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For all the stars obscured by storms


Who yet hold fast to light.
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PERSONAL RECORD: DESIGNATION ZETA4542910-9545E

PALLAS STATION

478.2.6.01

Subzero surface air hissed through the closing hangar doors, its sulfur burning my nose and its cold creeping through my inadequate black jacket. Nate spun me around once again, and grit and dust swirled around our legs. I coughed into my elbow before resting my bare cheek against his armored chest while the debris settled.

On the far side of the shuttle, the hanger doors thundered shut, and their magnetic seals clanged into place. Circulation fans roared, replacing the moon’s atmosphere with less noxious air and reducing the chill. Behind us, Jackson barked commands and a second warning for the marines to keep their helmets on, reminding me that Nate and I were not alone.

But I did not care who saw us. I had no desire to leave the hangar if it meant leaving his embrace. What was mere cold or potential illness? Thalassa remained in orbit about Pallas, and I had not lost my Nathaniel after all.

Even so, Nate stepped back and tipped my chin up. Behind his faceplate, those green eyes skimmed over me and lingered on the spreading, unhealed bruises on my neck and jaw. Perfect eyebrows drew together. “You’re okay?”

“You are here, my heart.” Each syllable emerged visibly into the chill in uneven puffs. My lungs tightened, whether from the frigid air or from my impulsive dash from the crematory to the hangar, I could not tell. But how could I have done anything except run to see him when we all had feared the shuttle had been lost? I caught his gloved fingers in my bare ones. “That is all I need.”

Nate studied my face. “Seems like we’ve got some things to talk about after you get warmed up.”

“Timmons.” Jackson’s gravelly voice rattled over his helmet’s speakers. “Get her back to civilization.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Though not a member of the marines, Nate saluted before guiding me toward the door.

I frowned. Jackson must have meant our center of operations. We were yet inside Pallas, one of the larger moons orbiting Krios, nearly a light-hour away from New Triton and Ceres. The underground research station was infested with behemoth insects and enemies of the Consortium, who wanted all of us dead, from Recorders like me to the Eldest herself.

Civilization was a gross overstatement.

When Nate released my arms, dizziness washed over me, and I wavered on my feet. He caught me and called, “Alec?”

“Yeah, Tim?” Alec answered from a knot of marines near the shuttle’s ramp.

“I’m taking her back to thaw out. Bring her suit as soon as you can.”

Behind his faceplate, Alec grinned, but the expression faded as he studied me. “She’s turning blue. Get her warm. I’ll bring it soon as we’ve unloaded the shuttle.” He took a datapad from a pocket and addressed the marine in charge. “Jackson, can you spare a few more hands to load the bot with food and medical supplies?”

Several of the marines cheered at the mention of food, but their noise was hidden by the growl of an industrial cleaning bot. The towering machine settled into a steady, low chug as it left its garage to remove debris blown in by the shuttle’s return. People dodged out of its way.

Across the hangar, near the small office, Jackson clapped a woman in marine blue on the back. “Smythe, Parker.” He nodded at the two men in the mottled grey-and-black of Consortium-sanctioned suits. “You.”

The woman strode toward the shuttle, the men close behind her. Alec entered a code on his datapad, and the cargo hold near the shuttle’s tail crept open. Dust swirled again as a squat transport bot lowered itself to the ground.

“I don’t see their drones. Your jamming devices still working?” Nate murmured, and when I nodded, he said, “Good.”

The woman averted her gaze as she passed, but both approaching Recorders—droneless, former Recorders—slowed as they approached. The talkative former Recorder who wanted to be named Daniel Parker welcomed Nate back before he joined Alec, but James, my first friend, paused. His silvery eyes flitted from Nate to me.

“You must exhibit more caution.” The helmet’s external speaker made James’s deep voice slightly hollow. His gaze darted to the newly arrived marines then fastened on my right shoulder. “You have not recovered, and moreover, you cannot with certainty trust them all.”

Without another word, he walked on.

Nate’s gloved fingertips grazed my cheek. “Recovered?”

I did not want to lie to my Nathaniel, so I remained quiet.

After two seconds, he tipped his head toward the marines. “They’re good people, but maybe James isn’t wrong. Regardless, do me a favor and wear your suit, okay?”

Again, I did not answer him verbally, only nodded, even though the light armor had done little to protect the people who had been injured by roaches over the previous ten-day.

“There’s still a lot of particulates in the air,” Nate continued, “and you can’t go running around without some sort of respirator. Jackson was hollering about contamination when we stepped off the shuttle. I’m not sure what he was yelling about.”

Guilt propelled the admission: “I am.”

His full attention snapped to my eyes and then my bruises. “What do you mean?”

My heart seemed to constrict, and when unexpected vertigo slammed into me, I widened my stance to stave it off. A lack of balance would exacerbate his concern. I wished there was no risk, no need for helmets, respirators, or armor, so I could touch his cheek and soothe his tension away.

“It is a story best left for after you have met with Jackson and the others,” I said. “But keep your suit on while you are outside the clean rooms.”

Nate’s lips compressed into a thin line.

“Do not worry, my heart,” I said with utmost sincerity, though the adjuration implied more truth than it held. “When I have a suit, I shall wear it.”

As one, we traversed the open floor, our boots scuffing through occasional shallow drifts of fine silt. The industrial bot continued to prowl near the giant double doors, rumbling like external anxiety.

“Nate?”

“Sweetheart?”

The term of endearment brought a flood of contentment. People had called me Recorder, Zeta, Izzy, and several less-kind epithets, but when Nate called me sweetheart, the word felt more like my name than any other bestowed on me thus far.

I cleared my throat. “James said Thalassa’s usual channels are down. No one on Pallas knows what happened.”

“They’re down, sure enough.” Nate exhaled sharply. “Pirates, or whoever they were, hit Thalassa with an EM cannon strong enough to knock out the main computer, comms, and the engines. Followed it up with a missile to the main external comm array. Nothing else, though. No attempts at cutting through the hull, like pirates usually do. It’s more like they wanted us out of the way, though that doesn’t make much sense.”

But it did. Those people who had kidnapped Kyleigh and effectively killed Freddie and Lorik were not here for anything on the ship. They were here, like we were, because of the virus now swimming in my veins. “Thalassa was merely an obstacle to their goal.”

“If it was, they shut her down pretty well. She’s still a bit of a mess. Backup systems are running at a third normal power. The captain has crews replacing the comm unit so we can contact New Triton.”

“Contacting marines or marshals stationed at Krios Platform Forty-One would provide more immediate assistance.”

“That too.”

We walked another seven meters before I said, “Adams was in a medical tank. Others were injured. Are they well?”

