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To Samuel, my little Maxime Dupont in the flesh, scary as that prospect sounds.
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  Author's Note


This is the second published book in the Broken Union series, following chronologically after the first book, Ancient as the Stars. I attempted, with all my might, to write this as a standalone, to create multiple entry points into the series. That being said, if you do want a spoiler-filled recap of Ancient as the Stars, please go to the next page. 
WARNING. SPOILERS AHEAD.






  
  The story so far...


The crew of the Union ship Khayyam, led by Captain KARENNA LAKHANI, prepares to leave the Baumgarten star system toward Earth. As they engage their faster-than-light drive, an explosion destroys the drive and creates a dimensional rift. A ship from the past emerges: Hawking, with Karenna's younger self REN on board. 
Ren is a lowly line officer and struggles with both an incompetent superior officer and a vindictive ex-husband, the ship's executive officer. Traveling to her possible future and meeting Karenna prompts her to fight for her career. 
Karenna believes Hawking’s appearance is connected to her being an Ancient, an evolved immortal human (which Ren is not). Scientists determine the explosion is related to Union-wide attacks directed by WALDER, an anti-Union terrorist hiding on Baumgarten. Karenna is promoted to Rear Admiral to find Walder and restore the ability to travel out of Baumgarten. 
Drives begin to fail all over the Union, presaging a civilization-wide collapse. Ren takes the lead in targeting Walder, but she's stifled by her superior, who makes continual mistakes. Karenna's fleet discovers Walder's courier is a double agent for another nation, and she endorses an ambitious plan to steal away the source. 
The operation to recruit the courier is successful. Ren is overworked to exhaustion and suffers rumors spread by both her superior and her ex. She is increasingly skeptical of the courier's motives, but her worsening reputation limits her influence. Despite Ren's fears, Karenna plans a source meet, but the courier is a triple agent who betrays them, conducting a suicide attack and killing five officers. 
Ren blames herself for not preventing the attack. Karenna admits she has not done enough to protect Ren from bad actors on Hawking. As Ren exposes her superior officer as a fraud, Karenna also reveals the ex falsified records in an attempt to ruin Ren's career.
Walder, captured thanks to Ren's efforts, reveals he is an Ancient. Walder discovered dark matter stellar particles create Ancients and facilitate ancillary space-time distortions. He used his knowledge of the matter to build the undetectable bombs that have caused chaos throughout the Union. He also rigged an explosion to destroy whatever Union ship came across it and to prevent further ships from arriving in Baumgarten and capturing him. 
Walder, however, miscalculated the ripple effects of his bomb and furthermore did not intend to strand himself from leaving Baumgarten. He will provide schematics for his bombs and reveal a experimental method for the Union ships to leave Baumgarten, if Karenna awards him pardon and safe passage home. Under Walder's direction, they emerge into an area of space unaffected by the dark matter, allowing them to once more head for home.
Khayyam is able to jump toward home. All, however, is not well. Baumgarten is still isolated and the space lanes throughout civilization are still in danger of collapse. 






  
  



Resistance is futile.
Well, shit. That's depressing.








  
  1
Previously, on the Ren Show

Lieutenant Ren Yilmaz, ESS Knight, Earth Union Fleet, somewhere outside Alpha Centauri 


Humanity. Was. Fucked. 
If a rheumatic sea lion were catapulted into the sun, even then would it not be as epically, irretrievably, completely fucked as the entire human race was at that very moment.
But, worse than humanity as a whole being corkscrewed tighter than a duck’s vagina, was the fact it was very, very much about to affect the travel plans of the ship she served on. 
The message at Ren’s station was, of course, written in more professional terms. But either way, her captain wasn’t gonna take the news well, and Ren was, in fact, the person stationed at comms and therefore the designated purveyor of said news.
She gathered her nerves. “Max,” Ren said, sotto voce. “Max!” she said louder, when she went unheard. 
A bit too loudly, as the crew around her turned as one to look at her.
Knight’s captain, Max Dupont, wrinkled his hawkish nose in bemusement.
“Problem, Yilmaz?” 
“They closed the space lanes.” 
A beat.
“They closed the what?” He moved quickly toward her, with such deadly grace she almost flinched.
“We got a message,” she clarified. “We’re the last ship to enter Alpha Centauri, and after that, no one in or out.” 
More stares.
“What? You think I’m joking or somethin’?” Ren pushed the missive to each bridge station. “And yeah. It’s the same in all the systems, which means no one is traveling interstellar anymore. At all. For the foreseeable future.”
“An official agreement,” Max read out loud. “Joint interdiction protocol, signed by every government in Alpha Centauri. Effective on the 16th at 1100 hours.” He wrinkled his nose. “That was yesterday.” 
The ship’s XO put hands on hips. “They backdated it, Max, so you wouldn’t take the technicality and immediately turn tail out of the heliosphere, jump back into drive, and head to Sol.”
“What’s stopping me?” Max retorted.
As if on cue, the ops chief cleared his throat. “There’s a patrol vessel within our immediate vicinity, so I would say your plan is already borked, boss.”
“Want me to reach out to them?” Ren asked Max. 
“No,” he said. “Get me the asshole in charge at Rigel Way Station.”
“The admiral?” 
“That’s the one.” 
“Um. Ok.” She shouldn’t have been surprised. Max Dupont was the embodiment of the I’m not a normal captain; I’m a cool captain shtick. Except sometimes he was less fun and more like a raspy, sarcastic warlord with his own personal navy. 
She sent a call request. “They’re answering.”
At a silent command from Max, the face of Vice Admiral Sadiq Khannan filled the large deck-to-overdeck screen. To Ren, it was akin to a jump scare, because she knew a significantly younger version of this man. A young man who was still back in the Baumgarten system, on her old ship.
It was a long story. 
Khannan, all ninety years of him, glowered out of the screen, presumably at her captain. 
“Look what the wallaby drug in.” His tone was decidedly unfriendly.
Max draped himself over his command chair, flinty black eyes flashing. “A notice, Khannan? A fuckin’ notice? You couldn’t drop me a line?”
“Khayyam and Admiral Lakhani crossed into the system yesterday,” Khannan said. “She warned me you’d be pissy about the announcement, so I kept my distance.” His eyes roved around the screen, as if searching for something, and although Ren was stationed too far starboard to be seen, she willed herself smaller, twisting a strand of her curly hair in agitation. “I heard your prisoner’s still alive,” Khannan continued in a drawl. “Decided not to be a murderer this time?”
Ren’s eyes widened. Shots fired, seemingly unprovoked. 
Max, however, seemed unbothered. “If he’d died, it would’ve been expected. He has a terminal illness. Terminal. It’s in the name.” 
“Sure,” Khannan responded.
Max stood. “Look, I just wanna know what the hells the Union is thinking restricting movement.”
“You all have been traveling in your pleasant bubble, so maybe you haven’t been keeping up with interstellar politics,” Khannan said with condescension. “Yes, the threat of space lane collapse is that bad, we are trying to mitigate until we find a solution, and, as you can imagine, creating an agreement among multiple governments—that barely tolerate each other—is an exercise in diplomatic judo.”
Something like a sigh rippled through Knight’s oversized, crowded bridge, as if the entire collective consciousness of the crew deflated at the confirmation. They might be stuck in this system for a long time. Forever, maybe. 
Not great news for an Earth-based crew.
Their stop in Alpha Centauri was supposed to be temporary, to drop off their prisoner who was, in fact, responsible for all this shit. To wit:
“Told ya we shoulda pushed him out of the airlock and made him swim home,” Max grumbled, none-too-quietly, to his XO. 
“Keep in mind, Dupont, that if you even attempt to circumvent the interdiction, you and I, we’ll have a problem. Don’t. Test. Me.” Khannan’s bushy white eyebrows kept in time with his punctuated words.
He clicked off with not another word. 
“Well,” Max said, in classic understatement, “that sucks.” He whirled on Ren. “And what the hells was your sister doing egging Khannan on like that?” 
“I am not Karenna Lakhani’s keeper,” she groused. “But maybe she’s staying on his good side? With this new development she’s probably going to be assigned to Rigel Way Station with him.” 
Max grunted. “Better there than fuckin’ Coralis,” he said. “No offense, but I hate that place. The last thing I’d want is to be stationed over that planet, or, Gods forbid, in Toliman City itself.”
“Yeah,” Ren agreed, recalling the little bit she knew of his history. “That would probably add insult to injury.”
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Of All the Gin Joints in All the Star Systems

