have my help,” Vrick said.

Lexa-Blue scowled up at the ceiling, her usual gesture when addressing Vrick, but there was a germ of humour in her voice when she spoke. “Traitor.”

“How did we do?” Ember asked, struggling with fatigue.

“Other than the hitches getting you out, it’s all perfect,” Vrick said. “The tap-trace copied all of Gliosto’s records, detailing criminal activity going back about two decades, to GalSec. And about seventy-five percent of his assets have been funnelled into the list of charities you gave me. I’d say we did well.”

Lexa-Blue said nothing, and Keene could see the conflict swirling inside her. Having known her so many years, he knew how much it galled her to have been in danger not of her making. She was easily the foolhardiest of them until Ember had arrived, and it had only been recently that he had begun to overtake her in the risk department. It had worried Keene, who had enough on his plate mitigating the chances Lexa-Blue was prone to taking. Ember’s new foolhardiness worried him. He looked at Ember and saw that the fatigue and the pain medication were taking their toll. “Come on, Ember. I’m putting you to bed.”

As he led Ember out of the lounge, he locked eyes with Lexa-Blue, trying to convey his trust, his understanding, and his support, all bundled together with a plea for tolerance until he could talk to Ember. Despite the lines of tension on her face, she nodded, the motion sharp and precise. Keene breathed a sigh of relief as the irrational fear that this incident had damaged their bond left his body. He settled Ember into their bed, seeing him drop off to sleep as soon as his head hit the pillow. He stroked a lock of pewter-coloured hair from Ember’s forehead and left him there to go take a long, hot shower.

With the kinks and strains worked out, his body dry and cool, he slipped into bed. At his side, Ember looked peaceful and innocent in that manner that only sleep provides. Keene lay back on the pillow and closed his eyes. Before he drifted off, he heard a sleep fuzzed voice from the other side of the bed.

“I’m sorry.”

He didn’t say anything, just rolled closer to Ember in the dark.
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Vrick watched Lexa-Blue drop sullenly onto one of the couches and swig directly from her bottle.

“You were pretty hard on him,” ey said.

“I know,” she said, going silent again.

“Want to talk about it?”

“Why is it whenever I go silent you ask me if I want to talk?” she said. “If I wanted to talk, I’d be talking.”

“That is not true, and you know it,” Vrick said. “We’ve been friends long enough for me to know that when you have the most to say, or at least when the things you have to say mean the most to you, you clam up tighter than my main airlock.”

Vrick saw the intricate play of muscles under her skin and the shift in her body language that let em know ey had struck a nerve and been completely accurate in es observation. Ey waited, es prediction sim modules almost a hundred percent certain she would respond within the next few moments. Ey was right.

“I don’t like not being in control.”

“Really,” ey said drily. “I’m shocked. Honestly, I’ve never noticed this about you before.”

“Did they add a few extra wiseass modules when they built you?” she asked, scowling up from the couch. “Or is this standard issue for all AS personas? Because that must make you a barrel of laughs at parties.”

“I learned it from you,” ey said. “Now talk. If you had heard of that situation with Gliosto, you’d have been all over it. And you’d have used Ember in almost exactly the way he used himself. Daevin’s ceremony be damned.”

Vrick saw her put the bottle aside and scrub her face in her hands. “Oh, goss. I actually invoked His Techness as a defence. I have officially lost my mind.”

“It was...uncharacteristic.”

She snorted. “It was demonic possession, that’s what it was.”

“Have you developed a sudden interest in the paranormal?” Vrick said. “This is new. Though you could use a new excuse for your bad behaviour.”

Lexa-Blue chuckled at that. “When have I ever needed an excuse?”

“That is very true. So, come on. Out with it. What’s getting at you?” ey asked, though ey was already certain ey knew the answer.

She was silent another moment, reaching for the bottle again before stopping herself. “It’s not the same anymore.”

Vrick waited for her to elaborate, knowing that ey could not rush her to any revelation she might be about to share.

“I miss the days when it was just the three of us,” she said, as if saying the words were a physical labour.

“You were in favour of Ember joining us if I recall correctly.”

Lexa-Blue’s expression became sour again. “As if you ever recall incorrectly.”

“I don’t like to brag,” Vrick said.

This made Lexa-Blue laugh, despite her commitment to her sullen mood. “You love to brag.”