“Miller and Adams are fine. The chem generators kept the infirmary and basic life support going. Thalassa’s artificial gravity was uneven for a while, which caused its own problems, but the tanks sealed right away, like they’re supposed to. Medical nanites in the tanks weren’t affected.”

“Because they are bioelectrically driven,” I stated unnecessarily. “I had forgotten.”

A single eyebrow rose at my admission. “Are you sure you’re okay? You don’t forget things.”

“I . . .” I should have told him I was not well, but I could not. Not then, not yet. I refused to surrender the temporary peace I felt being at his side. Instead of explaining that the injury on my neck was from a jet injector loaded with the virus we had traveled to Pallas to defeat, I selected my least alarming symptoms. “I have a headache and have not been sleeping well.”

His long strides slowed. “Your eyes are a little bloodshot. They should’ve found a suit for you by now.”

“Kyleigh needs one as well.”

“She has one. Freddie painted flowers on it.” Nate angled toward me. “Why does she need a new one?”

“It is a longer story than I have breath to tell.”

“That doesn’t sound promising.”

I did not answer.

“Well, once you have yours, keep the helmet on and let its air filtration reduce the dust and clean out your lungs.” The crack of a single shot echoed down the concrete and rock hall, and we increased our speed. “But you’re right about nanotech working fine. Kinetic and bioelectric systems weren’t affected.”

Nagging concern pressed a question from me as we reached the door leading into the station’s inner network. “Was no one harmed?”

“It would’ve been bad if anyone had been undergoing surgery, but everyone’s fine.” A dark shape on the ceiling snared our attention. He tensed, but the shadow was merely cast by ductwork. “Everyone except the ship’s Recorder.”

I had not enjoyed any interaction with the woman, but memories temporarily blinded me to my surroundings. My drone’s destruction. The Recorder who had taken the name Rose Parker curled in a knot of pain, then going limp. “She lost her drone. Did she die?”

“Not yet, but it isn’t pretty. Edwards isn’t a surgeon. She needs Max.”

My headache pounded, likely worsened by my impulsive dash and the hangar’s cold. When I returned to the quarantine room, however, Williams or Max would have medication. The pain was a small price to pay for walking at Nate’s side.

“Other than the Recorder and a ruined meal, the worst of it was the cats.” Nate’s dimple made a brief appearance when he grinned. “Cam Rodriguez and Eric Thompson had a time and a half cleaning up the cats’ room, even with bots. Seems the cats didn’t do well with sudden absence of gravity.” He chuckled. “And I thought their waste box was bad. Cam and Eric scoured the walls and floor, then scrubbed the cats themselves—which they didn’t appreciate in the slightest. No one wanted anything to do with either young man until they’d showered. Twice.”

“And Tia Belisi?” I asked. “And Edwards?”

“Edwards is overworked. Tia . . .” His expression tautened. “She’s doing well, but . . .”

“But?”

“She shouldn’t have come. Don’t know why they let her.”

Anxiety threaded through me. Perhaps I should have inquired after the other people I knew, but instead I asked, “Bustopher is well?”

“Unhappy, but well. That cat keeps escaping their room and prowling the infirmary.” Nate quirked a smile. “I think he’s looking for you.”

The warmth of being wanted almost drove away the lingering chill from the hangar. My nose tingled, and I dug through my pockets for the tissue I had brought to Freddie’s undocumented memorial service. I ducked my head to wipe my face. Red seeped through the flimsy paper. My nose was bleeding? Like Freddie, like Lorik, like Rain? I hid the tissue in my pocket again. Nate watched me closely but said nothing.

We reached the junction leading deeper into the station and took the left passage which led away from the control room. Nate nodded at the marines at the corner. They deactivated the laser barricade, but their sharp attention never left the halls, flickering back to a crack in the ceiling eleven meters to our right.

I drew closer to Nate, trusting that the hallway’s bright light would suffice to ward off the behemoth insects infesting the station. We should be safe.

Nate hefted his weapon as we passed the fissure. “You’re not wearing your commlink.”

My hand flew to my clavicle where the communications link he had given me last ten-day should have been. “I must have forgotten to put it on.”

He frowned. “You’re forgetting a lot of things.”

“There was no need to wear it to the crematory,” I protested. “Not with the marines in attendance.”

“Crematory? Stars, sweetheart,” he said sharply. “What happened down here? Who was cremated?”

Suddenly all too aware of how cold I was and how my head throbbed, I wrapped my arms around myself. “Jordan, Zhen, and Kyleigh are well.”

The faintest lift to the corner of his mouth hinted at a dimpleless smile, and he tapped the side of his helmet that housed his communications link. “I know that much from Zhen’s ongoing commentary. Alec’s had an earful, as well.” His expression shifted. “What? Freddie’s dead? We brought his meds, and—”

When he halted, I did as well.

He stared at my neck.

My stomach clenched. Zhen DuBois must have told him the truth: Freddie had died after he, the Elder, and I had been dosed with the virus.

“What on all the worlds are you doing out here?” Another shot rang out. Nate’s eyes darted toward the fissure behind us, then scanned the ductwork and piping overhead, checking for any sign of insectile movement. The hall was clear, and he focused again on me. “You’ve been injected with that virus?”

“This is why Jackson warned of contamination.”

“Why aren’t you in bed?” he demanded. “What happened?”

I wanted to shrink, though I had not done anything wrong. Well, nothing entirely wrong. Kyleigh assured us the virus was not airborne, and I did not regret running to greet him. “What else did Zhen tell you?”

“Freddie died after you both were dosed with that virus by”—Nate’s jaw tensed, then his smooth tenor roughened—“Ross? Tell me she’s joking. That voided waste of carbon is back?”

“Your statement is not entirely accurate,” I began, ignoring his personal criticism of Julian Ross. “He protested when his colleague injected Freddie. He himself did not inject anyone. Other members of his group did.”

“Other . . .?” Nate growled an imprecation. “Walk and talk.” He motioned down the hall, but his tone gentled. “Unless you need me to carry you?”

“Nathaniel.” I set a hand on his arm and peered up at him, studying the features I already knew by heart. “I have not yet succumbed, and for the most part I have regained my sense of balance. I can walk under my own power.” A smile crept out of my heart and onto my face. “After all, I ran to see you.”

“You did.” He checked our surroundings again before continuing, “Come on. I’ve got a rogue Recorder to get back to quarantine.”

While rogue Recorder was not as pleasant a label as sweetheart, somehow, when Nate said it, I did not mind.

The hall grew busier as we neared the quarantine room where Kyleigh and I were staying. The occasional percussion of weapons’ fire echoed through the drab hallway. I hoped they were practicing, not clearing another incursion. Perhaps it was better not to know.