Captain Maxime Dupont of ESS Knight, Toliman City, Coralis 


Max was in Toliman City, in a hopping establishment of drink and debauchery named Shady’s Bar, where secrets were guarded as tightly as drinks. 
Fuck the Ancients. 
No really, fuck one in particular. Admiral Karenna Lakhani, professional busybody, was one of those superhuman ageless Ancients. And this was, indeed, all her fault. She probably thought she was doing him a favor. Playing to his strengths. Sticking him back in the swill bucket of Toliman City. But Max hated Toliman City. He hated the entire planet of Coralis. Hells, he hated Alpha Centauri—even moreso now that he was likely stranded in the star system for life.
A tinny voice cooed in his ear. “Are we ready, Max?”
“Peggy darlin’,” he whispered back, “hold tight.” 
Peggy was an AI embedded in his shirt, connected to Max via a mic and speaking through an earpiece. A nascent AI, a baby, just starting out, but damn near sapient. Which probably would break all sorts of Union laws—if the Union knew the extent of her modifications.
Shady’s wasn’t just any bar. This bar, in particular, pretended to be a dilapidated speakeasy tucked away in a forgotten alley. But not only did it boast every flavor of lowlife in the system—fabricators, provocateurs, interlocutors, fornicators, prevaricators, investigators, interrogators, and more—it was also the unofficial hangout of every intelligence official in the city.  
Which made it perfect for Max’s current mission: taking Peggy out for a test run of her espionage programming. 
“Dupont, you gonna join us or drown in your cup?” 
Max graced the stocky woman with his trademark predatory grin. Perfect timing. Captain Gal Soma of Mars—Earth’s cold war rival—was his opposite number, with an experienced intel collection team now stranded here in Alpha Centauri, like Max and his crew were. 
He pulled up his chair, turned it backwards, and settled into a straddle. 
Gal appraised him with deep-set eyes. “What are you up to, Dupont?” 
Max took a generous swallow of his ambrosia, choking down the syrupy sweet taste and the hint of sour lime. He settled for honesty. “Spying on your forces. Obviously.” 
No need to go incognito. Everyone knew who Max was. Just like everyone knew who Gal was, and everyone knew the deputy chief of operations for Coralis Intel, drinking with colleagues down the way. Given the shifting politics of the system, it made operational sense for spies to converge on Toliman. It was an espionage hotbed, and Coralis tolerated it, as long as no one spied on them. If Max ran afoul of that rule, he’d be out on his ass faster than he could puke up the terrible Martian ambrosia he was nursing.
“Anything in particular you’re trying to squeeze out of me?”
Max grinned. “Well, Gal pal—”
She shook her head, short-cropped ash brown hair not even moving out of place. “Just Gal, thanks. Or Colonel Soma.”
“Rumor has it the Martian Fleet’s tryna find its way out of Alpha Centauri.”
“There’s no way out of Alpha Centauri,” she said flatly. 
“It doesn’t look like the Martians believe there’s no way out of Alpha Centauri, not when most of your ships are out sailing toward Kassius 45.”
Gal stilled. “Merely an exploration mission.”
“To a brown dwarf, that’s currently juuust on the other side of the heliopause.”
“Why not explore there?” 
Max nonchalantly rubbed the rim of his glass. “Lotta ships for an exploration mission.”
Gal huffed and sipped her drink. 
“Here’s what I think,” Max said, “I think you’re trying to circumvent the agreement between the Union and Mars. You’re trying to get your asses out of the Alpha Centauri system so you can engage your FTL. Maybe space is less broke in that direction. Maybe you get a lucky fluke. And you can claim you didn’t violate the agreement, because Kassius 45 isn’t technically in the trinary system even though it’s accessible sans FTL. Am I getting this?”
“You’re wrong,” she declared flatly.
“Now let me be clear,” Max said, leaning over and tapping the rim of her glass. Plink plink. “I wouldn’t care whether you try to launch from Kassius 45 or not, except that FTL engagement anywhere in the human territories appears to have a ripple effect. That’s why we have the treaty in the first place. So the more you try, the more the rest of us are fucked and likely to never make it back to Sol. And your ship isn’t one of the ones sailing to Kassius, so you’re as fucked as my people are.” 
Gal drained her glass. “Alpha Centauri isn’t so bad.” She placed it down with a thud, wiped her mouth, and looked plainly at Max. “I’m stationed here at Coralis, Max, like you. I don’t know what the rest of the Hegemony captains have as their orders.”
“Any chance I get you drunk enough to spill your secrets?” 
“Look, Maxmillian—”
“Full name’s Maxime, thanks.”
“Let’s be honest. We’re all flailing here. The Hegemony ships wanted to do some exploration in the area. Doesn’t mean we’re trying to break the agreement.” 
“It means something.” A ping only Max could hear. He tugged at his ear. 
Gal scoffed. “Perhaps the Union needs to stop seeing plots everywhere and instead focus on addressing its citizens’ demands for local governance. On Rigel, on Goral, and yes, on the carbon masses circling Kassius 45. You know what that is?” She placed her palm upward. “Growth.” 
A low rumble started in Max’s throat.
“Cap’n Max?” Peggy broke in with a worried squeak. “Your heart rate is accelerating at a dangerous pace.”
“You did,” he asked Gal, ignoring the squawking AI, “do background research on me before we both ended up on the same whiskey-soaked terminus of a planet, didn’t you?”
Gal squinted. “What on Venus … oh, you’re talking about being from Io.” Her laugh tinkled in a delicate way Max would not have anticipated emerging from the husky woman. But he detected the sinister undertone. “Are you still sore about a minor occupation? We gave it back. Honestly, the only win we got from the war was Callisto. And we only have two other Sol-based colonies besides. One’s not even terraformed yet. Who’s the empire here? Us or the Union?”
“C’est une putain de connerie,” he growled. “You’re literally called the Martian Hegemony.”
“I’m not even sure how Earth managed to foul that negotiation up,” she went on lightly, as if she hadn’t heard him. “Callisto for Io? That’s a terrible trade.”
“Yes, yes, who wants Io?” Max said with menacing air. “Nothing there but poor workers to exploit in the tunnels.”
She waved dismissively. “Calm down, Dupont. Besides, we learned our lesson on taking what we want. Next time,” she said, her lips widening in a sinister smile, “we’ll just ask nicely.”

