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      Hello, Dear Readers, and thank you for being here! Should you enjoy the words on these pages, I encourage you to join my Reader Group and visit me at:

      
        
        www.tammysalyer.com

      

      

      Or follow me on the retailer of your choice or BookBub to be notified of new releases.

      At the moment, I invite you to sit back, relax, put on some warm lighting and epic music to inspire the sights and sounds of a fantastical world like Middle Earth or the battle trumpets of creations like HALO or Skyrim, and let these words seep into your mind like a soothing smoky single-malt scotch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Not enough books on your to-read list yet? Get a handful of novellas and short stories FOR FREE. Sign up for my Reader Group newsletter and get A KNIGHT’S CALLING, prequel to the Shackled Verities series, CONVICTION, prequel to the Spectras Arise series, plus a short story collection for free. More details at the end of this book.
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      I’m rushing over the hot desert skin of the planet, pushing the Rover at top speed just for the fun of it, hitting sandbars and bouncing high off the ground at times. It’s good to get out of the mine, and late fall on Spectra 6 has come in with enough of a cool breeze blowing through the brown hills to keep me from sweating rivers every time I step outside. I’m moving too fast to really accomplish what I’m out here for—Bodie asked me to gather some samples of a newly engineered species of brush at the base of these eastern hills—but at the moment, I’m enjoying myself too much to care.

      The sand is compacting into hard earth as it rises into the baked hillsides, so I steer the Rover south to flank them and give myself a few more minutes of fast-moving freedom. I come up over a finger of the closest hill, the front tires rising vertically for a moment before falling flat back to the earth—and I see it. A transport ship is sitting on the flat plain two hundred and fifty meters from my position. Immediately, I lay off the accelerator and pray that the sound of the Rover’s engine doesn’t echo against the hills and give me away. The ship could belong to anybody, including people it would be best to avoid.

      A culvert at the base of the nearest hillock provides me plenty of cover to be hidden from the ship’s view and I coast into it, kill the engine, and switch on my wrist VDU to contact the control room at Agate Beach, where someone is always listening.

      “Beach control, this is Aly. Do you copy?”

      “Erikson, it’s Mason. What’s up?”

      “I’ve got a ship I’ve never seen before out here by the Torarua Range. Can you get me V?”

      “Wait one.”

      Vitruzzi’s image comes into focus on my VDU within seconds. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m about thirty klicks east of the Beach, at the base of the Torarua Range. We’ve got some company. Looks like a transport ship. Admin manufactured. Did they contact you?”

      “We haven’t been hailed and”—she turns to confer with Mason—“there’s nothing on radar. Have they seen you?”

      “Negative, as far as I can tell.”

      “What’s their status? Does it look like a crash? Can you see any registration marks?”

      “No, I just got a quick look before I got out of sight. It doesn’t look like a crash. No smoke, no burns, no runners. But they’re pretty far from Hell’s Gate.”

      “We’ve been expecting a delivery from an old friend. It could be him. I’m on the way. Do me a favor and just hang tight. Don’t let them see you. But if you can keep them from going anywhere, try. We don’t want anyone unexpected flying around the Beach.”

      “Affirmative.”

      “We have your grid. Be there in twenty.” There’s a click as she breaks the link and my VDU screen fades to black.

      Cautiously pushing the Rover’s clamshell hatch open, I decide to climb to the top of the culvert to keep eyes on the stray. If they decide to launch, I’m not exactly sure how Vitruzzi expects me to keep them from going anywhere, but I’ll cross that bridge if I come to it. There’s no movement around the ship. From my vantage point, only the stern is visible, and I’m looking straight into the engine outflow chambers. They look clear and operational, and the inner coils have a slight reddish glow. Still hot; they haven’t been here long. The fact that our radars at the Beach didn’t pick them up indicates that they’d entered the atmosphere from another part of the planet and flown in the direction of the settlement below radar. Whether they intended to use stealth or if it was only coincidence is impossible to know, and it makes me nervous.

      Five minutes pass and hot, stagnant air pools in the deep depression, baking my skin as if I were in a convection oven and sending streams of sweat dribbling from my hairline to the tip of my nose. Keeping my movements to a minimum, I switch on my carbine’s scope, ratchet up the magnification, and peer through. A light breeze blows a welcome puff of cooler air on my face but also carries the noise of hydraulics. Panning to the left and right helps me pinpoint the cause of the noise, and I finally make out a ramp lowering from the ship’s bow, the wind grabbing up a flurry of dust when it hits the ground.

      That’s all I need to see. Leaping back into the Rover, I yank the hatch shut, slam on the ignition, and jump it out of the culvert at top speed. I don’t want whoever is on that ship to get aboard a land trans and head for Agate Beach. It’s easier to hold them here than chase them down. Of course, they may be harmless. Maybe lost citizens with broken communication equipment, who knows? Better to find out now, while they’re locked down, than after they’ve reached the settlement.

      Pushing the Rover hard, I cover the distance in a few seconds and skid to a stop behind the engines. The smell of super-heated metal and burnt dust fills my nostrils as I run from the Rover to the front of the ship and take a firing position next to the lowered ramp. Raising my carbine barrel, I line up the sight with the center of the opening, ready for anything. Sounds of movement come from inside.