Then without warning, sounds, movement, and colors blurred. I blinked hard, but dizziness hovered at my side like a drone, encircling me with invisible tendrils. We had not gone far when my knees buckled. Nate dropped his weapon to dangle on its tether and caught me before I hit the floor. The grey hall and its blue safety lights swam. He scooped me up, and the pounding of his steps seemed like hammers on my temples.

“Stay with me, sweetheart.” Nate’s voice seemed to come from a distance, though I knew he held me close. The discrepancy disordered my thoughts.

He spoke again, but not to me. A few steps further, and the quarantine room’s vestibule door swung open. While we waited, chemicals rushed around us to clean potential contamination. Warm liquid dripped down my upper lip; my nose was bleeding again. Blood trickled down the back of my throat, and I choked.

“Tip your head forward. Pinch your nose,” Nate ordered, but his voice shook.

I tried, but red seeped through my fingers. Tissues. Why did I not carry tissues? No . . . I had. But they were in my pocket, and I could not reach them. The vestibule narrowed around us.

“Max, she collapsed, and her nose is bleeding . . . I don’t know! How would I possibly know if she has—”

I gagged and coughed into my sleeve, grateful the black fabric hid any red.

The inner door flew open, and cool air whooshed from above.

“Over here. We’ll get that stopped easily enough.” The doctor’s deep voice soothed my rising anxiety.

Nate lowered me onto a hoverbed, and Max gently pried my hand away. I clenched my eyes shut. A sharp puff up one nostril made me flinch, and a gloved hand caught the back of my head.

“You’re doing fine.”

Another puff, then a damp cloth wiped my mouth and chin.

“There. And Timmons? Clean off the blood before heading out.” Max spoke calmly, as if my blood on Nate’s grey-and-black suit was a simple, meaningless thing. As if the blood might not summon the roaches. As if it might not be a precursor to the virus devouring me from the inside out.

“Not heading out yet, Max.”

“I know,” the doctor answered quietly. “Kye, see if you can find a clean tunic for her in that stack over there.”

Teal, white, and green flashed as Kyleigh, uncharacteristically silent, dashed to the tidy box of clean clothing. Her hazel eyes grew huge as she handed a marine-blue tunic to Max.

Freddie’s incomplete murals, which covered most of the grey wall behind her, seemed to writhe, but I concentrated on them until their flickering stopped.

I should have reassured her, but not knowing what to say, I remained silent while my fingers fumbled with the closures on my blood-stained jacket. Nate eased it from my shoulders, then disappeared from my line of sight. Kyleigh helped me into an unsoiled tunic, but when a sharp light shone directly into my eyes, I jerked away. Max steadied me, then helped me settle back on my pillow. The monitor in the headboard chimed.

His suit clean, Nate stepped close and rested his gloved hand on my head. “Hold on,” he whispered. “I’ve got you.”

Selfishly glad for his presence, I closed my eyes while Max administered pain medication. My coughing fits became more frequent, and when they struck, all air seemed to vanish from the room.

I could do nothing but wait, wait, and wait again. Seconds, minutes, and hours lurched forward in heavy, uneven bursts before slowing to a lethargic crawl, dragging me behind them like a reluctant child.

Nate dozed at my bedside until Max ordered him to leave, eat, rest. The room spun when I tried to say goodbye. His fingers brushed my cheek, and he promised to return.

Kyleigh took Nate’s place at my bedside, and Williams arrived before Max left. When pain intensified, Williams dosed me again, her safely gloved fingers precise and steady.

Sometime later, Kyleigh retreated to her bed, and I heard her crying. I had dim memories of Nate, though I could not be certain he was truly present.

No, time did not function as a constant while I waited to find out if I would die.
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“So why isn’t she dead?”

Static netted through the unfamiliar soprano that tugged me from what passed for rest. In the stillness after the stranger’s question, air filtration units hissed steadily. I shifted under a blanket unlike the soft cotton bedding in Thalassa’s infirmary. Three seconds ticked past before I identified the material as a thermal blanket.

I blinked. My eyelids scraped over dry corneas. Overhead, lights buzzed faintly, and the word EXIT glowed over the door centered in a grey concrete wall of Pallas Station’s quarantine room.

“What’s different about this case?” the woman continued. “Nothing about her is special.”

A masculine grunt disputed the woman’s assertion, and I rolled to my side, toward whomever had disagreed. Nate sat in a chair next to my bed, glaring at—I glanced over—Williams? She had not spoken.

My attention flickered back to my Nathaniel. Fatigue bruised his eyes. He needed rest.

“Well, she’s the sole member of the Consortium who hasn’t succumbed as soon as she was infected. I’d say human connection might be a factor, but citizen deaths rule that out.”

I searched the room for the woman, but only Nate, Max, Williams, and Kyleigh were present. Given my condition, Kyleigh Tristram should have been wearing a respirator, like the others.

“We’re missing something.” Williams’s gentle voice held an edge. “Something obvious.”

“Exactly,” the unfamiliar woman responded. “The others died.”

An ache swelled behind my sternum, not as sharp as the pain in my head, but as impossible to ignore. My fingers found the bed rail and curled around it as, wincing, I pulled myself upright. Nate braced my back.

The quarantine room was much as it had been, though the omnipresent hum of Pallas’s circulation system was muted by the metal plates that had been bolted over the ventilation opening. Fresh sealant leaked unevenly down the wall, but I could not tell whether the sealant had cured and the sharp fumes had faded or Max’s treatment had impaired my sense of smell. Or perhaps the two filters next to the door and the third one near my bed eliminated the odor as they attempted to purify the air of the virus I carried within me.

Freddie’s empty hoverbed lurked in the far corner, neatly made, and a box emblazoned with the red cross denoting medical supplies rested on his bedside table. Disheveled blankets and pillows cluttered the bed next to Kyleigh’s computer terminal and its old-fashioned keyboard. Kyleigh herself hunched on a wheeled stool, a marine-blue T-shirt hanging on her small frame. Williams, however, sat rigidly at a second desk cluttered with various datapads, and her small computer projected streams of data into the air.

Gloved fingers caught mine, and Nate’s thumb traced circles on the back of my hand. “Easy,” he murmured.

“You’re awake,” Kyleigh exclaimed. She seemed frailer, somehow, which might have been a faulty perception based on her pallor and the circles under her eyes.

Max crossed the room to study my headboard’s readout. “It’s about time you woke up. How are you feeling?”

“Thirsty.”

Williams brought me a bottle of water, and my hands shook as I accepted it.

Max offered me a half smile. “How’s the pain?”

After a brief internal inventory, I confessed my joints felt better but my head still hurt. He turned to retrieve medication.