      [image: ]When Max returned to Knight’s bridge, his XO, Commander Marin Solly, smacked him upside the head with a stack of flimsipaper.
“Hey!” He resisted the urge to rub the spot where an edge scratched his temple. 
And if he graced Solly with a soft smile while acting annoyed, that was nobody’s business.
“Way to make friends, Max.” 
“You were listening in?” 
“Of course.” Solly sniffed. “We wanted to evaluate how Peggy was working. And, of course, keep an eye on you.” Their own eyes, gray-green and brilliant, pierced his own.
His ghost of a grin disappeared. “I’m friendly up to a point,” he grumbled. “Get Peggy debriefed as soon as she’s uploaded. I want to know what Gal was feeling, down to the itch on her ass.”
Peggy technically was a mere upgrade of the ship’s internal AI, which was how they kept the extent of their invention off the books. What the Fleet didn’t know…
“Also,” Max continued, “something that Gal said caught my attention—” 
He paused when Ensign Maisie Shetland stomped toward him, blonde curls bouncing like springy popper toys.
“You were supposed to give the baby more time! How’s she supposed to show off her capabilities if—”
“Give it a rest, Maiz. You pinged me, which means Peggy passed her primary test. She ready?”
Maisie huffed, but nodded.
Solly smirked. “You had a baby in a bar.” 
Max shook his head in bemusement and glanced across his bridge. “Let’s head over to the ops pit and see if we can make sense out of her observations.” 

The bridge, nestled deep inside Knight, was the heart of the ship. Max had designed it himself while the ship was still in drydock. A rare opportunity, but one he had earned due to a series of unexpected events. He took a do first, ask forgiveness later approach, but in Max’s case, he never got to the asking forgiveness part. Just do. If Fleet got their knickers in a bunch about an orbital combat ship getting non-standard upgrades, then they had way too much time on their hands.
As they walked to the Pit, located in a sunken section of the starboard side, he flicked his eyes appreciatively over his handiwork: the overlarge projection panels running the length; the ring of individual workstations and communal work counters both; the steel gray of the deck; the bustling ops pit with stations helter skelter all on top of one another and not enough seats to go ‘round; and at the center of it all, Max, the maestro, his chair facing a holoprojection unit constantly displaying the status of all of his projects, big and small, that he could direct and conduct with an expansive sweep of his hands. 
There were secrets embedded in the deck as well, but those were known to only Max and a select group, left in reserve for a one day that was sure to come. 
“Ok, Maize,” Max began when they were all situated. “What’d the baby get?”
“Ask her.”
He opened his mouth.
“But only if you ask nicely,” Maisie added. 
Ask nicely. The words reverberated in Max’s skull, and he mentally smacked them away. Not the time. 
“She’s not sapient,” he warned. “And if she is, we’ve got problems.”
“Being nice is free. Can’t hurt.”
Max wanted to argue. Being nice was not free. When it turned to complacency, it had a steep cost. 
But Solly shot him a sour lemon look, high cheekbones flexing, as if they could hear his thoughts. You’re creating revolution metaphors from innocent phrases about politeness, he could imagine Solly saying. Again.
He exhaled. He knew when he was defeated. 
“Fine.” He leaned forward into the console, feeling quite ridiculous. “Peggy, could you provide us with your observations, please?”
“Colonel Soma was lying about Kassius 45.” Peggy’s mechanical voice rang chirpy and chipper. “The Martians are up to something.”
Max smiled grimly. “I figured.” And Peggy had passed another test—picking up on his signal that she should be evaluating Soma’s honesty.
“But I don’t think the Martians are there to engage the drive either,” Peggy added. “Her biomarkers indicated smugness when you proposed that theory. Would you like to know more, Max?”
“A full readout may not be—” At a harrumph simultaneously from Maisie and Peggy, Max, not without a great deal of trepidation, said: “Yes. Please. Um. Thank you.”
“So!” Peggy’s voice went from her perky self to something older and proficient. “We all know the basic markers of lies. The person’s breathing rate, pulse, blood pressure, perspiration. Arm and leg movement too. The problem with all that, of course, is without a baseline you can’t draw firm conclusions.” Here, her avatar—a simple line drawing of a face and shoulders—shrugged. “That being said, Colonel Soma displayed the classic markers for someone attempting to deflect.”
“Okay,” Max said. “Well—”
“Furthermore!” Peggy continued. “Eye tracking indicated she was reaching for an answer to Max’s question. So did analysis of pupil dilation, response time, and stress markers in her voice—including pitch and frequency.”
“Wow,” Max managed.
“And! When an individual tells a lie, the brain must exert extra effort. If you see here”—a scan of a human brain popped up on the screen. Max and Maisie shared a bewildered look. Was that Soma? When and how did Peggy scan her?—“there’s increased blood flow in these regions, indicating a bi-hemispheric search for answers. We can measure that using the Blood Oxygen Level Dependent—or BOLD—hemodynamic response.”
Max tried to interrupt her a few times as she prattled along about prefrontal cortex inhibition, cognitive chronometry, and the precuneus and posterior cingulate, middle frontal, and parahippocampal gyruses. But she kept going. Something else Maisie would have to tweak.
“…in conclusion, I can say with 96% certainty that Colonel Soma is lying about Mars’s intentions toward the Kassius 45 brown dwarf and its surrounding planetary masses.”
Max nodded in acknowledgement and turned to Solly. “I want to explore this further. I’ll make a call to Admiral Lakhani.”
“When I check my codex every morning,” Solly mused, “I think to myself: what new bullshit is Max causing for me today? But this one wasn’t on my schedule.”
“Blame Maisie over here. And her supercomputer.” 
Maisie, still ministering to the chattering AI, stuck out her tongue.
A ping on his codex. 
Max, I need to talk to you in private. 
For a good moment, Max thought the message was from Peggy, and that he had either lost his grasp on his sanity, or Peggy was becoming scarily mature. 
But it was Ren Yilmaz, his lieutenant in charge of intelligence activities. She also happened to be Admiral Karenna Lakhani’s time clone, a fact he often repeated casually without regard for its utter weirdness.
Max glanced around. Yilmaz should’ve been on the bridge.
Where the hells are you, Lieutenant? 
No response. Max made a noise of discontent. He knew what that meant.