      With a raised but steady voice, I order, “Come out slowly. You’re covered in every direction.”

      The movement stops cold and, after a second, a voice carries down the open hatchway. “We’re not armed. Coming out. Just keep cool.”

      That voice . . .

      The first thing to emerge from the sloping ramp is a pair of military-issue boots, old and scuffed, made of a dingy pseudo-leather material that’s at least five years past a military polish. Their owner jumps to the deck, kicking up wisps of desert dirt. He’s about midthirties, close-cropped brown hair, hands exactly where they should be—shoulder height and empty. He’s followed by a woman and two more men, all dressed in similar civilian clothing. The last one exits and takes a few short steps forward. Still a couple of meters from the opening, I keep my barrel trained at chest level, but when the man moves forward, I’m dazzled by the sunlight slanting through the ramp struts. My eyes squeeze shut involuntarily at the sudden brightness, and a tiny warning dose of adrenaline shoots into my veins at the realization that I’ve momentarily given up the advantage.

      “I’ll be goddamned! Aly Erikson!”

      It can’t be. The silhouette moves closer, blocking the piercing light, and I’m finally able to focus on him.

      “Sergeant Cross?”

      “Oh, come on, Aly. You know me better than that! I don’t believe what I’m seeing!”

      There are hundreds of rocks in this solar system, and the likelihood of running into someone from my past on this one had, until now, seemed like a complete impossibility. It would be like finding a bullet from your own gun tumbling through the floating debris of a long-since-concluded interstellar battle.

      Impossible or not, I’m staring at proof that it can happen. Rob Cross. Munitions team platoon leader from the 808th Ground Division. I last saw him a year before the Soldier’s Rebellion, when David’s and my flight patrol unit stopped dropping troops into hot zones. His detachment was reassigned to another ship. We hadn’t kept in touch.

      Nearly stuttering with surprise, I ask, “Wh-what are you doing out here?”

      “Is that happiness to see me? It’s hard to tell.” He’s standing less than a meter in front of me, smiling in a cavalier way I remember too well. But his eyebrows are raised in a hint of concern—a natural response to the fact that my carbine is still leveled at his heart.

      Regardless, it’s been eight years since I’ve seen him, and I’m not that trusting. “I don’t believe this is a coincidence.”

      Before he can respond, the ground around us begins to gyrate as the Sphynx’s shuttle descends. No one speaks, the craft’s engines too loud to be heard over. I cover my eyes with one hand and let the carbine sag. Vitruzzi’s coming in close, not showing the kind of concern she would for someone she doesn’t know. Could Cross be the person she’s expecting?

      When they hit the dirt, the shuttle’s door slides open and she steps out, Karl and David following behind. “Cross, it’s good to see you. Why didn’t you signal us when you got in our orbit? You’re three days early.”

      He turns toward them with a renewed smile, and I finally lower my weapon. “Good to see you again, Eleanor. Her reversals went haywire and caused a wiring issue that sucked all the power from my com system and my engine backups. We were hoping to get a little closer to Agate Beach before we had to set her down, but . . .” He shrugs.

      “No backup power? I’m glad you didn’t get any closer.” Vitruzzi steps aside, letting me get a better look at David, who stares at Cross with a gape-mouthed mixture of shock and disbelief. I can’t help but grin at his incredulity, though my own expression moments ago must not have been so different.

      “Rob Cross?” David takes a step forward and peers at Rob, as if questioning his own eyesight.

      “I don’t believe this. This day just gets better and better!”

      The two men embrace in a hearty man-hug like brothers, slapping each other on the back. David asks, “What the hell are you doing out here on the fringes? And with your own transport ship? I didn’t think the Corps would ever trust you among civilians.” I haven’t seen him so pleased in quite a while. The three of us had some good times together, back when we all still belonged to the Corps.

      “I take it you know each other,” Vitruzzi comments, surprised.

      “Know each other? Eagle Eye Erikson’s the only man in the system who could keep up with me back in the old days.” A huge smile spreads across Cross’s face, causing a fan of crow’s feet to sweep out in a winning arc. He has the kind of smile that makes a person feel like they’ve just been reunited with a twin brother or best friend after years of being apart. There’s no sign of sarcasm or irony in his face; his expression is complete and genuine openness and enthusiasm. All of a sudden, I feel like I did a few years ago when I woke up to that same smile nearly every off-duty morning. My mind summons the mildly sharp smell of his skin, and I remember too clearly how his body felt next to mine. It throws me off balance for a minute, and I realize I’m blushing.

      I pull my eyes away from his face and catch Karl looking at me strangely. Blushing twice as hard, I turn back to the ship, which at this moment is the only safe thing to look at.

      “Let’s get you guys back to Agate Beach. When was the last time you ate anything fresh? We can talk over some lunch,” Vitruzzi says.

      “Sounds terrific. And can you spare any viridian heat rods? If we can get those in, we’ll be able to get the Red Horizon to your mine. I hate leaving her out in the open. You never know what kind of scavengers may find their way out here.”

      Vitruzzi gets on her com and locates Bodie. A moment later she says, “Bodie and Venus will be here in a few minutes to get you squared away. Were you able to get everything we talked about?”

      “Have I ever let you down, Eleanor? Yeah, come on in and check things out. There’s at least ninety kilos of scrap steel and enough wire to build yourself a new ship.”