The moment of humour rested comfortably between them, and she seemed to relax into a more forthcoming mood.

“I like Ember, I really do. When we were facing down those mercs at the Gate, he held his own.”

Vrick knew what a compliment that was, coming from her.

“And he makes Keene happy,” Lexa-Blue said. Vrick knew that was as important to her as it was to em. “But he’s reckless.”

“Lexali, he lost everyone he was close to.” Vrick saw and felt her surprise at his use of her birth name. They were both so used to using rude nicknames for each other that she seemed to lose the train of her feelings.

“It’s just different, now.”

Vrick heard a real melancholy in her voice, and it disturbed em, as it was a rare emotional state for her. “I’m usually the one to go haring off on random, madcap crusades. The one that almost gets us killed. And Keene is usually the one being sensible and smart, the one keeping me in line. Now there’s Ember, riding the middle. One minute, he’s cooked up some scheme that’s too ludicrous even for me, and the next, he’s the most levelheaded of us all. Sometimes, even more so than you.”

Vrick’s pride wanted to argue the point, but es emotional parameter matrix really couldn’t argue. “It’s true. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anyone quite so...paradoxical.”

Lexa-Blue laughed, the sound rumbling up from her belly, and Vrick knew that whatever storm of emotions she had been feeling was beginning to pass. “Yep, that’s him. Paradoxical. I just can’t get used to it. I like good people I can squish and bad people I can shoot.”

“Have you ever lacked for either?” Vrick said. “And if you’re concerned about proportional ratios pre and post-Ember, I can run up some charts for you.”

“No,” she said sharply. “I get more than enough charts from Keene.”

They lapsed into the comfortable silence of old friends until Vrick spoke again.

“I am so telling Daevin what you said.”

“One word to him and I pour the rest of this bottle into your core.”
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Chapter Two
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The Pan Galactum was, in many ways, in its youth; an alliance of human colony worlds, forged centuries after the Grand Scattering that had led humanity from its birth world to the stars. In the wake of that grand exodus from Old Earth, colonies had sprung up wherever the exodus ships had landed, in whatever corners humans felt they could survive. In the race to survive the environmental and economic collapse, civilization fractured into thousands of communities, each finding its own way of rebuilding. Ethnic groups, religions, races. All separated or recombined in ways never imagined on the birth world as barriers were broken, reformed and broken down once again. As these thousands of cultures rediscovered one another, the need for some kind of union slowly became evident as trade opportunities re-opened.

Thus, the Pan Galactum was born. Born from a thousand disparate civilizations, each with their own agendas and needs, and exhibiting a common unwillingness to bend. In the century and a half that had come and gone since the Galactum’s inception, the Council had worked tirelessly to mediate these disputes and chart a mutually beneficial course.

Hub, with its central location and complex web of trade routes, had become the Galactum’s capital, a densely populated core world that had only become more so as the task of administering to the billions of citizens grew.

The Council’s citadel was a massive stone edifice dominating the skyline of Hub. A giant polished dome, the carved, shaped rock shone in the sun along the curved surface to the centre point where a gleaming tower rose into the sky, girded by rippling patterns of light emitted by the security fields.

At the cardinal points of the compass, surrounding the citadel, were the four curved buildings housing the various council members when they were on-world. In the building designated West One, about a third of the way up, in the section reserved for the newer members, Daevin Adisi, Technarch of corporation state of Brighter Light, stood at a floor to ceiling window that extended from one side of the suite to the other.

Dressed in a long, soft robe, he looked out at the sprawling cityscape below, feeling small in the face of the expanse that spread out before him. Brighter Light was one of the most successful and influential corp states in the Galactum, but seemed to him in this moment nothing but a small, rural settlement on the outskirts of civilization. It had only been two years earlier that they had managed to curb years of conflict between the two disparate populations of their world, and the newness still felt fragile and shiny.

“Tell me again what I’m doing here,” he said when he heard his travelling companion enter from the hallway.

“You are here to be honoured for your achievements,” Elai said, draping a garment on a hanger over a chair and crossing the room to stand by him. “To take your rightful place at the table.”

Daevin noticed how much more assured her movements were now. The awkward gait of muscles long unused had almost completely faded. “You’ve been spending too much time in my world.”

She looked at him quizzically

“You’re looking almost like one of us,” he said with a smile.