I startled when the staticky female voice complained, “We need to find a cure. You need to quit dithering with Recorders so we can save people.”

But no one else was present. I searched the room again. Surely, no one had invented invisibility while I had slept.

“Saving her is saving people,” Williams snapped. She took the empty bottle and added under her breath, “It’s a voice link. Zhen got comms working. She’s in the labs on Thalassa.”

Zhen was on Thalassa? Or was the woman? Williams was usually more precise.

“Fine, fine.” A chuff grated through the speaker, and anger slivered through me at her dismissal of my friend. “So what sets this Recorder apart?”

“Could it be something about Thalassa itself?” Williams asked. “Although other than better food, the difference is the cats.”

“Those animals try to get into everything,” the woman complained over Max’s uncomplimentary observation about felines. “Unsanitary. I can’t see how the captain allows it.”

“She helped me with them on the voyage back to New Triton, Dr. Clarkson,” Kyleigh said. “But Freddie and I had spent time with them long before we went into stasis, and that didn’t—” She broke off suddenly, and her eyes watered.

“Good stars! Is Freddie sick, too?” the woman, who must have been Dr. Clarkson, demanded. “At the rate this virus takes out citizens, I don’t see how he stands a chance.”

There was a pause, then Williams said, “Freddie isn’t sick.”

Confusion nearly prompted me to rebut Williams’s implied untruth. Freddie was not sick. He was dead and cremated. Nate’s fingers tightened around mine as Freddie’s request came rushing back—that none of us would mourn, that I would transfer his identity to my first friend so James could escape the Consortium. Did this Dr. Clarkson not know? I gripped the stiff blanket with my free hand. If she could not be trusted . . . if she discovered Freddie was dead and James had taken his place, we would all be in danger. My empty stomach writhed.

Dr. Clarkson snorted. “You had me worried, Williams. You could knock that young man over with the proverbial feather, let alone a real one. Poor boy is nothing but a skeleton.”

“Besides,” Williams put in quickly, “with the cats roaming the ship, the Elder must have had contact with them, as well, and he was sick.”

“But we don’t know what happened to him for certain.”

Her scratchy soprano was beginning to irritate me.

“I told you,” Kyleigh said. “They stole the Elder’s armor, stabbed him, and that horrible man shot a jet injector of the virus into—”

“You can’t possibly know what was in the purported injector,” Dr. Clarkson interrupted. “Without proper testing, you can’t verify that those criminals who kidnapped you were telling the truth.”

“But the Elder was symptomatic,” Kyleigh protested. “I read the reports from Agamemnon and those other ships, as well as from Lunar One. He had a fever, his nose was bleeding, and his eyes . . . He wept blood. It was horrible.”

“You can’t prove it. Where is this Elder now?”

Max’s deep voice rumbled, silencing the disagreeable woman. “Enough, Clarkson. Freddie was there, too, and both he and the Recorder here described the events and the Elder’s symptoms. Given the fact that the Recorder’s virus is confirmed, it seems likely.”

“Freddie told me the Elder did not make it over the rubble blocking the corridor and that the roaches were coming,” Williams said. “No one is going to climb through rocks, concrete, and giant insects to get you samples.”

She did not add that cockroaches scavenged. Even if someone volunteered to venture past the debris, it would be fruitless to search for Lorik’s remains.

“The point, Williams,” Dr. Clarkson said with peculiar emphasis, “is that if he did have the virus and if the difference for this Recorder was the cats, their obnoxious presence did nothing to keep him safe.”

“No,” Williams protested, “it is possible. She was sick on the trip to New Triton. Toxoplasmosis, because of the cats. Could it be the medication used to treat the parasites?”

Max hummed, then clarified, “Pyrimethamine.”

“Founders’ sakes. Fine. We’ll go over it all again,” Dr. Clarkson drawled. “She grew up Consortium. Was on Thalassa on the first trip to Pallas. Found the survivors.” A few taps sounded over the speakers before she continued, “She took samples of the debris. Her drone was destroyed. Oh! Do you suppose it’s the cockroaches? Her suit was compromised. She could’ve inhaled something.”

Nate shifted his weight beside me. “It’s not the bugs.” He glared at the speaker beside Williams’s computer. “You keep saying you want test results, but you aren’t reading them. I have, and there’s no trace of anything insectile in any testing.”

“And what would you know, Timmons? You’re just hired muscle.”

Her disrespect burrowed into my skin like a metal sliver. “He is a pilot and a chemical engineer.”

Nate winked and gave me a brief smile.

“But not a virologist. The problem is that nothing is conclusive. It could be a systemic response triggered by the insects.” A long exhale rattled through the room. “Never mind. Back to the Recorder. She was transported to Thalassa, where Maxwell removed her chip, and she seemed fine. There was her incident with Elliott Ross—”

My face heated. Did the whole system need to know Elliott had kissed me without my consent? Nate squeezed my shoulder.

“And she got sick.”

“She wasn’t sick from the virus, though,” Max interjected. “As Williams said, she contracted toxoplasmosis from the cats.”

Dr. Clarkson grunted. “And we’re back at the cats again.”

Kyleigh tugged on her short curls. “But Freddie and I both had been exposed long before. Max, you said my infection was dormant?”

“True.”

A sharp crack echoed from the speaker, as if Dr. Clarkson had slammed something down. “We aren’t getting anywhere. Maxwell, you need to get your hands on Pallas Station’s records. You’re the only one who’s qualified. Williams is just staff. The marines and security team don’t have the training—or capacity, to be honest—to dig through medical information.”

Incensed by Dr. Clarkson’s belittling remarks, I began to refute her assertions. Nate nudged my shoulder, then rolled his eyes and quirked a dimpleless smile. I fell silent.

Her scratchy voice continued, “DuBois said the self-destruct damaged some of the core, but I’ve studied the plans. There was a deep storage backup, and the information has to be there. Maxwell, you’ll have to leave patching up injured grunts to their field medic and track down evidence regarding the bioweapon’s beginnings. And get some more blood samples from that Recorder—”

“She’s not going to have any blood left, if you keep taking it,” Kyleigh objected.

I could not help but smile at her concern. “An exaggeration. I will be fine.”

Dr. Robert Maxwell’s brows drew together, like they did when he worried. Surely, he could not be concerned they would drain my veins?

“You will be fine, if Williams, Edwards, and I have anything to say about it. But,” he added as he returned to my side, bearing two jet injectors, “you did show signs of parasitic activity again. Your immune system has taken a beating the past few days, so I’ve asked Johansen to bring some pyrimethamine back today.”

“I don’t like your risking Thalassa by sending marines up here,” Dr. Clarkson whined.