      “What about the comlink switches? And the seeds?”

      “And those.”

      “Thanks, Rob. It’s good to have someone we can rely on.”

      He smiles again, not quite gloating but close, and focuses his attention back on me. “So what do you say, Aly? You’re too quiet. That’s nothing like I remember.”

      I have to clear my throat before I can speak. I woke up this morning thinking I’d be helping Bodie collect specimens from the local plants. Nothing prepared me to be standing face-to-face with an ex-lover, the first man in my life that ever meant more to me than just a pleasant way to kill a couple of hours. “I’m just really surprised. I never expected to see you again.” I’m at such a loss for words that I’m nearly mumbling.

      “I know! It’s amazing, isn’t it? You’re as beautiful as I remember.” One of his crewmen, a tough-looking hatchet of a man, walks between us to get back on the ship, finally breaking through my paralysis.

      Time to escape this awkward situation. “Vitruzzi, I’ll take the Rover back to the Beach. It looks like you have things handled here.”

      She shrugs and I turn to climb aboard. Before I can pull the clamshell cover closed, Karl steps over and motions toward the seat. “Mind if I drive?”

      I shrug and push over to the passenger side. Before the hatch closes, I hear Rob ask, presumably speaking to David, “So what’s that about? She’s not angry with me is she?”

      “It’s a little . . . uh . . . complicated.”
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      Karl accelerates back to the settlement, and I lean back in the seat, feeling a strange sense of time-vertigo, as if I’m stuck in a black hole’s event horizon. My life up to now is in redshift, simultaneously standing still and blurring away at the edges. What the hell had just happened? For a second, it had seemed as if my real life was back in the Corps—fresh out of the Academy and aboard my first duty ship with my older brother and the charming squad leader, Tech 1 Sergeant Cross, who’d caught my full attention the first time I’d seen him.

      My swirling thoughts turn sour as they mix with guilt and I glance sideways at Karl. We’re a team now, lovers, friends, together as much as we can be—partners. If you had told me six months ago that I’d find someone, besides my brother, that I cared about more than myself, I would have thought you were sadly sentimental and possibly delusional. What Karl and I had been through—the Fortress, the rescue mission to save David, Zeta, Mason, and Jade, and the fact that Karl had risked his life more than once to save mine—had affected me, changed me to my core. His selflessness and perseverance brought me back to life when I should have been dead, and resuscitated the part of me that understood that there was more to being alive than just breathing and making it to the next day. With all that’s passed, Karl and the settlers at Agate Beach have become more than friends; they’re all my family now.

      He drives as if he’d seen me doing more than blushing over Rob, in some kind of fury that I only half register as I silently struggle with the realization that things that had only recently begun to grow stable and steady—both life in the Beach and between Karl and I—may have just become complicated again. When Cross’s unit had been reassigned, it was hard on me. The dread I had about the Corps and its master puppeteer the Admin was already rooted deep in my psyche. The loathing I felt for the way they wore out lives—the same way machines wear out gears—for their convenience and greed was taking its toll on me, and my allies were getting fewer and fewer. Even David was telling me I sounded paranoid and needed to keep my mouth shut before the Corps put me on the mentally incapacitated chit and locked me up. Cross’s departure left me with no more distractions and no one else to lean on. By that point, I had lost both my lover and my convictions, and my life changed completely.

      Karl hits a sandbar going too fast and I jolt back into the present. “Careful, kamikaze, or we’re going to have to replace the rear axle again.” He remains sullenly silent without even a glance in my direction. “Hey, you okay?”

      “Yeah, just didn’t see that.” He reaches into his vest and pulls out his pack of homemade cigarettes, clamps one between his teeth, and lights it with one hand. He takes a deep pull from the smoke, squinting until the color of his eyes is hidden, and keeps his gaze locked on the baked earth outside the Rover’s cockpit.

      Yeah, something is bothering him, but I know him well enough by now to know that he won’t breathe a word about what it might be until he’s either ready to hash it out at full volume or decides to let it go forever. There is no in between with him, and he never hesitates to point out that I’m exactly the same way. He’ll tell me what’s on his mind when he’s ready for me to know.

      We’re still ten kilometers from the settlement when a shadow quickly overtakes us from behind. I raise my head to see what’s going on just as the Red Horizon buzzes past in a low bank no more than fifty meters above our heads on its way to Agate Beach. Vitruzzi transmits to Karl’s wrist VDU. “We’re all getting together at Pat’s and my place at 1900 hours for dinner. Can you two make it?”

      Karl glances at me before answering, and I don’t miss the reluctance stretching the skin around his mouth too tight. “Want to go?”

      “Why not?” I try to sound neutral, but the pitch of my voice raises a notch, completely betraying me.

      He depresses the transmit button and replies, “See you tonight, V.”
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      Unable to find Bodie to explain why I hadn’t gathered any of his samples earlier, I ditch the mine early and walk to Vitruzzi’s. As I enter, I find her and Bodie side by side, hunched over the main room’s central table and raptly focused on the fleximesh monitor covering it. They both nod a quick hello and return their attention to the meshmo, as Bodie calls it. Like an overprotective librarian, he has assumed control over the variety of scientific and monitoring equipment stored within the mine’s control room and this delicate readout device rarely leaves it. Most of the equipment has been painstakingly “acquired” from Admin ships or cities and now makes up the Beach’s technical hub. Besides the Sphynx, this equipment is the only thing that differentiates the Beach from the kind of anachronistic settlement people must have lived in on old Earth before such “high-tech” advancements as electricity and indoor plumbing.