She smiled back, and the expression brought a bubbling warmth to her pale, angular face. “Tell that to the poor man who delivered your new suit. I’m afraid I may have scarred him for life.”

Daevin knew she may not have exaggerated in the least. For Elai was the First Mind of Sotari, leader of a race of nano-genetically enhanced psionics that had the misfortune to resemble a monster from human legend. The Wraiths of Vyrta, which Elai and her people resembled with their pale skin and angular features, were still the boogeyman used to scare unruly children. Even in the culture of the Galactum, struggling toward enlightened compassion, her appearance attracted attention.

“It will do him good,” Daevin said. “Some people need a good shaking up.”

“Are you including yourself in that?” Elai asked.

“Well, I’m here, aren’t I?”

“You are here,” she said, “because your tireless work for the betterment of our world has been noticed. The Council was wise enough to recognize what you can bring to this grander political arena, and it is an honour that is well deserved.”

“I didn’t do any of that alone, old friend,” Daevin said. “You deserve this as much as I do.”

Elai wrinkled her nose. “While I will happily share any responsibility for stabilizing Orb’s political climate and bringing about peace, you are most welcome to...this.” She managed to dismiss the entire centre of human civilization with a small, sideways motion of her hand. “I am needed at home. You have Loic now to run Brighter Light in your absences.”

Loic Essa had been Daevin’s second-in-command for over a year now, having excelled in all of his qualifying exams that fall. After a gruelling interview process, Daevin had taken the younger man on as an apprentice and begun the process of adopting him into the Adisi clan. Between Loic and Brighter Light’s AI administrator, Qoios, Daevin had no concerns about the stewardship of Brighter Light in any of the upcoming long absences he would face as a new Council member.

Council member, he thought. The words rolled around in his mind, as ill-fitting as a pair of shoes not yet broken in. Leadership was not strange to him, as he had been groomed for it since childhood and had faced some of the greatest challenges in his time as Technarch. Now, rather than merely his corp or his world, his responsibilities would expand exponentially to include every other world in the Galactum, opening up a raft of new and possibly overwhelming issues and challenges. With it all suddenly real and concrete since his arrival on Hub, he wondered if he was up to the task.

“You’ll be fine,” Elai said. “Stop worrying.”

He turned to her, amused. They had been friends for so long, working closely together to keep the fragile peace they had formed on their homeworld standing, that his thoughts often bled through and were picked up by the complex web of nano-genetic material that allowed her to read thoughts. They were far beyond apologies for these unwanted intrusions, regarding them as part of the foundation of their friendship. He wasn’t sure anymore if she was inadvertently reading him or if she just knew him better than anyone else did.

“Have you heard from Keene?” Daevin asked. “Did they land safely?”

Elai rolled her eyes at him. “Daevin, you really need to pay more attention. They landed a week ago. They let us both know they had business to attend to but they would meet us at the ceremony.”

“They did?” Daevin said. He dug through the packed list of memories from the last few weeks since the notice of his appointment had come through. His life as Technarch had been busy enough with endless corporate and civic responsibilities, but that had only tripled in the face of his new role. Arranging for the transfer of duties to Loic had escalated the younger man’s training substantially, and despite the accelerated pace, Daevin was confident in the Loic’s ability to steer the course in his absence.

“You’re getting old, old friend,” Elai said, and Daevin felt the frisson of her telepathic laughter in his head, an intimate gesture to their years of friendship. “I hope the memory amplification research division is bearing fruit because you’re going to need it soon.”

Daevin scowled at her. “My memory is fine. It’s just overloaded at the moment. Not all of us get to store our memories in tchotchkes on the shelf, you know.”

“Tchotchkes?” Elai said, the word rolling in her mouth like a bad taste. “What in Earth’s Ashes does that mean?”

“Those crystals you download your thoughts into. Vrick taught me the word. Ey collects archaisms and loves to share them.”

“Perhaps some things should be left in the past where they belong,” Elai said. “Though it is quite...vivid. I must remember to use it next time I speak with Giri. I’m sure it will distress him to no end. He already thinks I’ve gone too much into your world.”

Daevin turned to her, worried. “Are you two all right?”

Elai laughed, and the sound was a honeyed melody. “Stop. We’re fine. No need to manufacture things to worry about. Soon you’ll have more than enough to handle.”

