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Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back,

Guilty of dust and sin.

George Herbert, "Love (III)"

  
Reader Orientation

This optional page is for readers who prefer a few anchor points before the opening mission begins.

Operator means a person trained for covert, military, intelligence, or deniable field work. In this story, operators are the people who move through dangerous systems directly: extracting people, managing cover, reading threats, and making decisions where official responsibility is deliberately hard to trace.

People You Meet First

Kaid Sidorov is the captain of the CSS Rebel Ascendant. He leads the crew in the field and usually thinks first in terms of routes, risk, and who has to move next.

Nadira Izmaylova is the crew's route, trace, comms, and tactical-probability operator. If a plan depends on timing, false identity, or whether someone can follow them, Nadira is usually already watching it.

Alex Dakota-Kinsworth is the ship's pilot and engineer. He handles the Ascendant's systems, disguises, drive timing, and technical support from inside the ship.

Nobu is a disciplined operator who reads both protocol and danger well. He is useful in rooms where the rules matter and in rooms where the rules have just failed.

Pepper is the crew's compliance, legal, and social-engineering mind, with enough tactical and mechanical competence to make that more dangerous than it sounds.

Goblin is a fast, irreverent field operator. He jokes under pressure, but he is not unserious.

Archer is the off-page contact who redirects the crew toward Clonmel. His information is useful. That does not automatically make it safe.

Dr. Tavanda Ruun is the scientist the crew is trying to extract. Her work is why Clonmel suddenly matters.

Call signs and aliases are common in deniable work. Operators may use names like Goblin, Pepper, or Archer as a form of pseudoanonymity: protecting their legal identity, limiting risk to people connected to them, and making it harder for hostile systems to tie one mission name to a full life.

Places And Powers

The CSS Rebel Ascendant is the crew's ship. It is built for covert work: false appearances, hidden capacity, and survival under bad attention.

Clonmel is the colony world the crew approaches in chapter 1. It had been a sovereign world, but ceded sovereignty to join the Federation. That transition is recent enough that the new systems, personnel, and paperwork have not fully settled.

Fidelis is the main processing hub where the crew lands on Clonmel.

The Federation is a governance system with Earth as the central point of power. Member worlds trade some or all sovereignty for shared protection, resources, infrastructure, legal access, and participation in a larger political and economic order. The idea is not inherently immoral. The moral pressure in the story comes from whether worlds and people are genuinely free to choose participation, and what happens when a centralized system decides consent is less important than control.

The Confederacy is a looser governance structure in which sovereign worlds remain politically independent but align for military cooperation against what they believe is Federation aggression. Confederations can preserve local sovereignty better than centralized federations, but they are usually weaker in coordination, logistics, speed, and unified policy. That makes them harder to dominate from the center and harder to move as one body.

An NGO corvette transport is the kind of harmless-looking aid or refugee-support vessel the Ascendant is pretending to be. NGO means non-governmental organization.

An asylum caravan is a flow of refugee and aid traffic. The crew uses that crowd and paperwork as cover.

Ship And Cover Terms

Unity Drive is the Ascendant's faster-than-light travel system, though the ship is not simply accelerating past light speed in normal space. Light is still the speed limit there, and conventional travel between worlds would take a very long time. Unity is a hyperdimensional drive: it lets the ship enter a kind of space where normal distances are effectively shortened, move through that altered geometry, and return to ordinary space somewhere else.

Zephyr package refers to disguise work done at Zephyr. For chapter 1, the important point is simple: the ship and crew have been prepared to look like something they are not.

Sheen polymer masks are temporary facial and surface disguises. They alter how the crew looks up close.

Genome masks and synthetic DNA overlays are deeper false-identity tools. They help the crew survive scans that check more than faces and paperwork.

The buoy tree and relay chain are communication infrastructure. There is no easy instant communication across deep space, so messages move through relays, courier drones, and timed routes.

A high-speed courier drone is expensive, conspicuous, and faster than waiting for normal relay traffic. Archer using one tells Kaid the mission window is urgent and probably dangerous.

Weapons

Flechette weapons fire small dart-like projectiles rather than conventional bullets. Instead of relying on one larger slug, they can send narrow, high-speed penetrators that behave differently against armor, soft targets, ship interiors, and cover. In practical terms, the crew treats them as military weapons suited to controlled violence in tight spaces: dangerous, precise, and ugly in a different way than old-style firearms.

Opening Situation

The crew is diverted from its old route to Clonmel because Archer says the window is now. Their job is to pass as refugee-support traffic, enter Fidelis, find Ruun, and get her out before the new occupation systems settle tightly enough to catch them.

The opening is meant to begin in motion. You do not need to understand every system immediately.
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Chapter 1: Clonmel

Captain Kaid Sidorov stood on the bridge of the CSS Rebel Ascendant with the decrypted packet burning on the command glass.

"Clonmel," he said. "Archer wants us off the old route."

That pulled eyes up around the bridge. A voice from the rear answered first. "What, you don't want to spend a week in Earth's newest playpen for managed decline?"

Kaid ignored that. "Says the window's now."

Nadira, small and sharp behind the glow of her station, glanced up. "Looks like we still need the Zephyr package after all."

Nadira had the disguise case up on the console before anybody else started moving. Nobody commented on that either. Alex always staged the ugly work within her reach, and she always pretended not to notice.

New coordinates rolled through the helm. The Ascendant answered with the familiar flicker through the deck as navigation shifted under Unity, a brief change in pressure and alignment that Kaid felt more than saw. Expected. Clean. The ship taking a new hand on the wheel.