“I got it,” Yilmaz said. She had tied back her wild rust-colored hair, but even the ponytail lifted in a low-grav dance of curlicues.
Like many places on Knight, his crew had found a quirk of the ship and had made it their own. The snow globe was a little room off the hangar, between the drone shop and the break room. With the hangar not under spin grav, white flecks floated through the air like little snowflakes. A trick of the condensation.
Max, his own thin locks waving, frowned in confusion.  “What exactly did you get?” Involuntarily, he shivered, cursing himself. Merde. He didn’t need Yilmaz to see him vulnerable. The chill and soft lights added to the wintry atmosphere, but Max could do without.
“You told me a few months ago to follow anti-Union resistance in Sol. I think I found something that might interest you.”
Max raised his brow, and took the proffered codex. This was Yilmaz’s favorite place to hand over clandestine information, but what in Calliope’s clit could she be this secretive about? 
“This isn’t from the database,” Ren said softly. She grinned as she caught a flake on her finger. “It reads like a standard intelligence report, pretty boring, but it came to us via comms relay burst. I loaded it on this codex. It’s the only copy.”
Oh. Well that explained her precaution. 
He scanned it, while trying to erase the deep ache in his bones. Literal ache. For the last few years, whenever he was in space, bitter frost seemed to seep into his pores, sapping his strength, invading like icy encroachments.
Unfortunately, Yilmaz noticed. She took a step toward him, question on her lips.
Max waved her off, willing away the discomfort in order to concentrate. The medics said he was imagining the pain. That spaceships and space stations were climate-controlled. But Max’s body rejected the cold void, as if it found the vacuum of space unnatural. Most days he could ignore it, but today the pain radiated up and down his legs and arms, making his hands and feet tingle as well.
“Yilmaz, what in the seven hells is so important about this doc—”
Wait. There, buried on the last page. 
He peered closer. 
Oh. 
It was the signal.
The. Signal. 
Oh. Oh no. That was very, very bad timing.
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Well, That Escalated Quickly

Ren


Ren Yilmaz didn’t belong here. Not technically. She wasn’t just from a different time period; she was from a parallel universe. Wrong time, wrong place. 
It was the Healer Particle, that newly-discovered thistle-in-the-fucking-ass dark matter, that was the culprit for all the bullshit that had happened in the last year or so. The Healer Particle created Ancients, like her sister, Karenna Lakhani. The Healer Particle broke interstellar travel. The Healer Particle caused a rift in the space-time continuum, bringing Ren sixty years into the future and barrelling into Karenna’s life.
In other respects, Ren belonged here, physically. Unlike most of the crew, from Earth, she’d been born and raised in Alpha Centauri. Coralis to be specific, which had been part of the Union back in her time, but had since gone independent. Not that she felt any affinity toward her home planet. In fact, she had hoped to cut ties forever, when she first left the system for Fleet Academy. Unfortunately, they kept drawing her back in.
But now that she’d found a new, true home on Knight, with people who treated her like family, she really was never going back. 
“A turkey,” Maisie said, spinning lightly on the flex chair at her bridge station. “I too determine my mate by snood length.” She considered, pursing her plump, expressive lips. “Max would be a peacock. Obviously.”
If Ren were a bird, she’d be a dove, returning after adventures sought afar. Or maybe she’d be an albatross, a good omen turned neck pain. She contemplated her lanky build, so unusual for a high-grav Coralie. She certainly had the appropriate wingspan.
The bridge was crowded all hours, even now in the middle of ship’s night. Usually she could work there easily at her designated station. It was an open space, but the noise was more manageable than one would expect. The collaboration was top-notch, as was the camaraderie. Headsets were enough for people to know you were in crash mode, and they drowned out distractions fine.
But Maisie was obviously in need of company, so Ren joined in on her hyper-puppy energy.
“What are you idiots doing?” came an exasperated voice. “And where’s your third idiot?”
Ren looked up at Commander Solly, looming over them. “We’re waiting for Peggy to analyze more data from her escapade in Toliman City.”
“And Rod’s briefing his pilots,” Maisie contributed. “Max wanted them to take the rookie out for a spin.”
A beep from the console behind her. Maisie did another little spin of her own. “What else did you get, Peggy? Any chance the bar’s anti-eavesdropping system detected your presence?” 
A ding. “A Union source in Milnersk is in danger of discovery.” 
They all paused and shared looks. “Repeat that, Peggy,” Solly said mildly. 
“You heard me!” Peggy chirped. She displayed a map of the planet and zoomed in on a pinpointed part of the continent to the northeast of Toliman City. Milnersk. Ren’s birthplace, and a black sheep among the planet’s provinces.
“We have a Coralie citizen spying for us. The Milnersk intelligence apparatus wants to arrest him. Coralis HQ wants to wait for more evidence. Milnersk is likely to ignore them, and strike.”
Ren moved closer to the console. “And you found this out by…”
“The deputy chief of operations for Coralis, who works out of headquarters, was at the bar.”
Yep. “Robert Babbas.” Max had said he was there, and that he’d purposely endeavored to not pay Babbas any mind. Coralis liked to pretend to be an accommodating host nation, neutral and friendly, but in reality, it spied on everyone and followed its own interests. And it was in the best interests of the Union to let them keep up that charade. 
“Anyway,” Peggy said, “I convinced his codex to tell me everything I needed to know.”
Solly shifted their eyes sideways and had their mouth slightly open. “Um … How?”
“Oh!” The display rippled and Ren had a vision of someone adjusting their skirt, settling in for a long explanation. “Well, first, I knocked on the door of his codex, and explained the politics of the star system. And I blamed the fact he was a dumb codex, not smart like me, to prove that Coralis was anti-artificial rights. I mean, they are, you know. They only consented to move to networked computerized activity in the last century. Would you like to know more?”
(Do codices have souls? Ren mouthed to Maisie. Maise shrugged.) 
“Um, no, Peggy,” Solly said. They ran their hand through their short hair, then massaged the undercut on the back of their neck. “I trust you. Good”—a long-suffering sigh—“good work.” 
A possibly-sapient AI with initiative? Ren had an image of an army of AI-enabled robots deciding to wipe out humanity, all led by a squeaky baby. 
“Yilmaz,” Solly said sharply. “Get your ass down to our intelligence base in Milnersk and let them know.”
Ren groaned.