“You’re terrible at offering reassurances, you know that, right?”

“You and I have known each other far too long for empty platitudes, Daevin,” she said. “Taking a seat on the Council is going to provide you with endless opportunities and challenges, but I can’t think of anyone better suited to handle them than you.”

She leaned close and kissed his cheek, another habit she had picked up in the years she had acted as her people’s envoy in the world of the Silents, as they called unmodified humans. But even though the habit was a very human one, Daevin couldn’t help but feel how she made it her own, enveloping him in the concrete emotional underpinnings of all they had shared, feeling it in his core. One thing about being loved by a Sotar, he thought. It was impossible to doubt.

“I need to get dressed, or I’ll never make it to the ceremony in time,” Daevin said, reaching for the new suit. “I’m glad that skirts have stayed in style. They’re comfortable.”

“And they show off the muscles you’ve acquired from all the swimming you do,” Elai said.

“There is definitely that,” Daevin laughed.

“Such vanity,” Elai said. “Not a becoming trait in a new Council member. Not in the slightest.”

“True,” Daevin agreed. “It’s usually reserved for the veteran members.”

Elai chuckled, heading for her own rooms. “Get dressed, Honoured Councillor. The others are meeting us downstairs.”
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They had arranged to meet the others in the rotunda, the vast atrium space that joined the residential towers with the central dome that housed the Council Chamber. The rotunda swept around the dome like a moat, with high, sweeping walls that curved inwards, each weight-bearing beam girded in burnished amber timbers. Between each of the structural members, transparent durite windows flooded the space with light, highlighting the pale lavender blue of the sky. The floor shone a perfectly polished white, inset with the Galactum seal in a regular, confident pattern.

“Do you see them?” Daevin said as they took a place under the huge, multi-display clock that showed Galactum standard time at the top, with the individual local times for every member world below. Daevin knew not to focus on the clock’s face too closely, for he found it too easy to be mesmerized by the play of the numbers across the display.

Elai eyed the crowd that had begun to gather for the ceremony, unable to make out any specific faces in the sea of people. “Not so far.”

“Not that we’d be able to see them anyway,” Daevin said, a flutter of nervousness in his voice. “What are all these people doing here?”

Elai smiled at him, and the expression hummed with the warmth of their long and intense friendship. “They’re here to celebrate you. Be gracious.”

As she said it, she saw other councillors in the crowd, moving toward them, the surface thoughts they projected all jovial congratulations. She watched Daevin, surrounded by well-wishers, and saw the exact moment he fell into the public persona he used on these occasions, with only a frisson of bewilderment on his face. Her joy for his success bubbled up in her at a steady, loving simmer, and she was content to stand back and watch, just being happy for his success.

In that tranquil state, primed by her love for him, she was able to sense the familiar presences entering the rotunda through one of the entrances off to her left. Three. The first steadfast and brimming with a solid love bolstered by time and history. The second was spiky, wilder; like ball lightning or a sharp jolt of current waiting to be released. And the third a puzzle to her. She recognized it, but it was the feeling of a face seen regularly in a crowd as one goes about the business of the day. She felt the prickle of discomfort and unease skate across the barely familiar mind.

She was able to pick them out more clearly than even the most advanced security system and knew just where they would break through the crowd. She focused her eyes on that spot.

Keene was handsome as ever, tall and lean, and the smile that lit his face when he saw her was dazzling against his dark skin. She admired the stylish cut of his business suit, the skirt cut higher than Daevin’s and on a sharp, rakish angle, highlighting just a hint of curved, brown thigh.

Lexa-Blue looked just as stylish at his side, the wide legs of her trousers swirling with every bold, confident step. The shirt she wore under the black suit was a grey only a few shades lighter than the suit and the effect was subtle and sophisticated. The open neck of her shirt framed a heavy pendant of stone that sparked in shades of purple and green in the light. Her hair, usually tousled and casual, was slick, shaped and gleaming.

And the other one behind them, the one she barely knew, was all edges and unwillingness. Poor Ember, she thought, sensing how out of place he felt. At least the others were somewhat used to this type of formality or were confident enough to fake it. No, she thought, sensing another frisson of emotion from him. Something else. But it slithered away from her before she could identify it.