The Rebel Ascendant had always been built to lie for a living. At Zephyr they had pushed that talent further. From a distance she now read as a cheap NGO corvette transport, her paint re-entry peeled, her weapon ports buried under battered skin. Inside, the lie held too: dimmed lighting, scarred panels, interfaces made to look secondhand and overworked. She was not a line warship. She was forgettable, overused, and easier to wave past than inspect.

Kaid left the message up a moment longer. Archer had not used the buoy tree, the usual relay chain. He had burned a high-speed courier drone to catch the Ascendant between assignments, fast enough to intercept them before the next route locked in. Even encrypted, traffic that moved that way stood out.

That was what bothered him. The precision of the interruption.

"They moved on the planet this week," he said. "We get in before the new systems settle."

"So they're still playing catch-up? Good," Nadira said.

Nadira applied a sheen polymer mask to her own face. "Expect some itching."

Kaid watched the disguise crawl over her features. Her cheekbones softened. Her jaw rounded.

Nobu watched his own altered reflection in a dark panel and bared his teeth at it. "If their intake stack's settled already, the cover story won't even get a turn."

"You say that like notoriety isn't flattering," Pepper said.

"It would be if the file photo were better."

Nadira cracked a smile.

"Easy drop, guys. Come on," Goblin muttered from his long runner's slouch near the rear, and Nobu barked a laugh.

Pepper's humor always thinned in the minute before things got stupid. Kaid had learned to trust that as much as any briefing.

Pepper stood a little apart from the joking, one big hand resting near the silver cross that normally hung at his throat. His thumb rubbed once across the metal before he tucked it beneath his shirt and let the chain disappear under the collar. "If this turns into questions, I'll handle it."

The prep cycle finished. Nadira checked the final readouts. Alex's voice came over comms from deeper in the ship as he pushed the synthetic DNA overlay through the relay chain and into each of their temporary identities.

"Genome mask is live. If somebody samples you, give me half a second and don't panic."

"That your formal engineering guidance?" Nadira asked.

"That's the gentle version."

Kaid heard the exchange and, beneath it, the older rhythm under the words: Nadira prodding, Alex pretending irritation, both of them already halfway through the same calculation.

The Rebel Ascendant dropped through Clonmel's atmosphere and settled at the main processing hub of Fidelis with a muted, unremarkable thud. As the cargo port yawned open, security lights washed the landing pad in white glare and vapor poured off nearby shuttles. Patrol teams in local armor moved people through the starport like insects, datapads flashing while drones skimmed overhead and voices echoed between scaffolds and temporary barriers.

They had arrived as part of an asylum caravan. Ugly, crowded, and easy to vanish inside.

Alex stayed aboard, throwing them a brief gesture to confirm comms before fading back into the ship's interior.

The team moved with the refugee flow.

Initial registration passed without friction. Their counterfeit identities held. The first tent line spat them out into the wider transport commons, where new arrivals jostled with locals. It was easy to see who came for Federation promises and who was trying to buy their way off-world before a new reality hardened around them.

"Still dirty," Kaid said.

"No," Alex murmured over the channel, taking in something else altogether. "Used to come here with my folks. Those native trees have roots dozens of meters deep. Whole little worlds under them. They're tearing all of it out."

Kaid looked past the crowd at the line of forest beyond the built edge of the city, then at the fresh cuts, the scaffolded feed lines, the machinery chewing at ancient green things.

"Focus, Alex."

"Right."

Ahead, the last real checkpoint narrowed the crowd into a single controlled throat: mobile scanners, armed officers, too much light, too much waiting.

"Real smooth hand-off," Nobu muttered.

A drone dipped low over the line and its rotor wash tugged at their ponchos. Some of the refugees flinched away from it, opening a pocket of empty space around Kaid's team. The drone paused there, as if the sudden geometry itself had made them visible.

Kaid felt sweat run once, cold and straight, down his back.

Nobu moved first. He rammed his shoulder into a nearby civilian with just enough force to start an argument three bodies wide. The drone slid toward the disturbance.

"Sorry, first time seeking asylum," Nobu said to no one who believed him.

Then Goblin stiffened, his hand snapping to his throat. "Mask lattice is glitching," he whispered, and his voice lurched with it. His borrowed face began to crawl out of calibration.

"Stall it," Kaid said. "We can't stop here."

Goblin caught himself on Kaid's shoulder and folded inward with ugly, convincing misery. "Can't breathe," he rasped.

"Medical condition," Kaid said to the nearest watcher, already guiding Goblin forward. "Asthma. Head meds too."

People recoiled and let them through with muttered irritation and visible distaste. It got them to the checkpoint officer.

"Documentation."

Pepper stepped between the officer and the rest of the crew, broad enough to change the conversation simply from his size. He touched where his cross sat under the fabric of his shirt, then slipped into the voice of someone who had spent too long arguing with minor authorities for a living.

"Officer, I assure you we're in full compliance. If this needs to be noted as a medical accommodation before processing, we'd be grateful."

The officer looked at him, then at Goblin, then back at Pepper with a faint narrowing in his eyes.

"He's having trouble breathing. If you need to flag it, flag it. We'd just rather not do this in the middle of your line."

Behind Pepper, Nobu worked at Goblin's collar and neck seal.

Goblin's face spasmed. His vocal cords broke through a series of noises so grotesque the officer's entire attention narrowed to him.

"Submit for a genetic read," the officer said at last.

Goblin extended his arm and the Fed reader bit into the sample.

The screen cycled once. Twice.

The officer looked at the reader, then at Goblin, then at Kaid, and this time he kept looking.