      All right, maybe a slight embellishment, but no one can deny that the Beach is just about as primitive as colonies come in the Spectras—which, surprisingly, suits me fine.

      “You see the numbers, V. It can’t work,” Bodie says as he taps a stream of text and images slowly descending the screen’s surface. “It’s the same exact problem they documented in the reports we took from the Fortress. If we’d only had fifteen more minutes, I could have taken a complete copy of the data. It was right in my damn hands.”

      “I know, I know. But fifteen more minutes and we would have been vaporized right along with it. Either way, we don’t know what their final developments were. We don’t even know if they were successful,” Vitruzzi answers.

      Brady and Vitruzzi’s residence serves as the crew’s de facto meeting center during the cooler evenings. Few people bother to knock when they know they’re expected, and I’m no exception. Glancing around, it doesn’t look like Brady is here, causing me an involuntary twitch of relief. The amount of time we can tolerate each other is inversely proportional with the amount of time we share oxygen molecules, and our fragile truce is strongest when we’re miles apart. With him out of the picture for now, I can relax and pay attention to Vitruzzi and Bodie’s conversation.

      Bodie sighs, and then seeing something on the screen, taps the command to stop its flow. “But look here. This is the thing that really grabs my interest.” He points.

      The data Bodie has is a by-product of our mission to the Fortress. While the crew waited for Karl and Desto to bring in my brother and I, Bodie had the time to retrieve files from the laboratory computers that had been left unguarded after the prisoners we’d set loose went on attack. I considered it morbid curiosity at first—not realizing those so-called scientists had been working on projects outside of whatever evil shit they could invent to inflict suffering on people—but Bodie had mentioned that most of the information had something to do with soil alteration experiments. “Growing better food, Aly,” he’d tried to explain, which naturally reduced my interest from marginal to extinct. I’ve lived on ship and field rations for more than half my life, having long since given up the ambitious expectation of actually enjoying my meals. So when it comes to food production, it’s not an exaggeration to say I know more about the workings of a pulse carbine or interstellar system map and can’t be bothered to care much about where my food comes from as long as I have some when I need it.

      Still, Vitruzzi’s next question yanks my attention to front and center. “Now what the hell would they have been doing on Keum Libre?”

      As I step up to the table to get a look at whatever Bodie’s pointing at, they move closer together to allow me to see it better.

      

      The advanced developmental formula being tested on Keum Libre has shown favorable results. Potential increased production is anticipated to be approved and commence within 30-60 days. Director T’Kai has reiterated that no commercialization foci will be pursued.

      

      “Do you think that means what I think it means?” I ask in a voice gritty with anger and disgust. The penal colony is inhabited by only the worst of the worst criminals, the ones the Admin has deemed incapable of rehabilitation and readmission into society. After what we’d heard from the twisted Admin doctor Kellen Vilbrandt and then seen them doing to people on the Fortress, it’s no stretch to imagine they’d be doing the same to the inmates of Keum Libre.

      “Yeah, it seems like the logical conclusion to assume they’re testing stuff on KL’s population, but I don’t think that’s what it is, Aly,” Bodie answers. “I think they had a more complete version of this soil application that was working, and they were maybe testing it there. It’s a natural environment that no one cares about, so it would make sense to do field tests where results would be more reliable than they would in lab research.”

      “Sure.”

      He arches one bushy eyebrow in annoyance at my scorn. “I guess the only way to know would be to make a trip to KL. But that statement about a commercialization focus makes it pretty clear, at least to me, that it wasn’t something that would be considered a hazard.”

      He has a point, and this time I keep my mouth shut.

      “What did you say about going to Keum Libre?” Brady steps inside carrying a box full of food, presumably for dinner. He lays it on the counter at the far side of the room, then walks to Vitruzzi and kisses her cheek. With the barest glance at me in greeting, he leans over the table to examine the meshmo.

      “I was saying that I think they may have completed the research they needed to do to make this soil enhancement formula work and were probably testing it on KL. If I had even just a sample of the ground from there—”

      “Forget it,” Brady says. “You know how crazy that sounds? It’s a least a week of flying, probably more like two, and there has to be a solid force of Corps or Admin security surrounding the rock. Especially if this formula, or whatever it is, is as valuable as you’ve been saying. Anyway, we have what we need to keep the settlement running. This ‘soil enhancement formula’ sounds too good to be true.”

      Scowling, Bodie folds the meshmo, his frustration evident in his slow and deliberate movements.