      [image: ]Solly was out of their damn mind. That had to be the explanation. Because no sane commander would ask someone to fly down to Milnersk, barge her way into the Union Intelligence Group, and convince them they had an asset in danger—while mentioning Peggy as the source but not divulging the extent of her capabilities. 
“You’ll figure it out,” Solly had soothed.
Clearly, she was not figuring it out. 
“So you’re telling me,” the UIG Chief of Base said, “that you’re testing a mobile AI, and it somehow picked up privileged communication between Babbas and his subordinate, indicating our asset is blown? Is this written up in a cable?”
“Not written up, by necessity. Gotta protect the source of information. But I assure you, Peggy—er, the Personal Generative Entity, that’s what we call it—”
The man’s time-worn face creased even more than she thought possible. “No-can-do. Our asset does regular check-ins with his handler to assure us he’s safe. We’re confident he’s not under suspicion.”
He waved his hand as if to dismiss her. Yes. That was why she hated the UIG. Self-important dicknuggets enamored with bureaucracy, worshiping at the altar of protocol. 
Ren took the hint and moved to leave. She couldn’t stay long anyway. Getting to the UIG Base within the consulate was a matter of misdirection, obfuscation, and smoke signals. Ren had warned Solly that Milnersk Security would be all over her like flies in an outhouse. But Solly had said—though Milnersk had been restricting entry for Union officials—because she was the sister of the famous Ancient from Milnersk, they would likely let her in
As usual, that was the dynamic. Everything about Ren was filtered through the experience of being Karenna’s ‘sister.’ Even on Knight.
Ren swallowed that down and focused on the case officer assigned to babysit her and help her out of the consulate. He went by Rafe, which was likely not his real name. Unlike most UIG employees, he was solicitous and kind. Point in fact—
“Did you eat?” he asked, bringing over takeaway. He placed it out on a foldaway table, incongruous within the ornate, columned room. Milnersk had always tried to rise above its origins and claim a sense of Old Earth charm, and their construction of the Union Consulate was no exception. 
Ren eyed the food hungrily and sat. Maybe she could stay a little while longer.
Rafe spread his hands. “Afiyet olsun.” 
“Buyrun,” she said, indicating he should join her, but he shook his head, a lock of tawny hair flopping over an eye. He pushed it out of the way. 
“Already ate.” 
“Ah. Eyvallah.” She grabbed the kabob greedily. Had to eat fast. “How’d you get assigned to this shithole anyway?”
“Isn’t this your home?”
“Mmhmm,” she said, shoveling food into her mouth.
“Listen. Lieutenant.”
“Ren,” she corrected through garbled chews. 
“Ren. You’re right. If we have any indication Sharifi is blown, we need to act.”
“That’s his name? Sharifi?” Ren slurped her drink. “We think Milnersk Intelligence is going rogue on this. Which means they’re unlikely to bother with small trifles like civil liberty. He’s not just at risk of arrest. He’s in Danger, capital D.” She resisted the urge to add: And I know Danger. It’s my call sign.
“Damn.” Rafe paused and considered. “We’ll send up a hawkbat signal right away. Earliest we can meet is evening. And he’s attending some high-level meetings tomorrow, which means high security.”
“Wouldn’t they just arrest him now?”
“They need Sharifi at those meetings. He’s a scientist,” Rafe explained. “A genius. And he’s supposed to be briefing some Martian bigwigs about an important deal. One of the things we wanted more details on. Milnersk will likely give him the chance to make them look good before they pounce.” 
“If they have to wait to pounce, then they’re probably watching him like falcons. Watching you all, too.”
“True.” There was a pregnant pause between them. Then Rafe looked at her. 
She pinched the bridge of her nose. “You need me to exfiltrate him for you, don’t you.” 
“I mean,” Rafe indicated, “you’re here.”
“They’re watching me too.”
“Sleight of hand. We’ll make them think you’ve left.”
Ren grimaced. Max was not going to like this.
Then again, maybe Max planned for this. Maybe she was one tiny part of some epic scheme he was running. After all, that was Max Dupont’s style. 
“Your Chief’s gonna flip his lid.” 
“I’ll tell him you went rogue. Damn Fleetie, always sticking her nose where it don’t belong.” Rafe smiled.
“You trust me that much?” 
He nudged her foot. “Eric Maccallan did a stint here after you all got in-system. He explained a few things about your crew. I’m willing to bet you have more information than you’re letting on. Enough to stake my career on it.” 
“Careful.”
“What’re they gonna do? Send me home?” he asked, with the gallows humor of everyone Sol-born now stuck in Alpha Centauri.