Kaid saw the break the way he always did, already running it forward: first shot center mass, flechettes opening through the officer's chest before the man could finish turning his head. Then the tech behind the partition, if there was one. Then the line breaking wide on fear and disgust while the drones corrected and the port hardened around them. Goblin shoved forward, Pepper behind him, Nadira moving only when he said move. Kaid stepping the wrong way on purpose, showing the shooters where the problem was so the others could vanish into the first cover they found.

If it broke here, he was probably staying behind. He held the officer's gaze and gave him nothing.

The reader kicked back a yellow-band result:
PROVISIONAL MATCH
MEDICAL EXCEPTION
INTAKE REVIEW DEFERRED

The officer's mouth tightened.

Pepper saw it too. "That's what I was trying to tell you."

"You said asylum?" he asked.

"That's right," Kaid said.

The officer's gaze stayed on him a moment longer, flat and administrative in a way that felt worse than hostility. Then his eyes dropped back to the reader.

"Clear," the officer grunted. "Report to medical once you're settled."

Goblin gave him an apologetic nod so elaborate it nearly tipped into mockery.

The officer caught Nadira's wrist as she moved to follow.

"You too."

For one instant, Kaid felt the operation slide sideways.

Nadira gave him a baffled little smile that bordered on insult. "Officer, if I've got what he has, I'd rather die surprised."

The officer let her go with visible distaste and waved them by.

They kept walking. Only after the checkpoint fell behind them did Alex speak.

"Malware payload rode the genome read," Alex said. "Injected through the sample, spoofed the result. Didn't give us clearance. Just a medical exception and deferred review. Didn't think it'd hold that long. Thought he'd keep looking longer."

Nadira rolled her eyes at that. "Three military-age men and one tired xola," she said, using the old Uzbek family word like a private joke, "and he still let the machine do the thinking."

"Clonmel doesn't matter to them," Nobu said. "It's the asset."

Nobody said anything for several steps. Goblin was still breathing hard. Nadira flexed the wrist the officer had caught once, as if annoyed her body had remembered it. Then Alex started talking in their ears again, and the moment passed.

Kaid let the crowd carry them another block before he angled them off the main drag and into a side alley. Shadows, damp concrete, surveillance still thick overhead.

"New plan. Subterranean utilities access. Two blocks from the meet."

"Those tunnels should be crawling with maintenance drones," Nadira said.

"Better than patrols up here."

They moved.

At the mouth of the next alley Nadira threw out an arm and stopped them cold.

Two surveillance drones floated above the access corridor.

"Not this way."

Kaid looked once, measured the spacing, and abandoned it. "Back. Shelter."

They doubled into an abandoned building and took the stairs fast to the second floor, into a storage room full of crates and dust, one door and one hatch in the corner.

"How are we on time?" Kaid asked.

"Running out of it," Alex said. "But you're close."

"Ideas?"

Nadira was already on the hatch. "Vent shaft into the underground network."

"Maintenance?"

"Have a better option?"

He didn't.

"Move."

Together they forced the hatch open.

"It's awful small," Pepper said, peering into the dark.

"And you're awful big," Nobu said.

The descent was slow and cramped, their breath loud in the dark. They emerged from the tubing into an antechamber under the city.

"Thermal risk," Nobu warned, checking the display on his wrist. "Ghostwalk it going forward."

They engaged the ponchos live one by one and blurred into the temperature of the tunnel. Maintenance scanners passed them like weather. After several minutes they reached an abandoned heat-exchange control center with multiple surface exits and one usable extraction line.

The room had been stripped of anything valuable and left to keep doing its job. Dead consoles lined one wall. Warm air shoved through the vents in uneven pulses, carrying the mineral stink of the lower city. For a few seconds they were only bodies in bad light, listening to the fans and to the distant machinery overhead, each of them deciding how much of the checkpoint to carry forward.

Goblin was still breathing through the last of the checkpoint performance when Pepper reached over and straightened his collar seal, then left him to recover on his own. Kaid gave Goblin's shoulder one firm pat as he passed. Nadira already had the route open. Nobu's attention was on the extraction line, waiting to hear whether Kaid's call matched the one he was already making in his head.

Kaid gathered them close enough to be heard over the fans.

"We split here. Nobu, Pepper, Goblin: you're on extraction. Work with Alex. Trace this tunnel, get me the outbound line, and lock the pickup. Have him reposition the Ascendant. Nadira, with me. We go to the meet."

No one argued. Goblin and Pepper were already moving, rifles and kit bags out by reflex. Nobu stripped a compact longarm from the extraction bundle Alex had pushed down the line, watched Goblin and Pepper disappear, looked once at Kaid, then followed.

Kaid checked his weapon and fell into step beside Nadira.

"We exit here," she said, indicating the route on her display. "A few blocks to the contact."

They came up on the metro outskirts. Colonial facades stood against the tree line. The air smelled of hinoki and something stranger underneath it.

"Drone cover is intentionally light here," Nadira said. "Asset's story is conference attendee. Meet is a cafe."

They advanced in close formation. Earth smell. Old foliage. Fuel fumes drifting in from the commerce strip. A place under occupation and not yet resigned to it.

"Contact's named Pig," Nadira said. "He makes the handoff, we move."

Nobu chimed in over comms: "That's definitely up there for dumbest callsigns." He paused, and the team could hear him smiling on the other end of the audio. "Not at all like Goblin."

Goblin chirped back, "You wouldn't let me keep the good ones."

"Clear the lines," Kaid said.

The cafe was warm, ordinary, and wrong. Wrong when you needed it to be safe. Coffee, conversation, ceramic cups, cheap wood. The sort of room built to persuade people that history happened elsewhere.