Max did not address her concerns but smiled briefly at me. “In the meantime, let’s get you something for the headache and a few extra nanites to boost your ability to fight off viral attacks.” The tip of a jet injector touched my inner arm.

“Wait!” Kyleigh cried out.

Max rotated toward her. “What is it?”

“We’ve been looking in the wrong place!” Her face was ashen. “It’s the nanites! Stars above, think about it! Back on Thalassa before we reached Lunar One and Ross ran off, I came to tell you the Consortium nanotech in her blood had changed.” She spun toward me. “You were all talking about names and—” She stopped and snuck a look at the speaker, then concluded, “It’s the tech.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Dr. Clarkson scoffed. “Maxwell removed the Consortium chip from her brain.”

“But even though Max got the chip and the nanowiring, there’s Consortium-specific nanotech in her blood—”

“Kyleigh,” the virologist said, “in case you don’t recall, citizens don’t have chips.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” Kyleigh placed her fists on her hips. “After she was sick last quarter, the nanites in her blood were different, both in shape and locomotion. We know Ross used nanotech encapsulation to carry the virus. What . . . what if that was merely the first stage?”

“You showed us a side-by-side comparison,” Nate said slowly.

“Can you pull up your findings?” Max asked.

“The records on Thalassa were damaged when Ross deleted them, but I backed them up on—oh.” She sank back onto her stool. “On my datapad.”

“The ridiculous flowery one?” Dr. Clarkson asked. “You took it with you. You can transmit the information to Thalassa, and—”

“I-I lost it.”

I caught my breath, for I knew she lied. Kyleigh had given me that datapad to create the jamming devices that would free Recorders from the Consortium’s network and protect them from their drones. Whatever other information it had held was long gone. Williams slumped into her chair, and Nate squeezed my shoulder.

“Then that theory does us no good,” Dr. Clarkson remarked. “But whatever ridiculous hypothesis you have doesn’t matter, since citizens don’t walk around with Consortium nanotech in their veins.”

A chill swept over me.

The Hall of Reclamation where I would be assigned if I could not find a way to escape. Rows of tanks full of deceased donors and living Recorders who had disobeyed Consortium directives. Recorders and Elders sentenced to serve the citizenry with their very selves, part by part, until they could serve no longer.

“No,” I said. “In fact, they do.”
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Max pivoted toward me, angled brows knotting over his tired eyes. “Via donations?”

Nate’s grip on my fingers grew uncomfortably tight, but I did not pull free. The verbal affirmative tangled in my throat. I could but nod.

Dr. Clarkson snorted. “That’s ridiculous.”

“It’s why—” Kyleigh’s lips trembled, then she burst into tears. She tried to speak, but only Freddie, eyes, and ever were distinguishable.

Williams dropped her datapad onto her chair. Uttering soft shushing noises, she enfolded Kyleigh in her arms.

“Why what?” Dr. Clarkson’s irritating, disembodied voice demanded. “What donations? Tristram, I can’t understand you when you’re blubbering like that. Maxwell, calm her down—dose her with something if you have to. The girl is too excitable.” The woman’s groan grated over the speaker. “I don’t know what made the powers that be think sending veritable children on this assignment was a good idea.”

“Enough, Clarkson.” Max strode across the room to give Kyleigh a tissue. “She’s the sole nanotech specialist who was willing to go, and she’s the one who discovered the separate parts to the delivery system. The past few days have been hard on her.”

“Right, right. I forgot. Being kidnapped and quarantined and all,” Dr. Clarkson acknowledged. “Does she have symptoms yet?”

Yet? Anger beyond indignation arced through me like a drone’s reprimand.

Nate’s response was terse. “No.”

“Well, take samples—”

“Already done,” Williams said through clenched teeth. “But to answer your previous question, yes. Organ donations.”

“Which are willed by citizens,” Dr. Clarkson stated.

Williams glanced at the ceiling, where the inactive Consortium camera stared blankly into the room. “Not all.”

“You can’t mean there are Recorders? That’s almost civic-minded and self-sacrificial of them.”

Yanking my hand from Nate’s, I pushed off my pillows and faced the speaker. “You think we do not care? Because we are not to display bias, that we have no emotions? That we would wish for others to die unnecessarily?”

“You’re putting words in my mouth,” she argued.

Heedless, I continued, “Is it not enough that we are stripped of connections and our sole name is our shared title? Or do you think merely capitalizing it expresses worth? From infancy and our very first step into a Caretaker’s arms, we are raised to serve—to protect and preserve human life. Or perhaps you believe we are not human and cannot desire good for others?” A distant part of my brain registered Kyleigh’s stifled sobs and Nate’s low sweetheart. I did not care. “You know nothing. Nothing of our constraints, emotions, even dreams, all held back and suppressed to serve the people who—who—”

“Abandoned you,” Max said quietly.

Regret cascaded and drowned my outburst. A kaleidoscope of emotions I could not parse flashed through me, narrowing into the single, aching need for absolution. I had not meant to implicate Max, of all people, in rejecting Recorders. Not when he had no contract over twenty-six years ago, no power to prevent his children’s mother from gifting them.

“Max,” I began, “I—”

“Whatever else is going on, it’s quite clear why you were up for review by the Consortium,” Dr. Clarkson said flatly. “Founders’ oath, what a mess.”

Williams released Kyleigh and glowered at the speaker, as if Dr. Clarkson could be aware of—or would even care about—the intensity of her reaction. “Some of those Recorders are in the Hall of Reclamation against their will.”

“What would you know, Williams? You’re only Consortium staff.” A staticky chuff filled the room. “None of which matters, because putting someone in a tank against their will implies they’re still alive. You can’t possibly mean they are parceled out like goodies at a kid’s birthday party, because that would be a death sentence, and execution is illegal. We’re beyond such primitive behavior.”

Williams lifted her chin. “As Consortium medical staff, I spent the final quarter of my internship in the retrieval rooms, assisting with donations. So, yes, I know.”

“Your lack of knowledge does not negate the problem, Dr. Clarkson,” I said before the woman blurted another ignorant response.

Max’s jaw was tight. “No one will want to believe the truth about the Hall of Reclamation. I didn’t. But facts are facts.”

“It’s unlike you, Maxwell, to blindly accept such a wild idea,” Dr. Clarkson said. “But on the off chance you’re right about donations from Recorders, and if Kyleigh is right about the bioweapon altering Consortium tech, we might have a bigger problem than we thought.”

I held my breath for the count of three before asking, “Williams, can we verify the presence of nanotechnology in citizens’ bloodstreams? In Freddie’s?”

She tilted her head. “With the proper equipment, yes, providing we can compare older samples with—”

“Just get new ones,” Dr. Clarkson ordered. “He can spare a vial.”