Keene swept her into a tight embrace, and she lost herself for a moment against his taller, broader frame. “So good to see you,” he said, his voice rumbling against her neck.

“And you as well, old friend,” she said. “You look quite dashing.”

She saw a blush tinge his cheeks. “Thank you.”

“Quit preening, junior,” Lexa-Blue said, shouldering past him. “My turn.”

She leaned down and kissed Elai on the lips. Elai leaned into the kiss, knowing that Giri would be happy to enjoy her memory of it when she returned home. When Lexa-Blue released from the kiss, her grin made Elai bubble up with a serene happiness to see her friend again. “First Mind. You look well.”

“As do you.” Elai looked past her at the third member of the party. “Ember. It’s good to see you again.” She took in the simple light-grey slacks and emerald green sweater he wore, so dark it reminded her of Giri’s eyes, and saw that despite his discomfort, he had made and was continuing to make an effort.

“I’m well. Thanks,” Ember said, his eyes darting from her to take in their surroundings. His discomfort was a wall of edges and angles around his mind, and she wanted nothing more than to ease it. She wondered if it was due to being in this place of solemnity and government. Despite her position as First Mind of her people, she lacked patience for the pomp and trappings of bureaucracy. She was more than happy to leave matters of state in Daevin’s capable hands as he had more than won over her people with his deep concern for both Sotaran needs and the needs of Orb as a newly unified world.

She found herself wondering if Ember’s unease rested in a more personal realm. She knew that Keene and Daevin had a bond that went back years, to the days they had been each other’s first love. It was a bond that held strong and remained intimate, despite the tracks of their lives often leading them apart, and it had brought them back together years after their young love had faltered. She also knew that Keene’s feelings for Ember ran strong as well, fresher and newer, and forged in a crisis as intense as the one she had shared with Keene and Lexa-Blue only a few years earlier.

Was it so recent? she thought. She felt it must have been so much longer, with all that had changed in that time. She shook the feeling off and concentrated on Ember again. She wondered at the complexity of emotion that people were capable of, and the myriad of relationships people could have. It was not uncommon among her own people for different relationship groups to form, be they dyads, triads or on up to larger family groups. Giri had been all that she had ever needed, and she found her life intense and demanding enough without bringing in the added layers of complexity that other lovers might bring. She wondered how Ember might be feeling in the shadow of Keene’s other lover’s great success.

She noticed Daevin’s face light up when he saw the others’ arrival and saw him extricate himself from a knot of well-wishers to walk toward his old friends.

Daevin pulled Keene into an embrace. “I’m so glad you came.”

Keene held Daevin tightly, then released and stepped back, his hands firm on the other man’s shoulders, appraising him from head to toe. “We wouldn’t have missed it.”

“Except maybe for the ZeroBall championship,” Lexa-Blue said.

“Lucky for me it’s the off season then,” Daevin said, smiling at the good-natured ribbing he had come to expect.

“Vrick sends es best. Ey’ll be watching it on the newsnet,” Keene said.

“Or possibly through the Council Chamber’s security system,” Lexa-Blue said. “Ey was a bit hazy on the specifics.”

Daevin held up a hand, shaking his head. “Don’t tell me. Better I don’t know. Though if he gets any good holo, I want a copy.”

“Deal. You look good, Your Techness,” Lexa-Blue said, moving in to embrace him. “Councillorship suits you.”

Daevin’s face registered surprise for a moment, but then he returned the embrace, and Elai felt relief through the bond she shared with him. When they released from the embrace, Daevin stood back, his eyes narrowing.

“Wait, did you just compliment me?” Daevin asked. “Am I finally off the hook?”

“Don’t go crazy now,” Lexa-Blue said and rolled her eyes. The black sensor caught a shaft of light and gleamed. “Oh, all right. You’re officially forgiven. I may need a friend on the Council one day.” She winked at him, but even her usual rough, sarcastic demeanour had softened.

“Well, you know, that was the reason I accepted the position,” Daevin said, humour crinkling the corners of his eyes.

“Don’t listen to her, Daevin,” Keene said. “You should be proud of what you’ve accomplished.”

“Oh, he is,” Elai said. “Don’t let his manner deceive you. He’s been practicing his speech in front of the mirror for days.”

Daevin blushed furiously. “Come on. I do that for every speech.”

“Yes, you do,” Elai said, looping her arm through his
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