      

      “We’re floating fifty meters off the bow of this frigate with its engine completely locked thanks to the EM pulse we shot it with. I’m thinking that we fried at least half of the thruster grid and maybe their coms, so it wasn’t going anywhere on its own. Erikson’s crew searched it top to bottom using both eyes-on and scanners, but there wasn’t anything. Their CO—you remember that guy, David? Captain Hobins or Hogans, something like that. What a bastard. Anyway, he was pissed because he swore the intel on these smugglers was right. My squad’s in the airlock ready to escort their crew to  lockdown when David’s team brought them back on board. They came in and Hobins instantly starts chewing Erikson a new one. Why didn’t you find anything? Why was the search ineffective? Did you use the scanners? Et cetera, et cetera. Erikson’s just standing there, staring out of the airlock hatch, and then he blurts out, like the captain isn’t even there, ‘Doesn’t this class of frigate have a concave forward hull?’ Hobins starts to steam at being interrupted, but one of the other crewman says that’s correct and Erikson says, ‘Then why is this one’s convex?’

      “Hobins hadn’t ordered a hull scan, and he gets so worked up about Erikson drawing attention to the fact that he makes him suit up and go check it out. Sure enough, the whole shipment of missing mining core-bits is there. One thing you can say about Eagle Eye, he never misses the obvious.”

      We’re all seated around the main room in the center of Vitruzzi and Brady’s hexagonal dwelling. Dinner is over and Cross and David are reminiscing about the days when the three of us were stationed on the Corps long-range enforcement ship the PCA Thor’s Hammer. I glance around the room noting how everyone listens raptly to Cross’s story. He’s always liked attention.

      David picks it up. “The funniest part about it was that the smugglers had left one of their men with the stolen equipment. When I broke into the compartment, he looked pretty surprised to see me. I think he was even more surprised when he realized his whole crew had been arrested and left him out there with no way to get back on the frigate. Since the controls were burnt out, he wouldn’t have been able to open the airlock hatch from the outside. And his buddies weren’t talking. Honor among thieves, right, Twig?”

      He winks at me, no doubt thinking, as I am, about the way we’d been betrayed by our own former smuggling crew. I can only hope the attachments we’re developing here won’t turn out the way those had. Part of me still struggles against an ingrained reluctance to get too close to the settlers, people I hardly know, but Karl helps me keep from giving in to my old habits. Cutting bait and running every time things get tough is no way to live.

      The thought makes me look over at Karl sitting next to Venus. He’s been quiet this evening, his forehead crumpled in a brooding scowl. Every so often, he walks outside by himself to smoke, but I’m starting to wonder if he just doesn’t want to be around Cross. Ever since the Red Horizon landed, Karl’s been edgy. Is it because he can tell that Cross and I have a history—though he hasn’t asked me about it—or is it something else?

      “Man, I though Hobins was going to come apart,” Cross says, chuckling over the way our old CO had reacted about being upstaged by his subordinates. “He’d already reported that we hadn’t found anything, and then you come back with the entire missing cargo. That guy was your typical company commander—promoted beyond his capacity to be effective, but short of his capacity to realize it.”

      Everyone laughs, even those who hadn’t been in the Corps. A pompous jerkoff too busy stroking his own ego to know when he’s wrong is a universal character.

      “Aly, do you remember that time he busted us in the armory?” Before I can respond, Cross launches into another tale from our past. “Aly and I were getting in some off-duty ‘recreation’ in the Hammer’s portable arms storage when Hobins comes in and scares the shit out of us. I stood up too fast, trying to get dressed, and ran into one of the arms-locker doors. It latched with Aly’s shirt stuck inside and locked, of course. So she grabs her rifle and slings it over her chest just as the captain walks around the corner. We did what we were supposed to—came to attention and saluted. Me with only one leg of my pants on and Aly using her carbine to cover her top, and both of us nearly having a stroke from trying not to laugh. He freaked! Damn, we were so in for it.”

      I catch myself simultaneously wanting to smile and wanting to run Cross through with my dinner knife. How could he tell a story like that? Here? Desto and Bodie are practically falling off their chairs with laughter. In fact, everyone is getting a good guffaw at my expense. Everyone, that is, except Karl. He rockets from his seat like he’d been stung by it and strides out the door. His sandbike rumbles to life, the noise of its engine fading as he drives away.

      The chuckles subside, and Cross asks, innocently, “What did I say?” But he’s looking at me knowingly, and I feel hot blood rush to my cheeks for the second time today.

      I have to say something in my defense, but David beats me to it, “So Rob, now that you’ve done the impossible and made Aly speechless, I guess you probably know to sleep with one eye open tonight.” He’s trying to lighten the mood, but his eyes shift toward me with concern. He knows the deal between Karl and I, everyone here does. If the tables were turned, I’d probably be just as pissed off hearing Karl’s old flames talk so openly about their prior excursions. But dammit, this is all out of nowhere and I don’t really know what I’m supposed to say. I had not planned on crossing paths with Cross today—or ever—and I’m not sure how to respond to the whole situation.

      “Actually, that kind of brings me to a question I wanted to ask.” Cross changes the subject, finally, and addresses Brady and Vitruzzi. “With the changes to Admin contracts coming down, we’ve found ourselves with a few less clients than normal and time on our hands until we can line up another job. I thought we might stick around the Beach for a while. Take a minivacation.”

      He stops, taking in the silence and quizzical looks that surround him. “I mean, we can make ourselves useful, and we have all the provisions we need. We won’t put any strain on your food or other supplies.”

      “Hell yeah! Give me a chance to win that pile of money back you fleeced from me last time you were here,” Desto responds.

      Vitruzzi pulls up closer to the table and lays her hands flat against it, as if bracing herself. “What changes to Admin contracts, Rob?”