“With any changes.” Williams scowled but gave Kyleigh one last pat on the shoulder before picking up her datapad and scrolling through data. “No, no evaluation of nanotech in the previous reports.”

“Clarkson,” Max said, “start reviewing files for organ transplants or blood transfusions in Thalassa’s crew and the marines. Last we knew, the citizen death rate was around sixty percent. I find it hard to believe such a high percentage of the population has Consortium nanites in their blood, but the hypothesis is better than none at all.”

For once, the woman did not argue back. “I can check. We haven’t found much else, to be honest, and if—if—you’re right, at least we can separate the ones at risk. I’ll talk to Archimedes about restricting trips from Pallas to here until we figure this out.”

“How will you get samples if you limit trips?” Williams asked.

Dr. Clarkson did not acknowledge the question. “Stopping the spread is a priority. Fortunately, as far as we know, the exposure was limited to four ships and Lunar One, though where those terrorists who started all this went before coming here is beyond me. People must be panicking by now, though with long-range comms down, we have no information from New Triton.”

A sharp click was her farewell, and I slumped in relief when the link fell silent. Kyleigh blew her nose before resuming her work at the computer. Max stood, arms crossed, and stared at the wall behind me. Eyes on her datapad, Williams lowered herself onto her chair, and her fingers flew through its small cyan and amber datastreams. For twenty-three seconds, no one spoke.

“Kyleigh.” Max waited until she swiveled around on the stool. “We’ll need you to take another look at Freddie’s final samples, the ones we were saving to send to the virologists. And yours and hers.” He nodded in my direction. “Williams, message Edwards. You are both Consortium, and I have to assume you have their tech in your blood.”

“Imogene Clarkson won’t warn him,” Nate said. “She’ll wait until she can prove it and take credit.”

“I’m warning him now.” Williams finished her message and set the datapad back on the chair. “I have never had anything more than vaccines, but Edwards had an emergency appendectomy on Manitoba.”

Max’s nostrils flared. “They should’ve used a tank rather than resorting to surgery for something that simple.”

Williams held up her hands. “It was not about Edwards being staff. We had injuries after a run-in with pirates, and the medtanks were full. The doctor was positively gleeful to be able to ‘practice something so primitive.’ He said it kept his skills up.”

Max rubbed the back of his neck, though the action could not have been beneficial while he wore a suit and helmet. “That might not have required any transfusions.”

“It is unlikely that such a high percentage of the citizenry has undergone surgery,” I said. We were missing something.

“But the nanotechnology angle seems likely,” Nate said.

“It’s the best explanation.” Kyleigh heaved a sigh. “But Williams, don’t worry about Edwards. He always follows procedures.”

“I know, but . . . I am concerned.”

Tanks. Procedures.

“Moons and stars,” I blurted. In an instant, all attention fixed on me. “Your search might not be broad enough. I was in the medical tank on Thalassa and in the emergency transportation tank on the shuttle. It was before any contamination by the bioweapon, but Consortium devices could have mingled with the tank’s medgel.”

“But the tank filtration system should have cleaned it—” Williams interrupted herself with a groan. “But only of biological waste, bacteria, and viruses, not Consortium technology.”

Kyleigh gasped.

“So we need to expand the search to anyone who has been in a tank.” Williams glanced at me and Nate. “It might need to be even wider.”

The small circles Nate rubbed on my back slowed, then stopped, and he lowered himself beside me. “How so?”

Her gaze bored into his, then shifted to mine. “Elliott.”

Nate’s expression darkened.

“But he apologized, for what it’s worth,” Kyleigh said, her voice small and thin. “And he helped us get away.”

“Which is not the issue.” Williams focused on Nate. “Transfer via saliva, Timmons. I know you’ve never been in a tank or had a transfusion, but . . .”

As surely as if someone had hit my solar plexus, I could not breathe. Elliott had contaminated me, and that meant when I had kissed Nate, I had placed him at risk.

I twisted toward him. He cupped my face in both gloved hands, and his speaker amplified the whisper: “I don’t regret a single second. It’ll be okay.”

But if it hurt him, I would regret it for the remainder of my life, until I served to nothing in a Consortium tank.

“Oh, stars above.” Kyleigh’s voice cracked, and another frisson of fear ran through me. “That means me, too, doesn’t it? I helped carry the Elder and Freddie through the tunnels after that hateful, evil man injected them. And I kissed Freddie goodbye.” Dashing at her tears with her sleeve, she reached for a tissue, blew her nose loudly, and dropped the tissue into the biohazard waste bin. When she reached for the sanitizer, she paused. “If it’s in the tech, I don’t suppose killing germs will do any good.”

“Use it anyway, Kye,” Williams said gently.

“Well, I’m not sorry. Freddie was—” Kyleigh’s right hand drifted up to the green-and-white mourning band around her left arm, then she raised her chin. “No. Freddie still is worth every single kiss and every single second I spent with him. I knew I was risking things when he was dying. So how is this any different?”

“Perhaps it isn’t,” Williams said, though when she turned away, I caught the pinched expression on her face. “Kyleigh, you isolated the original nanites, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did, though Julian Ross destroyed the files when he erased Thalassa’s documentation and the security footage. I backed it up, though it was all on my flowered datapad, which was overwritten to make a jammer. So that information’s gone.”

Nate, who had been silent, spoke. “But we have two Recorders down here. Neither James nor Daniel has been exposed, that we know of. Check their nanites against hers.”

Max nodded. He studied the readout behind my hoverbed, then turned wordlessly and searched through the container of medical supplies.

“Kye,” Williams asked, “what will you need to check for nanites?”

Kyleigh waved a hand at the small centrifuge and microscope on the counter opposite her computer. “More powerful stuff than this. I need the portable equipment from Georgette SahnVeer’s lab.”

“You probably shouldn’t go traipsing about the station, given roaches and insurgents, but there might be enough room in here if we can gather what you need.” Nate squinted at Williams’s desk. “Given the power fluctuations, a backup generator is a good idea, too.” He stood abruptly. “Looks like we need an expedition.”

I swung my legs over the side of my bed.

Nate caught my arm. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Is it not obvious? The materials Kyleigh requires will be located in secured sections of the station, and someone must gather them for her.”

His face softened, and he tucked a curl behind my ear. “And that someone won’t be you.”

“I have a suit now, Nathaniel. My presence will not put others at risk.”

“Not the point. You need to rest.”

“Very well,” I said stiffly. “I shall not traipse about. But you cannot expect me to lie here and do nothing.”

“Oh, can’t I?” But he said it softly, as if the words meant something else altogether.

I turned away to look for my datapads—my own navy-blue one and the green one that had belonged to the station Recorder. They were gone, though two datasticks rested in an otherwise empty glass beside a container of tissues. Freddie had given me one to create an identity for James, but . . . where had I found the other?