      [image: ]Someone once told Ren a plan was just a list of things that didn’t happen. It was pretty much a cognate of Murphy’s Law, which, as Rafe had warned her before they left the consulate, was “always in flux.” So far, however, so good. 
Her special dispensation to be in the province only extended through the early morning. So she’d amended her submitted flight plan, delaying her departure for Toliman City by a few hours. And she added a driver: Rafe. He would supposedly drop her off at Toliman City and return.
But before they crossed the border, Rafe measured out an operational gap, flying her into a blind turn sans holocams, with an opportunity for action that would last only seconds. In a motion she hadn’t practiced in over a decade, she slid down into the seat. As Rafe lowered his flyer close to the ground, she jumped out, tucking and rolling and hiding behind an outcropping of plants. At the same time, Rafe triggered a blow-up figure, modified into a sort of jack-in-the-box wearing a copy of Ren’s clothes. Now Rafe looked like he still had a passenger, and he would continue on his way to Toliman City to keep up the charade.
If played right, she would be essentially invisible. 
Once Ren felt safe, she quickly ripped off her outer layer of clothes, stuffing them into a plastic bag she carried in a pocket. Underneath was a local outfit suited to the Milnersk ethnic minority—mostly a mix of southern Mediterranean, Anatolian, and Southwest Asian. When she was younger, she had hated these outfits, preferring the skin-tight hip-hugging clothes that let her conform to the majority.
(“Those clothes!” her mother would always say. “What are you wearing? You can’t wear that. Boys will stare and what would everyone say?” 
Baba would defend her. “Let her wear what she wants, aşkım. Everyone wears shorts and small shirts in the summertime—”
“Yes, everyone. Those Coralies”—in Milnersk, that term was used to differentiate their isolated and self-contained province from the colonies of the rest of the planet, and Ren gathered the tides of time had moved the province right back to its shuttered ways—“running around in daisy shorts and their butts are outside for the whole planet to see and then they get pregnant and have all the sex and never listen to their mothers.”
“In that order,” Ren had once snarked.)
No matter. Whatever she was wearing, she’d always been told she walked like a worldly Toliman City tart. Quick, purposeful strides. Her height came from some errant Scandinavian roots. And her red hair, though not uncommon in those of Turkish descent, still acted as some sort of brand—a blazing, searing annunciation of a personality that could not be tamed by the conservative strictures of her culture. 
She adjusted her gait and wandered in the way of someone completely unconcerned with who may be observing her. She was also aware that despite her dress, she looked like … Ren Yilmaz. Prodigal daughter of Milnersk. The average citizen wouldn’t notice, especially with the light scarf she had wrapped around her hair, but anyone on the lookout would peg her immediately. 
At the local bazaar, she weaved in and out of booths, buying small items such as glasses and patterned belts that could help her adjust her identifiable clothing in a flash. Additional scarves. The red rose she’d need to signal herself to Sharifi. And, of course, a satchel to carry it all. A reversible one, which could be helpful in a pinch. 
Ren’s knee throbbed. That initial roll out of the flyer had done a number on her. 
In and out of theaters and apartment buildings. On and off trolleys. Abrupt 180s on crowded streets. And, of course, the entire time, avoiding holocams. What was to her advantage was she remembered Old Milnersk, the one embedded inside this new, modern Milnersk, which meant she knew all manner of hidey spots and obscured passageways. Ren was indeed a good choice for this op. Milnersk-born-and-raised, street-trained. 
As indigo astronomical twilight gave way to the spotlight-and-orange-hues of zodiacal light, the meeting time approached. Was it safe? If they caught her, no biggie. Diplomatic protocols and all. She’d be kicked out of Milnersk. No harm, no foul.
But if she was inadvertently leading them to the scientist, he was a dead man.
She entered the park where they were supposed to meet, according to Rafe’s plan. Decrepit play equipment loomed like ghostly spires warning all who approached. The zephyr wind bid the ancient swings to move and creak. The sound had her heart pounding in insistent dread. 
Damn. Rafe owed her. Big. 
Where the hell is he? They had a five minute window in which to meet up in this deserted concrete jungle. 
Anything could have happened. Sharifi might have feared a trap. Or he missed the message. Or Milnersk saw the signal, and/or followed him, or detained him…
Too many variables, too much bullshit.
Ren resisted the urge to pace nervously. The extraction plan called for them enter a junkyard of abandoned flyers run by a UIG asset. Under a wrap lay a vehicle identical to one rarely driven by a consular officer, a person Milnersk never cared to track. According to the plan, as Ren and Sharifi flew off—with Sharifi hidden in a smuggling compartment—the asset running the junk yard would remotely update the vehicle transponder to match the one of the consulate officer’s. Once Sharifi was out of the province, he’d probably be fine. The Coralis central government may have suspected the man of treason, but they didn’t seem as keen to go after him as the Milnersk Provisional Authority did.
Ren shifted again. Where in Venus’s vajay—ah. There. The man wearing a boutonniere on his flowing lightweight coat. 
Rasul Sharifi. The Milnerski scientist. 
He approached, slowly, deliberately, as he was taught. Step by agonizing step. 
Sharifi nodded when he saw her rose. They exchanged codes and counter-codes, and then turned as one toward the junkyard. He obviously had been briefed well on the plan.
But a note of alarm prickled her back. Sadiq Khannan—the younger—used to call it her spikey sense, whatever that meant. She reached her arm out to Sharifi and pulled him back into the shadows.
“Wha—”
“Shhh.” She put her finger to her lips for emphasis.
She heard the rumble before she saw them. She must have felt the vibration before that.
They lumbered into view.
Milnersk Ground Patrol.
They’d been made.






  
  4
Violins Not the Answer

Max


Whelp. He was screwed. 
Max studied the intelligence update Yilmaz had provided him. Innocuous stuff to untrained eyes. 
The substance of the report itself was interesting to Max, now that he was paying attention. A possible new resistance group in Sol, distinct from the violent terrorist group that dominated. The new group’s name was Avalanche. 
Avalanche.
Avalanche was the signal. The code word. The code word from Elise, back in Sol.
And Max was all the way here, in Alpha Centauri, sitting in his office off the bridge, helpless. 
It’s not time, Elise, Max whispered. Would it ever be time? Did Max—despite all his preparations—want it to be time, ever? 
He knew what Elise would say. She’d accuse him of playing pretend. 
He tapped his forehead in frustration and opened up a different message. One he had received five years ago, setting this in motion.
Elise, sitting in an ornate study. 
“If you see this Max, I’m dead.” She winked.

Max took to his violin. It would help him think. He always had it set up in front of the large viewport on the starboard side, ready for his touch, an almost Holmesian affectation.
Though he didn’t solve mysteries. Rather, he fomented plans. 
Most people who used the violin as a meditation tool picked long, meandering pieces. Mournful. Lyrical. Profound.
Max preferred the chaotic, freewheeling mastery of Paganini. The frantic pressure of 24 Caprices hurtling toward resolution, the way a sailship swam into the night. A reckoning. 
The piece slowed, and with it, Max’s heartbeat, and his brain flashed memories. 
To understand what Elise’s signal was and what it meant, one needed to understand Maxime Dupont. One needed to understand his volcanic home, Io. Only certain specialized spacecraft could approach close enough to find one of the entry points—built like the lava tubes crisscrossing the world—and descend below the surface into an Ioan settlement. Io was a hell world, but one literally frozen over, surface temperature in the extreme negatives with volcanic hotspots up to thousands of degrees. Europa and Ganymede had subsurface oceans. Io held oceans of molten lava, like a living dungeon. But enough of a rocky interior existed to create warren-like enclaves, where a hardscrabble, forgotten people worked to extract the moon’s sulfur, not to mention its ore. A people mandated to stay, due to near-perpetual indentured servitude, drawn up and inflicted two centuries ago by a company with a contract to run the debtors’ prisons of the day. Want to buy out your debt? Work here, work hard. 
It had quickly became apparent how badly the system was rigged. But did anyone care? Many technicalities meant no laws broken. Private property limited Union response. 
No one wanted to live on Io, but owning it? Yes. So when Max was still a teenager, even before the cold war with Mars ran hot, the Martian Hegemony came calling.
And they had won, without a fight. And life on Io, hard anyway, became unbearable.
The piece sped up again, blazing toward an inevitable conclusion, just like the inevitable ruin of his sister’s plan. 