      Sudden understanding settles on Rob’s face and his olive skin loses a shade of color. “You haven’t heard,” he states.

      “Heard what?” Brady asks.

      Before answering, Rob walks over to the counter and pours himself another glass of water. Turning, he says, almost to himself, “That makes sense. You wouldn’t know if you hadn’t traveled to the Obals lately.” He pauses, taking a long drink. “The Admin started rescinding all of their contracts with non-cit crews or crews with non-cits in them. They’re basically closing all Obal space to anyone who isn’t an Admin citizen. Some are saying it’s a matter of time before they even let anyone leave, citizen or not. There’s been so much upheaval, and that facility that was destroyed a few months ago . . . they’re on serious crackdown, doing a bigger policing job of the system than I”—he glances at me—“or any of us, have ever seen. They’re serious about catching whoever blew up their—whatever it was. The rumor is that an important research facility was destroyed. What kind of research is anyone’s guess,” he adds as an afterthought, finishing the water and setting the glass down.

      My eyes find Vitruzzi’s face. If what Cross is saying is true, Agate Beach could be in real trouble. Much of our equipment, a good portion of our food, and all of our medical supplies are brought in from citizen ports. Ports that Vitruzzi and Karl have easy access to given their citizen status and Admin contracts. If they can’t leave the Spectras or run cargo for the Admin, this settlement could just dry up and blow away.

      “Why don’t you want to head back to Obal 10? Isn’t that your usual port-of-call?” Brady asks, apparently deciding the subject isn’t to be discussed now. Brady and I may have our differences, but the man has shown me in these last couple of months that there is nothing he won’t do to keep himself, and the people he feels responsible for, safe. I often wonder what the system would be like if men like him were running it instead of the scum serving as members of the Admin Cabinet of Directorates.

      “Yeah, it is. But what’s the harm? It would be great to catch up with David and Aly. Eight years is a lot of water under the bridge, and by the look of those raccoon rings Erikson’s sporting, I suspect they’ve got some interesting stories to tell. Am I right, Eagle Eye?” Cross is referring to a residual pinkish discoloration of the skin encircling David’s eye sockets. A happy little reminder of the shit the Admin had put in them on the Fortress to test whatever god-awful chemicals they had concocted for whatever unspeakable purpose. David’s sight has returned as acutely as ever, but the skin around them seems burned, and it’s uncertain if it will ever look normal again.

      David says, “I don’t see any harm in it, Brady. I’ll vouch for Rob.”

      “I don’t have any objections.” Vitruzzi adds her piece. “If the material he just brought isn’t exactly what we need, maybe he can do another run for us before his next job. Save us some time and trouble, at the least.” Especially if we can’t get them ourselves, she doesn’t have to add.

      “That would be no problem. Happy to help,” Cross responds.

      After a few more seconds of quiet deliberation, Brady finally says, “Yeah, okay, fine. Desto or Bodie could probably find room for you and—”

      “Don’t even worry about it. We’re fine sleeping on the ’Rize. She’s really home anyway.”

      Cross’s three companions have said very little all evening, accepting food and drink with reserved politeness and melting into the edges of the group. I notice that even Cross rarely addresses them, and I wonder how long they’ve flown together.

      “The night’s young. Why don’t you all come over to our place and pony up some of that hard-earned cash in a rematch? I feel like revenge may be mine tonight. Anyone else want to get spanked?” Desto’s poker tactics are a local phenomenon. I’ve learned that the only way to keep from losing money to him is not to play. David and Bodie, however, aren’t resigned to their collective losses and get ready to go.

      Cross stands up and beams a winning smile at Vitruzzi and Brady. “Thanks again for the hospitality. Agate Beach has become my oasis from the Admin’s BS these last couple of years. Tomorrow, whatever you need help with, the crew and I at your disposal.”

      “Thanks, Rob. I have some ideas,” Vitruzzi responds.

      Cross looks over at me. “How about you, Aly? Care to join us?”

      “No, I’ve got some things I need to take care of.” In reality, if Karl’s gone back to the dwelling he shares with Desto and Doug Mason, I’m not sure it would be a good idea for me to show up there with Cross. I’ll see Karl tomorrow and maybe find a way to smooth out whatever’s going on between us. That, or he and Cross will “smooth” it out tonight. Either way, I’d rather avoid being around if the two of them decide to beat their chests in a testosterone-soaked dick-measuring contest.

      “Suit yourself. In any case, it’s good to see you again.” He walks out with his crew, leaving me to wonder how he could possibly sound so sincere.

      When the sound of Bodie and Desto’s sandbikes and Cross’s team’s land transport fades off, I turn my attention back to Vitruzzi and Brady.

      “You’ve known Cross for a while?”

      Vitruzzi is collecting plates and piling them in their sanitizing system. “Since I was still on Obal 10. He was already a contractor and helped Karl and I find the Sphynx. He’s a good man, but it sounds like you know that.” Even she can’t avoid joking about my obvious embarrassment.

      I manage to keep the blush at bay this time. “What about the rest of his crew: Baker, Montoya, Sims? Who are they?”

      A crease slides down between her black brows like the drop of rain that precludes a thunderstorm, but it’s Brady who responds, “We don’t know them.”