“If you’re looking for your commlink and those two datapads, they’re charging by Williams’s station.” Max brought me more water and two small, white pills in a disposable cup. “It seems I rely too heavily on nanotechnology. This is the sole oral analgesic we brought down. Take these. I’ll send for more, next shuttle trip.”

No sudden scent of lavender and pine calmed me when I swallowed them, though I knew the nanodevices’ absence did not indicate inefficacy.

Williams, who had been gathering necessary supplies to draw more blood, added, “We do have stronger IV drugs, in case we must put you under. Maybe the doctor who so gleefully removed Edwards’s appendix had a point about primitive medicine?”

“All right.” Kyleigh placed her hands on her thighs and stood. “I’ll go.”

Max shook his head. “No. You don’t have symptoms, but we need to keep an eye on you.”

“But if they need access to the computers and the sealed rooms—”

“James and Daniel were Recorders. They will figure it out,” Williams said. “And if James is anything like his father, that is good enough for me.”

Max’s response was buried in an avalanche of sound as the station’s alarm blared. Immediately after the initial screech, both his and Nate’s communications links chimed.

“Tim. Max.” Jordan’s alto spilled over their links, giving the impression she spoke from two places at once. “One of Jackson’s teams had another run-in with the bugs near the hangar. Dropped out of a crack in the ceiling on top of them.”

The doctor growled something under his breath, then turned to his assistant. “Williams.”

“The blood samples can wait until we are back,” she said. “And do not worry, Kyleigh. Someone will track down the equipment you need.”

The two moved in unison to the vestibule, and the door closed behind them before Jordan spoke again.

“Tim, there’s been a change in plans. Johansen will be back in about thirty minutes, but your run tomorrow is on hold.”

“By whose orders?”

“I don’t know.”

Nate raised an eyebrow. “Can’t see Archimedes falling for Clarkson’s line, but staying here for a while is fine with me.”

Jordan made an indeterminate noise that might have indicated agreement. “What equipment was Williams talking about? If we hold off on shuttle runs, we’ll have to make do with whatever we have here.”

“I need some gear from Dr. SahnVeer’s laboratory. Sending you a list.” Kyleigh’s old-fashioned keyboard clicked. “You’ll need an alternate route, though, because one of the marines said they ran into company when they were last in that section.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Jordan said. “In the meantime, Tim, Jackson needs as many boots in the tunnels as he can get.”

Nate exhaled. “Guess that means me.”

“You guessed right.” She paused, and her voice lowered. “How is she, Tim?”

“She’s awake.”

Jordan repeated his statement, and several cheers sounded over the communications link. “Stars, Tim, but that’s the best news of the day.”

A tiny flush of warmth lit in me at their concern. “Thank you, Jordan.”

Nate’s gaze held mine. “And she’s staying here.”

“I have a suit, Nathaniel, and my assistance—”

“Isn’t necessary,” Zhen DuBois’s voice snapped over Nate’s link. “Traipsing through roach-infested halls the day you emerge from a sickbed is a stupid idea.”

“You cannot know the halls would be overrun with insects.”

“Oh, can’t I?”

“Simmer down, Zhen.” I could easily envision Jordan holding up one hand. “Kyleigh, this is quite a list, but we’ll track down your supplies.”

“If we have a current map with the intrusions, fissures, and collapsed hallways marked,” I offered, “I will find a safe route.”

“Nope.” Nate crossed his arms. “You’ll rest. Let Zhen earn her keep and puzzle it out.”

“But, Nate—”

“Let her find a way, and let us handle any locked doors. If you overdo it . . .” His eyes met mine. “Please, sweetheart. Don’t do that to me again.”

Although I had not intended to be ill and he could not expect me to remain behind and do nothing, my protest vanished when the light over the vestibule changed to green. Max and Williams were through, and the small area awaited its next occupant.

“Please,” Nate repeated. When I nodded, a vestige of a smile touched his lips. “I’ll see you later.”

I clutched his hand so tightly my fingers ached. The possibilities that rose in my mind validated the Consortium’s disapproval of imagination, for potential disasters—the bioweapon, the roaches, the people who hated Recorders and wanted all of us to die—outweighed any potential good. I did not want Nathaniel to leave me and venture into such chaos.

His gloved fingers slipped from mine.

The vestibule door closed behind him. For fifteen minutes, Kyleigh and I watched the red indicator light as his suit was scrubbed clean of contagion. The light shifted to green. Nate was gone.

Kyleigh rose and gathered both the blue and green datapads, which she set carefully beside the glass with the datasticks.

“Rest,” was all she said before returning to her computer, effectively leaving me alone, a prisoner of my own blood and a bioweapon that had already claimed lives.
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When I was a child at Consortium Training Center Alpha, the Elders and Recorders had frequently expounded upon the importance of patience. Waiting for others to speak allowed the free exchange of information, but the quarantine room’s unnatural quiet settled more heavily than a weighted blanket. When minutes seemed to stretch past their allotted sixty seconds, I began to doubt the reliability of the Elders’ assertions.

In all the time I had known her, Kyleigh’s verbosity had been a constant, even when her unexpected transitions confused me. Yet now, though she cast furtive glances in my direction, she said nothing.

About an hour after Nate’s departure, a chime from her computer preceded a staticky voice I recognized at once. Despite the situation, I smiled.

“Hey, Kye.”

“Tia! How’d you sneak access to comms?”

“I didn’t sneak,” Tia Belisi protested. “Captain Genet gave me permission to chat for a few minutes. Maybe he feels bad I spend most of my time shadowing Officer Smith.”

Kyleigh groaned. “Having been on a ship with Adrienne Smith, the captain has a point.”

Tia chuckled, then sobered. “Are you two all right?”

“I am. Just a little cough once in a while, but Max says it’s mostly debris from the tunnels and I’ll be fine soon enough.” Without turning to ascertain my status, Kyleigh lowered her voice. “She’s resting.”

“But . . .” The word wisped over the speakers. “We heard she’s better?”

“Max thinks so. Her fever’s dropped, and she seemed more like herself, except she blasted Dr. Clarkson. I’ve never heard her that angry before.”

“She can put people in their places pretty well,” Tia said. “She did on Agamemnon, at any rate. But, yes, Clarkson was complaining about ‘that unRecorder’s inappropriate opinions’ and ‘sass’ pretty loudly at dinner. Eric and Cam were about to tear into her, but what’s-his-name from engineering shut Clarkson down. Over half the people there cheered when he did.”

Kyleigh hid her face in her hands. “Tia, it was awful. Like Freddie all over again, except her eyes weren’t bleeding.”