His codex chimed. Max gently placed his violin aside and answered, tapping the air to project the caller’s image. 
“Well, if it isn’t my favorite admiral.”
Karenna Lakhani, Deputy Director of Fleet Intelligence, scowled back up at him. “I’m immune to your charms.” She must’ve read something in his face, because her expression then softened. “You wanted to talk to me?”
“Mars.”
“What now?” 
“Mars is interested in Kassius 45. The brown dwarf just outside the system.”
Lakhani tilted her head. “Why?”
“Yeah, I dunno. At first I thought they were trying to circumvent the no-travel treaty, but something Gal said … anyway. We’re going to be spinning up on it—”
“No, don’t do that. Focus on the Milnersk schism with the Coralis central government.” She massaged the area under her eyes. Lakhani, of course, was the spitting image of his Lieutenant Yilmaz, with the notable exception of thick red hair tamed into a bob, unlike Yilmaz’s mass of curls. But when she made that motion, she also looked older than Yilmaz, demonstrating age could merely be a matter of the shit you were willing to put up with. 
Max took a moment of silence, which was certainly unusual for him, but he was letting her statement sink in. “Coralis internal politics over Martian expansionism? Really?”
“It might not be something that goes pew pew, so I get its importance is a little over your head, but yes, I’d like to know who or what is behind the movement taking Milnersk nationalism to an astronomical fever pitch.”
“Oh come on,” Max wheedled. “We’re talking about Mars. You can’t seriously—Wait.”
“What.”
“You know something.”
“I don’t.”
“Spill, Lakhani.”
“Captain Dupont.” Her tone held a note of warning. 
“Seriously, K. What do you know about Mars’s plans?”
“I think it’s time you drop it.”
He gave her a suspicious look. “Yeah. Sure boss. I’ll drop it.”
Lakhani leaned her head back in frustration. Max put on his best innocent face, which in reality was a terribly done innocent face, something he affected on purpose. Max wears his heart on his sleeve, he once overheard Lakhani proclaim. True enough. When it came to most things.
The key was to be a bad enough liar on the surface that the real lies, the secret life burrowed deep in his bones, stayed hidden. 

A few more dire warnings from Lakhani to stay out of it, and Max got to return to his violin.
The composer Paganini was a horny drunk with a gambling addiction. He had rumored illnesses that contributed to his virtuoso: the long fingers, the devilishly quick playing. Max wished his illnesses created some sort of superpower, but they didn’t. Instead, they left his lower half aching, his toes numb, his eyes drooping. He couldn’t get warm. Everything felt sluggish. 
The frenzy screeching of the music was what took his mind off of it. It was the only cure. As always, his body was something to be endured. 
Drop it, she had said. That meant there was something in the works. An operation against Mars, wherein Max’s involvement would gum everything up. Max pouted. He was the king of convoluted ops, not Lakhani. And here he was, babysitting the spies of Toliman City, instead of doing something important and exciting. Not fair. 
Well, he wouldn’t mess with Lakhani’s plans, but damn if he didn’t find out for himself what was going on.
He returned his violin lovingly to its roost, and activated a projection screen. 
First step: searching his ship’s intelligence files on anything to do with Kassius 45. He pulled up Sybil, their anthropomorphized name for the Search, Index, Browse, Link tool.
To his surprise, the first thing it retrieved was an old writeup from the UIG Base in Milnersk. 
The information was from Rasul Sharifi, the same source that was currently in need of extraction. 
Max searched the document, but couldn’t find the passage that mentioned Kassius at all. Or brown dwarf, or the planets. Either Sybil was on the fritz, or… 
Or Peggy could do some digging for him. 
He popped his head out of his office into the bridge. “Solls, get in here. Yilmaz, Kellek, you too.”

      [image: ]“I can’t break into UIG files, Max,” Peggy informed him. “But I can analyze the metadata of this report and yes, some key information was redacted. Sybil”—she said this name with distaste—“probably got her little head confused.”
“Thank you, Peggy,” Maisie said.
“You’re welcome, Mother.”
The three humans startled. Maisie opened her mouth, but Max held up his hand to forestall it. 
“So this guy might have information about Kassius 45,” he said instead. “And it’s information important enough to hide.” Max chewed his lips and leaned back in his desk chair, which emitted a cheeky squeak. Once the UIG saved this guy, Max might want to have a little chat with him. 
He pointed to Maisie. “Why are you here?” he asked accusingly. “I wanted Yilmaz. Not you.”
She tossed her hair. “Don’t know where Ren is. But Peggy likes to talk with me present.” 
“Why do we care at all about the brown dwarf?” asked Marvin Kellek, the ops chief. “It’s pretty dead out there.”
Max was aware of Solly frantically raising their perfectly arched eyebrows at the burly lieutenant commander, likely in a bid to get him to shut up. “It’s fine,” Max grumbled to them. He then addressed Kellek. “People do live out there.”
Kassius 45 was on the other ‘side’ of Alpha Centauri from where Proxima was. Bit farther than Proxima, but currently within reach using sail power. The orbit of the dwarf was on the order of 20,000 years. It was brushing up against Alpha Centauri, and in a few centuries would breach the heliosphere. If it were a wee bit farther away—say, where it had been a few centuries before—one would not be able to reach it without FTL.
And Kassius was a brown dwarf, not a red dwarf like Proxima. Pretty much not a sun. A failure of one. A substellar object, only a little bigger than a gas giant. The planetary masses captured by it were mostly carbon planets. No water, much more carbon than oxygen. Iron- and steel-rich cores. Graphite and diamonds, volcanoes. Carbon monoxide and smog. 
Basically, not suitable for human life, but of course humans would live anywhere, especially where they were told not to, and these particular humans were not inclined to be beholden to any one government—although the Union swept in and claimed primacy generations ago. The setup on the planetary masses allowing for human habitation reminded Max of his home of Io, a moon also not suitable for human life. A moon of people also not a fan of the large interstellar governments. A moon that fell under the Union—not that they had any say about it—and then almost fell under the tyrannical sway of Mars. 
Was Io’s history about to repeat itself in Kassius? Was Mars looking for mining materials … and for people to do the dirty work? And as with Io, would the Union look the other way? 
“Dammit. I should’ve pressed Gal some more.” He closed his eyes in frustration. No matter how good Max was, there were still mistakes and missed opportunities, and it was all made worse by his trumped-up cultivated reputation for infallibility. 
“I’m sure she didn’t want to spend much more time in your charming presence anyway, Max,” Solly soothed, in their very Solly fashion. 
“You’d be surprised.” Max was a grump. A bitter, carping, husk of a man. Sarcastic and condescending. But it seemed to work for him. People like Gal, they gravitated toward it. Maybe it was entertainment value. Maybe it was attractive in a different sense. 
He gritted his teeth. “Tell Yilmaz to get her ass up here.” Why was she never on the bridge anymore? 
Kellek visibly cringed, a remarkable look for a hulking man with a crew cut. “Uh, Max? Yilmaz isn’t on the ship.”
Solly turned sharply toward him. “What do you mean she isn’t on the ship?”
He lifted his shoulder in a half-shrug. “Don’t know what to tell you, boss. I tried contacting her, but her Coralis-based comm says she’s out of the service area.” 
Max and Solly shared a look. “Solls—” he began, in a tone that he knew would trigger an explain, now reflex in them. 
“I suspect her mission to Milnersk is going about as well as expected.”
“So completely to shit, then? Argh.” He wiped his face with his hand. “Maybe, you know, ask the Chief of Base where the fuck she is?”
Kellek blanched. “Dude. Max. Uh, Captain. The chief says he kicked her out hours ago and she was supposed to take a transport back to Toliman City.” He considered. “So she’s probably in Toliman City.”
Max ignored the statement of the obvious. “Did she check in? At all?”
Solly shook their head. “We didn’t mandate a check-in if it would cause her problems. She doesn’t have a Fleet comm on her,” they added. “Too high a chance of interception. But she did have a local unit—”
“Which is out of service,” Kellek repeated. 
“Keep trying to raise her.” Karenna Lakhani would—swear to the Ancients—murder him if he lost her baby sister. 