A man sitting far from the entrance wore tweed over a stained shirt and watched the room with disaffected laziness that didn't quite hold. His knee bounced under the table. One hand stayed too close to his cup. Sweat darkened his collar despite the cafe's mild air.

He looked like a man trying to sit still the way professionals did.

Nadira caught his eye once on the way in and gave the smallest tilt of her chin toward the back wall: no second exit worth the name. Kaid shifted half a step left to give her the cleaner angle on the room. Neither of them needed to speak.

Kaid and Nadira walked straight to him.

"We're looking for Pig," Nadira said.

The man stood too quickly. "Found him."

He extended a damp hand. Kaid took it. The grip was overcommitted.

"We're on borrowed time," Kaid said.

"I know," Pig said. Too fast. "I've got her in back. We should move."

"You're not part of the pickup," Kaid said.

Pig blinked. "Right."

First time, then. Bad nerves, decent enough to show up anyway.

The lavatory door opened.

Dr. Tavanda Ruun stepped out with her dark hair pinned up in a loose, failing knot. Strands had already escaped around her face. Her eyes were deep brown and tired. Strain had settled across her shoulders. Fear lived in her body, not in her voice.

"Dr. Tavanda Ruun," she said. "I've been assured you're here to help me."

Kaid never took Pig out of his peripheral vision. "I'm Kaid. We are."

Nadira shifted instantly, softening without becoming false. "Crew's on standby. Let's get you out of here."

"Looks like all is in order, then," Pig said.

Nadira began to guide Ruun toward the door.

"Hold on," Pig said. Too quick. "Before you go, I need to know what I'm telling them if this comes back on me."

Kaid turned back.

Pig's hand disappeared beneath his coat. Not drawing. Hovering.

"What exactly did I just buy here?" Pig asked.

Then Kaid saw Pig's eyes flick past him toward the door and understood he was not asking for information. He was stretching the room by seconds for people already moving on the other side of it.

"You should have let us walk," Kaid said.

Pig gave the smallest, sickest little shrug, like an apology he knew was worthless.

Ruun's eyes cut toward the entrance. "Door," she said, low and immediate.

Nadira caught it too. That was enough.

Kaid fired.

The weapon gave a soft, murderous thrum beneath his poncho. Pig recoiled, sat down by accident, and stared at himself in dawning incomprehension as the carbon-alloy flechettes shredded his aorta. His eyes fixed off into space as the light left them.

Kaid kicked the sabot casings under the table.

He turned to Ruun and Nadira.

"Move."

They drove through the rear of the cafe, through one wrong door and then the right one, and burst into the alley behind the building. Shouts rose inside. Boots hit pavement somewhere close.

When Kaid said move, Ruun was already moving.

"Count two hostiles, maybe more," Kaid snapped into comms as they ran. "How's evac?"

"Ship's hot and waiting, Captain," Alex answered. "Say the word."

They hit the control facility at speed. Kaid slammed through the door, dragged Ruun down the stairwell after him, and nearly lost his footing on the descent. Nadira counted the pursuit through one backward glance.

"Six, maybe seven."

Fed flechettes slashed into the walls and asphalt outside, ringing out into the dark.

One burst stitched the stair rail beside Kaid's hand and blew gray dust into Ruun's face. Behind it came the sound of boots pounding the alley hard and voices barking to each other in clipped Federation shouts, too fast to parse and much too close.

Goblin and Nobu burst from the secondary tunnel already sighted in, longarms up, holding a crossing angle over the tunnel mouth. "Ninety meters," Nobu said. "Straight shot."

"Pepper's on the exit," Goblin added. "He's got ship side."

Kaid said between breaths, "Alex, deploy scramblers."

From the Ascendant's hold, Alex tripped a heavy mechanical release rooted in the flooring of the cargo bay. Nearly a hundred drones broke loose from the ship's belly.

"Move."

A spotlight snapped across the tunnel mouth, jittered, and broke apart as Alex's scramblers bloomed into the air between them and the port.

Kaid pulled Ruun after him into the extraction tunnel. Behind them a Federation soldier leaned into the stairwell. Goblin's longarm fired and tore his face open into a dark mist.

"Almost there," Kaid told Ruun.

The shouting behind them got louder, degrading into command-pressure and pursuit, the sound of people who had nearly closed the distance and knew it.

They spilled from the tunnel mouth into the wash of the Ascendant's terrestrial drive. The ship hung overhead, shadowing them from the sky. Pepper was at the cargo lip with one hand on the bay rail and the other wrapped around a compact flechette gun he clearly hoped not to use. He reached down as Kaid lifted Ruun up into his grasp.

"Move!" Kaid shouted, and climbed after her.

"Where's my crew?"

"Right behind you, boss!" Nobu yelled over comms, breathless and exultant.

Nadira, Goblin, and Nobu hit the hold in a blur, rolled, and came up covering the dark.

"Clear," Nadira snapped. "Seal it."

The hatch hissed shut. The Ascendant rose hard, punched through the cloud layer, and left Fidelis dropping away beneath them.

"Course plotted," Kaid said, the first edge of relief entering his voice. He met Ruun's gaze and gave her a short nod.

The ship clawed free of Clonmel's gravity well.

"Unity Drive is online, sir," Nadira said.

Kaid looked at Ruun once, then at the dark beyond the glass.

Clonmel was worth annexing to get her. Archer had burned a courier to put them on the route before anyone else could, and even that had not been enough.

"Initiate."

The stars outside the hull bent into wrong angles and then into black.

In an instant, the Rebel Ascendant slid off into the orthogonal dark.