      “V, do you think it’s a good idea to have a bunch of strangers hanging around while we’re building the transceiver? I mean, yeah, you trust Rob, but these others? They do work for the Admin, you know.”

      “Jesus, you two are more paranoid than rats in a storm drain during monsoon season. Look, the fact is, the transceiver will be ready for testing soon, and we could really use another ship in the sky to tell us if it’s working. I think we should ask Cross. With him and the Sphynx and . . .”—her eyes shift away from me and her jaw tightens for a split second—“and a lot of luck, we’ll know if our plan is a go, or if it’s just wishful thinking.”

      The plan she’s talking about, she and Brady are thinking of it as the best insurance policy money can buy, but I’m not so sure.

      She continues, “Rob’s loyalty to the Admin only extends up to a point. We can trust him if we can trust anyone. I’ll talk to him about it tomorrow.”

      Neither Brady nor I say anything more. At least in this one thing we’re united: neither of us likes to show our cards unless we know we have nothing to lose.

      Reading the doubt in our eyes, she adds, “If it makes you feel better, I’ll ask him to keep it quiet and leave his crew out of it.”

      “I think that’s the best option. Cross is reliable, but that doesn’t make him one of us, Eleanor. You know I trust your instincts, but we can’t risk too much,” Brady says.

      I’m not convinced that it’s a good idea to let anyone else in on the transceiver. The thing itself might be a harmless communication device, but the way we plan to use it is a one-way trip to the Admin’s version of hell if we’re caught—but arguing with her isn’t going to change her mind. “I’d like to be there when you tell him about the transceiver.”

      Vitruzzi levels her hard almost black eyes on me in a stare that would make most people uncomfortable, but I’m used to it. “Sure,” she says flatly. “See you at work tomorrow.”

      As I walk out the door, I feel a strange discontinuity turning knots in my stomach. Besides David, I know Cross better than anyone here, and eight years ago I wouldn’t have thought twice before trusting him, even with my life. But people change. Things grow unstable, unpredictable. Sometimes, people can be pushed, or they take risks that are too big. And before they even realize what happened, their backs are against the wall and they’re doing dangerous, unexpected things just to survive. Sometimes that means sacrifice, sometimes it means betrayal. I can’t help but wonder, what has Cross been doing since I saw him last? What kinds of risks has he taken?

      It’s a subject I know a lot about. In the six years since David and I deserted the Corps, I’ve made compromises and taken risks that seem insane. That were insane. Risks that eventually culminated in being betrayed by Rajcik, nearly losing my brother, and almost dying on the Fortress. The wound has fully healed and I no longer walk listing to one side to compensate for the nerve damage caused by Rajcik’s bullet—the only thing he ever gave me—but it could have gone another way. For a while, every decision I made, even the ones that seemed firmly rooted in self-preservation, was the wrong one. My recklessness may or may not have been wise, but David and I are still alive and I’ve learned a hard lesson. Cross had never been reckless in the same way, at least not when I knew him. But, just as Vitruzzi had said, his loyalty has its limits. Always has.

      

      Karl and I had gone to Vitruzzi and Brady’s for dinner together and his abrupt departure earlier leaves me on foot, but I’m content to walk. Venus had dragged me out of my bunk on the Sphynx a month ago, telling me that living underground wasn’t healthy, and it’s only a short distance to the dwelling we now share. The cool night air of the desert will be a perfect balm to my overheated brain.

      At the time, I thought Venus was doing me a favor, but as the weeks have passed, I realize she needs me more than I needed somewhere besides the Sphynx to go. Her constant frenzy makes managing routine tasks, such as cooking without burning the place down, a challenge. The only time I’ve seen her truly calm is when she’s at the helm of a ship, and almost as a matter of survival, I’ve embraced the challenge of ensuring she doesn’t kill herself, or me, out of pure absentmindedness. Besides the bathroom and main room, we each have our own room for racking out, but unless we’re sleeping, we’re never there. The settlement, despite its isolation and limited resources, keeps me busy and there isn’t much slack time. It’s better that way. The routines I’ve carved out here bring me a kind of satisfaction smuggling never could.

      The western horizon is a deep shade of red where Algol B spins, only fully setting for a few short hours each night. As I approach the dwelling, lights and laughter twine together in an inviting stream that spills from the doorway. Jeremy La Mer—a prisoner from the MCACS we’d hijacked to infiltrate the Fortress—is here. I stand outside for a minute, hesitant to enter for some reason. Hearing Venus and La Mer, their happiness and carefree youth, sends a pang of . . . what? sadness? . . . through me. Karl and I have our fights, loud ones, but since the first night we’d spent together—lying out under the shadow of the cliffs to the west of the settlement, the scent of night and desert grasses making me giddy, his hands moving in delicious exploration over my body in a way that left my skin thirsty for more—I haven’t considered the possibility that such fulfillment may be temporary. But his coolness since Cross had landed today and the way he’d reacted tonight at hearing Cross’s story jams that possibility into my gut in a way that hurts more than any bullet ever could.

      There’s a crash inside followed by immediate silence. Seconds later, Venus’s explosive laughter splinters the air. I take a deep breath and walk in.

      “Hey.”

      “Aly! Jer was just showing me how to convert these broken-down com monitors into signal magnifiers.”