      [image: ]“So,” a voice came from across his desk. “There was something you were gonna tell me.” 
Solls. Even if Max didn’t recognize their dry voice, only Solly would dare stay behind with Max being in a mood.
“Tell you?”
“Earlier. Much earlier. Before Maisie came over berating you about truncating Peggy’s test. You had said something down in the bar caught your attention.” 
“Right.” Max racked his brain. “Asking nicely. That was it. Gal Soma. She said next time, Mars wouldn’t just take what they want, and would instead ask nicely.” 
“So you think it means Mars is looking at some territory?” 
He spread his hands. “Hell, Solls. I don’t know. And I guess I should be thrilled they want to ask? No, probably not. I don’t like the idea of them thinking about gaining territory. I’d have thought the Expansion War would’ve cured them of that.” 
“Especially in the context of all of us being stranded here in Alpha Centauri.” Solly sat. “She could’ve been talking about the Sol system, but—” 
“But considering the topic of the day, it’s likely the brown dwarf.”
“You think they’re actually gonna ask?”
“Of course not.” Max stabbed his fingers into his eyelids, kneading them. 
A personal moment of weakness, one he would never show on the bridge. Or in front of most people. He was having a flare-up pain day, from toes to head, and Ancients help him, he was losing his ability to power through. Maybe age, or maybe it worsened over time.
But who was Max, if he was left with skin and bones vibrating in pain? With carpal tunnel hands that could barely hold a stylus? That wasn’t Maxime Dupont. Maxime Dupont was invincible. Larger-than-life. Better than illness.
Better than this.
“Too much shit.” 
They gave him a keen look, but seemed to talk themself out of whatever they were going to say. “Focus on what you can control, Max.” They paused. “You’re ill.”
“No, I’m not.” Max stifled a yawn. 
“You were playing your violin. I heard you.”
“I was tryna think.” He squirmed under the intensity of their attention. 
“You missed Yeleni’s birthday.”
He covered his eyes. “Oh motherfu—I’m so sorry, Marin. Please tell her Happy 8th. Godsdammit.” 
“She knows you’re important and busy.” 
Max banged his head against his desk. It felt surprisingly good. Grounding. “What’s the point of being her godfather if I can’t even show up?”
“Max. It’s okay. I shouldn’t have brought it up like that.” 
He opened his mouth to say so many things. Stop apologizing for stating needs. Take care of yourself as much as you take care of me. Marin Solly, I don’t deserve you… 
But Solly forestalled anything before he could get a word out, and steered the conversation toward safe ground 
“So, Captain. What are you going to do about Mars’s territorial designs?”
Max allowed the deflection. That was the thing with both of them. They both ran away before things got real. “I already brought it up with Lakhani,” he said. “She told us to leave it alone.” 
Solly goggled. “And that’s going to stop you?”
“No, of course not.” He reached for the flask hidden in a special compartment of his desk, and raised it toward them. “Want some?”
“Max…”
“I’m technically in Coralis orbit, which means I’m subject to their laws, and it’s not illegal to buy this shit on the planet.” 
“That’s not exactly how—” 
“It tastes like ass, Solls. It’s exactly what I need to focus my mind.” 
“Fine, Max. Drink your contraband ambrosia. I, however, will abstain.” 
Max shrugged in a suit yourself gesture and took a swig.
“Fils de pute,” he swore. “I can’t believe she kept it from me.” He got up, not happy with leaving Solly empty-handed, and poured them an ice water. “Drink. You’re gonna run yourself ragged.”
They accepted the tumbler without comment. “It’s not clear she knows,” they said to his earlier statement.
“Then why would she tell me to leave it alone?” 
Solly made a noise of capitulation. “Okay. So maybe she knows. Maybe Union brass knows. Then they already have a handle on the situation. Why are we inserting ourselves into this?” 
Max clenched his teeth. Took a sip. Almost gagged. Growled softly. Looked back up at his waiting XO. 
“How much does the Union actually care?” he asked softly. 
Solly gave him a penetrating look, then cast their arms up from their side in a tiny display of exasperation. “This isn’t Io.” 
He slammed his heavy flask down, making the skull on his desk jump and its jaw hinge clamp.  
“Never said it was. My entire personality isn’t based on Io, you know.” 
“What Gal Soma said to you back in the bar got to you. Hurt your feelings, even.”
He shot them a murderous look. ‘Hurt feelings.’ No, hurt feelings were when someone kicked you in the nuts while calling you names. Not when your family’s former oppressors made noises about democracy and the Union’s lack thereof. 
“Fuck off, Solls.” He said it without heat.
They paused. “Good. You’re
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