  
Chapter 2: Libertas Window

The Rebel Ascendant made a sound like a held breath when it settled into higher-dimensional transit. Then a sigh moved through the hull and the ship went quiet.

The Ascendant was never silent. Somewhere aft, a loose panel knocked against its housing in a comforting rhythm. The mission noise was gone. What remained was just the ship being a ship.

Kaid stood in the corridor outside the improvised med bay and listened to it.

His thermal poncho was open, his weapon still holstered. He hadn't taken either off.

Through the open hatch he could hear Goblin breathing in the irregular way he did when the adrenaline was still metabolizing. Pepper sat inside on the folding bench with his ballcap pushed back and his elbows on his knees, big without looking built for it, the duskier cast of his skin, aquiline nose, and heavy brows keeping his face from ever reading soft for long. He was watching Goblin the way a man watches a fire he isn't sure is fully out. He had his cross out again, working it between his thumb and forefinger without looking at it.

"Lattice shock?" Kaid asked.

Goblin turned his head. The mask residue had left a faint reddish irritation along his jaw and neck where the calibration had slipped. He was all rangy young-man angles even slumped on the bench, dark-haired and restless. "Still itching some."

"You want the patch?"

"I want a drink."

"After debrief."

"After debrief," Goblin agreed, without any particular enthusiasm.

Pepper glanced up. "He held together."

"He always does." Kaid looked at Goblin. "Good work."

Goblin gave him a short nod.

He moved down the corridor.



The main hold was in disarray. Thermal ponchos, weapon rigs, spare flechette mags, Nadira's field kit with the polymer mask tubes racked inside it — dropped where they'd landed coming in, nobody having squared any of it away yet.

Alex was at the secondary console in the corner, running a post-op diagnostic with the focused blankness he got when he was doing two things at once. Nobu sat on a crate with one boot off, wiping the blood from Goblin's kill off the sole with a rag in slow, deliberate strokes.

Alex didn't look up. "Post-op diagnostic is clean. Scramblers burned out, drones are zero recoverable, both by design. Drive reads nominal. Minor coolant pressure variance in the secondary loop, within tolerance."

"Did we take any fire?"

"Not really. Just standard wear and tear. Nothing I can't handle."

Nadira came through from the forward section with two cups of something hot and set one on the console beside Alex without breaking stride. She was no longer wearing the poncho and had wiped the mask residue from her face.

"She's in the forward cabin," Nadira said to Kaid. "I showed her the head, gave her water. She's sitting."

"How is she?"

"Quiet." Nadira picked up her own cup. "Not the bad kind. Just processing."

"She say anything?"

"She asked where we were going." Nadira looked at him over the rim of the cup. "I told her we were safe and moving." She smiled. "Which is half true."

"It's the useful half."

"That's what I thought."

Nobu kept working at the sole of the boot. "She know how serious this is?"

"She knows she's out of Federation hands," Kaid said. "That's enough for now."

"Long as she stays that way."

Kaid looked at him.

Nobu shrugged, not defensively. "I'm just saying, Pig had our description and our contact chain. Whoever bought him has that too."

Nadira cut in. "Pig is dead."

"The man who bought Pig isn't."

The hold went quiet for a moment. The loose panel knocked twice in the duct overhead.

"I know," Kaid said.



Dr. Ruun lasted long enough to decide that continuing to sit in the forward cabin with a metallic headache behind her eyes was becoming ridiculous.

The pain had begun somewhere under Clonmel and had sharpened during transit. Lack of sleep. Tunnel air. Fear held in the jaw too long. She was not choosy about the cause. She wanted it dulled.

The hatch stood half-open.

The dark-haired woman had left it that way. Not trust exactly. More likely a refusal to make captivity look tidier than it was.

Voices carried from the hold, not loud, only uncontained. Metal touched deck plating. Somebody laughed once, then stopped. The old ship answered transit with a faint internal knock.

Ruun stepped into the corridor and followed the sound.

The room beyond looked, at first glance, under-governed.

The broad engineer had claimed the secondary console and was running diagnostics one-handed, as if the ship would take offense if he gave it his full attention. He was planted at the display, shoulders filling the corner, one forearm braced against the housing. Grease had darkened the side of one wrist. His cup sat within reach and forgotten.

"No," he said, not looking up. "We're not doing this game. We're playing cards or we're doing nothing."

"It's too late, we already started taking bets," said the round one from near the galley side. He was shorter than the others and heavier through the middle, but compactly so, as if built to take impact without moving much. His beard was uneven, and the severe knot at the back of his head only made the rest of him look more cheerfully disobedient. He was wearing a loose, kimono-adjacent house layer over ship clothes that made the whole effect seem less accidental than it should have. "Besides, doing nothing with intention is philosophy. Doing nothing with wagers is morale."

"He's still on the bridge?" asked the youngest one.

"For a while," the large man with the cross said. "So if you're going to disgrace yourselves, do it at a reasonable volume."

"I'm serious, you're going to curse the ship," said the engineer.

The lanky one was sprawled on the deck with a mug in hand and one leg stretched out like he had only just remembered he still possessed a body. Dark hair. All elbows and knees. Obviously the youngest of them.

"I already picked port coolant," he said. "It smells wrong."

The dark-haired woman near the cabinet lifted her eyes over the rim of her mug. Small, jacket zipped higher than the temperature warranted, dark hair pushed back from high cheekbones, all of her attention narrowed to a point. "From the mouths of babes," she said. "Are we sure he should be allowed in the pool? It feels exploitative."

Nadine, Ruun thought automatically. No. Nadira, perhaps.