      The sharp smell of burnt electrical components stings my nose and a full-sized VDU lies shattered at Venus’s feet. She sees me looking and says, “I got a little carried away with the testing, but you should see what the sound of radio feedback looks like! It’s the craziest wave pattern you can imagine.”

      “It carried a little more vibration than I expected, but these monitors definitely aren’t junk yet,” La Mer tells me, a lopsided grin on his face. Wearing that expression, he looks like a kid barely old enough to shave, and I laugh at myself for how much of a battle-hardened harpy I’m starting to sound like—at only thirty.

      La Mer is tall, taller than anyone else in the Beach except Desto. His skin is the sable, silky hue of strong black tea, always seeming to glow with a moonlit sheen, even in the day. His eyelashes are long and flirtatious, arrayed around his tranquil green eyes like a corona. It’s not in the least difficult to see why Venus fell for him the instant he’d suggested a recode of the Sphynx’s engine sequencers to help increase reaction speed. His quiet yet contagious enthusiasm is an excellent counterpoint to her nonstop energy, and his Cimmerian tone is an elegant backdrop to her colorless, nearly transparent paleness. The only surface similarities they share, in fact, are their youth and their brilliant green eyes.

      Mason had found La Mer stowing away aboard the Sphynx after we’d escaped the Fortress, and his story is an interesting one—which is fortunate for him. It had to be to keep Desto from throwing him out of the airlock. I’m still not certain I believe it, but I have to admit, the sheer unlikelihood of why he’d been taken prisoner is what makes it plausible.

      The Corps picked him up on Eruo Pium, one of Spectra 3’s habitable moons, and arrested him for treason two weeks before we’d hijacked his prisoner transport. He’d been on the run for six years, and in that time they’d identified him as a member of a network of programming techs and citizen wire-rats who had worked together before the Soldier’s Rebellion of 2719, developing, testing, and, eventually, unleashing the software virus that completely wiped out the primary records database for all Corps personnel, then hunted down and erased more than half the data backup logs before the Admin had stopped it. The system-wide manhunt started right after the Soldier’s Rebellion and had been going on since. In the Admin’s eyes, wire-rats like La Mer are the single biggest threat the government has ever encountered.

      They’re both smiling at me and I realize I’ve been standing in the doorway silently for several seconds thinking about all the things that have happened since I’d deserted the Corps. In a way, I have this shy, boyish wire-rat to thank for most of it. If the Corps’s records hadn’t been destroyed, they’d have probably tracked David and I down a long time ago. La Mer and Venus don’t seem to be concerned at my awkward entrance and merely wait for me to come in. I guess they’ve gotten used to the way I disengage, easily distracted by my own thoughts. It’s been this way since Rajcik shot me—surviving a death sentence tends to make a person more thoughtful than they once were. Sometimes I wonder if I’m getting soft.

      “Desto radioed us. Said there’s a poker game at his and Karl’s place. Rob’s there. He’s an old friend of yours, right, Aly?” Venus asks as she carefully toes the shards of the VDU screen aside.

      I walk around the mess toward my bedroom door. “You could say that.”

      “You’re not interested in a hand? I know Desto’s insanely competitive, but he really sucks at poker.” Venus is the only person in the system who could think Desto isn’t a savant at poker. Her ability to read people is almost preternatural. It’s a good thing for the rest of us she’s too high-strung to play. “You’d probably be able to win a couple hundred dollars, or at least make him take some of your shifts in the grow rooms.” My dislike for gardening is well-known throughout the settlement.

      “Nah, I’m a little tired. Just going to turn in early tonight.”

      La Mer’s thoughtful eyes are pinned to my face and I catch his gaze. He does me a favor by changing the subject. “Bodie and I should be able to wire in the last pieces of the transceiver in the next couple of days. If Vitruzzi and Brady say it’s a go, we could test it by the end of the week. Pretty exciting, huh?”

      “That’s great news.” With my concern over Vitruzzi’s plan to ask Cross to help test, I can’t quite summon the enthusiasm I know he’s feeling.

      “Using Admin tooders to transmit to and from the Sphynx? It’s not just exciting.” Venus takes an almost condescending school-marmish tone that is comical coming from someone who’s too guileless to be anything but puppy-dog friendly. “It’s brilliant! They’ll never know, and our link ups will be almost instantaneous! No more days of lag between the Beach and the rest of the system. We’ll finally be able to communicate and coordinate in real time. Just what they don’t want.”

      Tooders, aka TDRSs, or Tracking and Data Relay satellites. The Admin builds and controls the only reliable satellite network in the system. Therefore, they control the air-to-ground communication throughout. If you control coms, you control everything. Private individuals, mostly citizens, have built and dispersed a handful of open-link satellites in out-of-the-way pockets of space, but they’re so distant that messages take from hours to days to get from sender to receiver, and if either party is on the move, it takes even longer.

      La Mer’s expression is somber. “If it works. We can’t be sure—I still don’t know if my programming will override their lockouts until we test it.” He bends down and slowly begins collecting some of the broken hardware on the floor. “It’s actually a big risk. If they catch us trying to boost their coms . . . you know, it could be bad.”

      “Don’t worry! You’re a genius, Jer. I know it will work,” Venus says.

      “V is thinking about using Cross to help us run the test
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