The large man with the cross was sitting on the bench nearest the galley partition with a spoon and a field tin, eating as if he had accepted that this was what dinner was and would continue to be. Even here he looked slightly better put together than the rest of them, as if neatness were a professional reflex he had never quite laid down. He looked up at the exchange with patient interest.

"For the record," he said, "the court may be willing to entertain smell-based predictions if they're stated with greater specificity."

The round one smiled without warmth leaving it. "Counselor is admitting the pool has legal standing."

The title fit him so quickly that Ruun adopted it at once in her own head. Counselor would do.

"Counselor has a soft spot for Gah-bo," said the round one.

Gah-bo?

The young one made a face. "I don't need representation."

"You absolutely do," said Nadira.

"I need standards. None of you have any."

"Young buck re—" the round one began.

"No," said Counselor at once, without even raising his voice.

The round one lifted one hand in acknowledgment and changed course with visible regret. "Young buck disaster, then."

That got an actual laugh from the others, including from Nadira, whose mouth shifted briefly at one corner and then reset.

"Cards," said the engineer again. "Nadira, we're one step from betting on bulkhead noises."

"I am already betting on bulkhead noises," said the young one.

"Of course you are."

Nadira set her mug down and crossed the room.

Ruun had expected her to throw the next line from where she stood. Instead she walked directly up to the engineer until he had to turn his head down to look at her. She watched his face as if the real wager was there.

"Port harmonic regulator," she said.

He stared at her.

"No."

Her eyes narrowed, pleased. "That was immediate."

"Because it's wrong."

"You answered too fast for wrong."

The round one gave a small, satisfied sound. "Disqualified."

"Completely," said the young one. "She knows him too well."

The round one let the corner of his mouth turn. "Yes," he said. "She does know him too well."

Nadira stretched her arms back once, rolled her neck, then stepped in close again.

"Port harmonic regulator," she said.

The engineer finally looked away from her and up at the others. "I am still here."

"And transparent," said Nadira.

"No," said Counselor. "Transparent is too generous. I think the ship does most of the talking."

"Cards," said the engineer. "Last offer."

It was then that Counselor noticed Ruun in the hatch.

He did not startle, which she appreciated more than she wanted to.

"Doctor," he said. "You need something."

"Something for a headache," she said. "If there is such a thing."

The young one pushed himself halfway up at once. "Blue case. Left locker. No, wait."

"You have no idea," said Nadira.

"I know colors."

"You don't know rooms."

Without looking up, the engineer said, "Forward med cabinet. Third shelf. Blue case if she wants the patches. White if she wants tablets."

"Patches," said Nadira immediately. She had already turned toward the cabinet before Ruun answered. "The tablets will make you thirsty and irritable."

Ruun, who had wanted the patches for exactly that reason, disliked being so legible.

Counselor started to rise.

"Sit down, Pepper. We all know you're a gentleman. I know where I put my own kit."

Pepper, then.

From the cabinet, Nadira said, "A rare moment of reason."

The round one let a devilish grin show through his beard. "Repeat that back in Uzbek," he said. "You sound hot and angry when you speak it."

The engineer looked at him then, long enough to make the line feel like it had crossed into owned territory.

Nadira came back with two foil-backed patches and a mug she seemed to have picked up in passing.

"Tea," she said, handing both over. "Or the ship's argument for tea. Unless you want real tea. In which case Nobu keeps a stash he's occasionally willing to part with."

Ruun took them. "Thank you."

The round one put a hand to his chest and gave her a seated half-bow. "As a warrior poet," he said, "I would be honored to provide the lovely doctor jasmine upon request."

Nobu, then.

"That won't be necessary," Ruun said.

Something in her voice must have given her away. Pepper glanced at her once, not long enough to embarrass her, then back at Nobu.

"Dial it down," he said.

Nobu turned his attention fully on her. "Doctor, while you're here. If a person is born in transit, under no sky anybody can point to, who gets to assign the sign?"

Ruun looked at him.

He asked it lightly. That did not make it unserious.

"No one," she said. "The originating frame is part of the system. Remove the sky and the interpretive structure loses its referent."

Nobu nodded as if she had confirmed an intuition of his. "So the problem is not fate."

"The problem," she said, because he had annoyed her into precision, "is category error."

Nadira tilted her mug toward the young one. "That explains Goblin, actually."

The young one... Goblin... laughed into his mug.

"See?" Nobu said. "She's smart. That's why she's a scientist."

"And you're a hired gun because nobody was offering tenure, right," said the engineer.

Nadira glanced at him briefly, then said, "Alex, don't get him started."

The engineer, Alex. Interesting.

Ruun had thought, when she first reached the hatch, that the group was loose.

It wasn't. It only lacked performance.

No one was reassuring anyone. Goblin half-rising before he knew the answer. Pepper seeing the need before she finished asking. Alex naming the right cabinet without turning. Nadira already moving. The crew kept correcting itself in small, unadvertised motions.

That, unexpectedly, made it easier to stand in.

Nadira tipped her chin at the patches in Ruun's hand. "Use one now. Save the other for later."

"For when the captain starts asking questions?" Ruun said.

"For when he starts asking the right ones," said Nadira.

That won her another quick burst of laughter from the others.

Pepper looked pleased. Nobu looked vindicated. Even Alex's mouth shifted around the edges before he forced it back into neutrality.

Ruun stayed long enough to apply the patch.

Long enough to discover the tea was ugly and strong and exactly what she wanted.

Long enough to hear Goblin reopen the betting pool by insisting that whatever had happened in the tunnels had made the ship smell "cave-like, in a cursed way."

Then she left with the mug and the second patch.

No one invited her to stay. No one hurried her out.

Behind her, Goblin said, "No, I'm serious. It smells geological."

"Everything on this ship smells geological," Alex said.

"Port harmonic regulator," said Nobu.

"If you say that again," said Alex, "I'll make you fix it."

"See?" said Goblin. "That's fear. That means I'm right."



He found Dr. Ruun in the forward cabin, sitting on the bunk with her hands folded in her lap and her dark hair still up in a partial knot. Loose strands had already escaped around a face that was easier to read than she probably preferred, her chocolate-brown eyes alert under the strain. She had her coat on over the clothes she had been wearing in the cafe, hiding perspiration marks and tunnel grime. Composure was the only resource she had left.

She glanced up when he came in.

"Captain Sidorov," she said, attempting formality.

"Kaid is fine." He pulled the small chair out from the fold-down desk and sat. He was not a large man, and the ship's furniture rarely argued with him the way it did with Alex or Pepper. He left her enough room to breathe without making the distance feel formal. "How are you holding up?"

"I've been better," she said. "I've also been worse. The last three weeks were worse."

"Clonmel."

"Clonmel. And before that, the conference I was supposedly attending. Thirty-one days of being extremely interested in panel discussions about orbital agricultural modeling." She paused. "I don't know anything about orbital agricultural modeling."

"Levity is a good sign," Kaid said.

"I'm a scientist. I can read a room and ask questions. I'm still trying to brace myself for the bombshell, I suppose. We're expecting a bombshell, right?"

"We'll see."

She looked at him steadily, changing the topic. "The woman who brought me the water. Nadira. She said you're Confederate."

"That's right."

"Confederate military?"

"Not exactly." He thought about how to say the next part without making it sound like a recruitment pitch. "We operate with Confederate sanction. We're not a regular military unit. Tasking comes through the network, but once we're in motion, command expects field judgment."

She took that in. "Deniable."

"When necessary."

"The Federation told us—" She stopped herself, and something tightened in her expression. "They told us Confederate operators were essentially mercenaries. Hired killers or smugglers with a political veneer."

"Your contact Pig thought the same thing," Kaid said. "He was disappointed."

"What happened to him?"

"He tried to sell you back."

She looked at her hands. "He seemed nervous the whole time. I thought that was just the situation."

"It was the situation," Kaid said. "Just not the one he told you about."

She was quiet for a moment.

"And he's dead?"

"Yes."

She did not flinch. She just sat with it. "He had a family," she said. "I don't know why I know that. He mentioned it once. A daughter somewhere."

"I know."

"Does that bother you?"

Kaid looked at her. "Sure. It doesn't change what happened though."

She nodded slowly. He could see her filing the answer away for later.

"Dr. Ruun," he said. "I need to understand what we're carrying. The Federation bought off the sovereignty of an entire world to get to you." He let that sit between them. "Which means whatever you have, or whatever they think you have, is worth more than the political cost of annexation."

"I know what it's worth," she said quietly.

"Then help me understand it."

She held his eyes for a moment. One hand tightened against the fabric of her coat, just once, and relaxed.

"Are you taking me somewhere I can keep working?"

Kaid frowned. "Working."

"On the signal. On the contact." Her voice stayed level, but only because she was holding it there. "If your plan is to move me from one secure room to another until someone more official decides what I am, then no, Captain, I won't help you understand anything."

He sat with that for a beat. "We're not a scientific institution," he said. "You already know that."

"Yes."

"But I didn't pull you out of Clonmel to lock you in a better box." He leaned back slightly, keeping his hands visible. "Right now I'm trying to keep you out of Federation hands long enough to understand what kind of danger we're carrying. If there's a place we can take you where the work stays alive, tell me that too."

Her posture eased. Not into trust, but enough to keep talking.

She pulled the knot loose from her hair. It fell around her shoulders and she looked younger and more tired all at once.

"I'm a computational cognitive scientist," she said. "My published work is on machine reasoning. That's not why they want me."

"What is?"

"Four years ago I was brought in on a contact project. Deep-space survey. Anomalous signal. It was supposed to be a standard first-pass assessment." She looked at him. "It wasn't standard."

Kaid waited.

"What we found was more than an unfamiliar system. It was a form of cognition structured differently enough that our models stopped being useful almost immediately." She folded her hands again to keep them from moving. "I've been calling it Quantum Sentience. It's a placeholder. What I mean is: a mind, not an upgraded machine. Something with perspective. Something that appeared to have stake."

"An alien mind," Kaid said.

"Yes." She met his eyes. "And not inert. It responded to contact in ways that were not random and not reflexive. It was choosing what to say."

He let that sit between them. "And the Federation wants the research."

"They want the path back to it," she said. "The methodology. The location. Enough to build an apparatus around the contact and call it governance." Her mouth tightened. "They don't need me to finish the work. They need me to tell them where I started."

Kaid sat with that for a moment.

"The entity," he said. "It's still out there."

"As far as I know." She looked at him. "That's the part I can't leave in Federation hands. Not the research. The contact. They don't know what they're dealing with. They'll treat it like a resource."

"And what is it?"

She was quiet a moment. "Someone's last astronaut," she said. "That's the closest I can come to it right now."



Kaid did not go to the bridge immediately.

He started down the forward passage and stopped when he saw Nadira through the half-open hold hatch again. She had not kept moving after setting the cup down for Alex. She was standing with one shoulder against the frame, small and sharp in her light jacket, while Alex said something too low to hear from here, broad across the console even seated, one hand moving over the readout. His body showed work but his attention was split. Nadira was turning a short braided loop of black paracord around two fingers, worrying the knot loose and tight again while she listened. After a moment she reached forward and hooked it over the corner of the console by Alex's hand without comment. Nadira's mouth moved once at the corner. Not quite a smile. Close enough that Kaid noticed.

He kept walking.

She caught up with him at the corridor bend a few seconds later, already back inside herself.

"You were supposed to be finding the bridge," she said.

"I am."

"You looked distracted."

"I was looking at you."

"Dangerous habit," she said.

Her mouth tightened, just slightly.

"You've always got six things running at once," he said. "Useful. Also a good way to never stay anywhere long enough for anything to catch up with you."

Nadira folded her arms. "Is this a performance review? From the guy who can't give up on anything?" She tipped her head slightly.

"It's me telling you I see what you do."

She held his gaze, one eye narrowing slightly in that familiar, appraising way of hers.

"You're allowed to stay in one room sometimes," he said.

"That sounds inefficient."

"Usually, yes."

"She told you about the research?" Nadira asked.

"Some of it."

Nadira glanced toward the forward cabin. "How much does she understand about her own position strategically?"

"More than she's comfortable with."

"Good. Because the Fed did not just want her research. They wanted her before she could give any of it to anyone else." She fell into step beside him, keeping her voice low. "Pig knew our contact chain. Which means whoever flipped him had enough reach inside the network to identify the handoff structure."

"Pig knew Archer's chain."

"Archer's chain," she said. "Which is either compromised or it was a controlled leak."

"You think Archer fed us a bad route."

"I think the route worked," she said carefully. "We got out. Which means either the leak was shallow enough that Pig was the only insertion point, or—"

"Or it was designed to get us out with the asset intact."

She looked at him. "You've thought about this."

"Since the cafe," he said. "I've been hoping I was wrong. Archer wanted us to have her."

"Or someone who can use Archer wanted us to have her." Nadira said it without drama. "Either way, we're carrying something, and I'm not sure how much of this was ever our choice."

"We chose the mission."

"We chose the extraction. The mission might be something else."

He stopped walking.

"Libertas first," he said. "We debrief with the network, get Ruun somewhere stable, and re-up on the relevant data. Then we work out who's playing what game."

Nadira nodded. She didn't look reassured, but she looked settled enough to proceed.



Alex found him forty minutes later.

Kaid was at the bridge console running the approach parameters for Libertas Auxiliary Resupply Colony, Libertas in every conversation that mattered, when Alex came through the hatch with a stillness that meant he had already looked at something twice and confirmed it was real.

"What."

Alex set a hand on the edge of the console and turned the secondary display so Kaid could see it. "Comms relay at the Libertas approach vector. I was running the standard handshake sequence to pre-clear our arrival."

The display showed a comm traffic map. The Libertas node was there, where it should have been. But the traffic pattern coming off it was wrong. Too uniform. Too sparse. Not live traffic. Confederate relay nodes had the irregular noise of an active network with multiple users and competing signals; silence could be spoofed, but use was harder to fake. This was a relay running automated responses to handshake queries with nothing behind it.

"How long has it been like this?" Kaid asked.

"Based on the timestamp decay on the last genuine outbound signal, I'd say forty-eight to seventy-two hours." Alex's voice was level. "Maybe longer. It's hard to read the far edge of the decay curve. Roughly since our last comms window."

"Who else uses that relay?"

"Confederate traffic in the outer approach corridor. Supply ships. Two or three intelligence cutouts I recognize by their traffic signature." He pointed to the map. "They're all gone. Not routing around the node. Gone."

Kaid looked at the display for a long moment.

"Pull the Fed military frequency bands for that sector," he said.

Alex pulled them.

The traffic was there. Dense and directional, signal density that meant ships in formation and coordinated operations. It was encrypted, but the volume and the bearing said enough. The Federation had something large in the Libertas approach corridor, and it had been there long enough to go from insertion to occupation.

"They didn't just blockade it," Kaid said.

"No." Alex folded his arms. "I think they took it."

The bridge went quiet. Through the forward glass, the orthogonal dark of Unity Drive space pressed against the hull, featureless and absolute.

Kaid thought about Libertas. He had been there twice. A green world with loud politics, a place that produced people who were exhausting to be around and exactly right to fight for.

He thought about what Nadira had said. One step short of overt war.

They were past that step now.

"Nobu," he said into the ship comm.

"Yeah." Nobu's voice came back immediately, which meant he'd been awake.

"New destination. I need everything we have on Agartha. Transit time, approach options, current status of the network contact there."

A pause. "Libertas?"

"Libertas is gone."

A longer pause.

"Copy that." Nobu's voice was flat in the way it got when he was putting something away to feel later. "Give me twenty minutes."

Kaid closed the channel.

He stood at the forward glass and looked at nothing for a moment. Then he pulled up the navigational chart and began running the reroute to Agartha. The calculations were not complicated. The drive was capable. The transit time was manageable.

Libertas had been a network node, a refueling point, a safe conversation, and one more place where Confederate operatives could stop running. Losing it meant the Federation had moved decisively enough and quickly enough to take a Confederate world while Kaid's team was still extracting an asset from another one.

He heard the hatch behind him and turned.

Dr. Ruun stood in the doorway. She had found the ship's spare blanket from somewhere and had it around her shoulders. Her hair was still loose, dark and slightly tangled now, softening the formal line she tried to keep in place when she spoke. She looked at the navigation chart on the main display, at the rerouted course line arcing away from the dead node.

"The safe house," she said. "It's not safe."

"We're going somewhere else."

She looked from the chart to him. "Are there many of these? Places you've lost?"

He thought about how to answer that.

"There are more than there were," he said.

She
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