Unwilling to allow them to worry unnecessarily, I said, “I am well enough.”

“Stars above!” Kyleigh spun on her stool to face me.

“Zeta!” Tia exclaimed.

“Indeed.”

“It’s good to hear your voice.” Tia paused. “Cam, Eric, and I have been worried about you.”

Nate’s concern for Tia echoed in my mind, and I struggled to formulate an adequate response.

“I’d better go,” Kyleigh said abruptly. “She needs to rest.”

“Right. I’ll check back tomorrow, if the captain lets me. Send me updates, Kye? For both of you.”

“Sure.”

Tia signed off, and Kyleigh swiveled back around. Her fingers resumed tapping at the old-fashioned keyboard.

The unfinished faces of Freddie’s mural stared blankly at me, and after several minutes, I ventured to Williams’s computer to work on . . . On what? Scrolling aimlessly through files would create new lives for neither James nor the talkative former Recorder. I tapped my thigh with my right fist and returned to my hoverbed. Dizziness snagged my vision, and the room seemed to tip. Kyleigh half rose as I caught my balance on the railing, straightened my covers, then crawled under them. When I met her eyes, she looked away. Still, she did not speak, though her typing slowed.

I stared at the ceiling, the murals, the vent’s dried sealant, and Kyleigh’s back. It seemed all I had done in the past quarter was wait between periods of frenetic activity and panic. Nate sent no news, and neither Max nor Williams informed us of the injured marines’ fates. I was tired of waiting.

The chronometer on the wall clicked toward seven, yet sleep did not come. I rolled to my side and watched the green light over the door, sitting up when it turned red eleven minutes later, but Kyleigh must not have noticed. She did not look away from her data. I watched the indicator, hoping for my Nathaniel but expecting Williams to emerge with needles and Kyleigh’s equipment. Instead, when the light flashed green and the door opened into the downdraft of cool air, James strode in, a large, sealed bag in each hand and a third over his shoulder.

Kyleigh jumped. “You startled me, James.”

His growing brows—as straight and angled as his father’s—lowered behind his faceplate. Moving slowly, as if precision would better accomplish the task, he set the larger bags on the floor beside her desk. “Such was not my intention, Kyleigh Tristram. I shall send notice next time.”

“I didn’t mean . . . I didn’t know anyone was coming. Hold on.” Her fingers clattered over the keys, and the streams of data pixelated and disappeared. “There. Just had to save my work.”

“It is well.”

“I didn’t mean you had done anything wrong. And you can call me Kye,” she said with an imitation of a smile. “I see you’ve come bearing gifts. You didn’t bring dinner by chance, did you? I haven’t eaten in forever.”

“I did.” James pulled the smaller bag from his shoulder and placed it precisely on the desk. “Prepackaged meals have adequate nutrition and calories, though the quality does not compare to meals onboard Thalassa.”

James pushed the bag toward Kyleigh, who opened it, skimmed the package labels, and groaned.

“Fish and potato casserole,” she said, then added hastily, “It’s not that I don’t appreciate it, just that fish is much better fresh than in a sealed container. Still, it’s better than isopods.”

He dipped his head once. “I shall remember.”

Intent on their conversation, neither seemed to notice that the light over the door turned red again.

“I didn’t mean you did anything wrong, James,” she said.

His silvery eyes widened.

“It’s just that everything keeps getting worse, and there’s nothing I can do to fix it.”

“I have confidence in your efforts,” he said, “and do not believe the current disaster cannot be undone.”

“Disaster’s about right.” Her gaze dropped to the packaged food in her hands. “Deep down, I know it isn’t my fault, but if I hadn’t run off to get the paints for Freddie . . . I should’ve stopped to think.”

“It was not your doing, Kyleigh Rose Tristram. It was theirs.” James took the brown-wrapped meals from her and placed them beside the keyboard.

“It doesn’t feel like that.” Her voice was very small. “It feels like I killed him.”

“You did not. You are not to blame for others’ evil actions.”

A tear tracked down her cheek. “I’m responsible for my own choices, which put him at risk. I put them all at risk. Freddie and the Elder are gone, and my friend”—her voice dropped—“is dying.”

She did not glance in my direction, as if I were not there, as if I could not hear her. Perhaps she assumed I was asleep. Perhaps my presence was a reminder of all she had lost, bringing her more pain. But whether or not I was dying, the fault was not hers. It was I who had charged thoughtlessly into danger.

He reached toward her, then withdrew his hand. “Despite my limited experience, I believe I understand.”

Teary eyes rose to his. “You do?”

“Yes. Last quarter, I acted in violation of my training, and though my actions saved citizens, there was a cost.” James’s deep voice emerged in a monotone, and his gloved hands fisted. “My choices condemned me and cost a citizen her life.”

“No, James. You saved them.”

His breath caught, and the sound propelled me upright. Had Max not told him who he was? If he had not yet learned—

“You did the right thing.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “I’m sorry that your mother died, but she couldn’t have saved them by herself.”

“You . . . you cannot know.” He moved away from her. “I did not reveal illegally obtained facts; I have told no one.”

“Oh.” Her eyes went wide, and she dropped onto the stool.

“How is it that you know my name?” James asked. “Since we arrived here on Pallas, people have addressed me by the name my mother said my father had chosen, but such knowledge cannot . . .” He paused, then began again, “I have done my best not to respond, not to convey awareness, as if it were mere coincidence, but how do you know how my mother died?”

My pulse pounded, and Kyleigh’s cheeks flushed, then drained of color.

“How . . .” My first friend drew a deep breath. “How do you know who I am?”

“Stars above.” Kyleigh’s hands rose to her suddenly flushed cheeks. “I’ve done it again.”

Whether or not it was my story to tell, I shoved the blankets to the foot of the bed and stood on unsteady legs. “I told her.”

They both turned toward me. Behind his faceplate, James’s silver-grey eyes met mine, then lifted to somewhere past my right shoulder. His posture grew unnaturally rigid, and his hands curled tight.

Kyleigh shot to her feet. “James?”

He did not respond.

“James?” Her eyes sought mine. “He’s so still.”

Holding onto my bed’s railing for balance, I shuffled toward him, all attention on my first friend’s vacant expression. “It is well. You are safe, and our knowledge will endanger neither you nor us. Indeed, it is one of the reasons Freddie bequeathed his identity to you.”

James did not move.

“I viewed the record.” I counted the seconds as they passed—sixty, ninety, one hundred twenty, one hundred thirty-seven—then spoke evenly. “I am sorry the Elders stole the incident from your mind. I am sorry for the reprimands and for the pain of a memory download, which I viewed in the records. After watching the woman assert you were her son, I verified her claim. It was not my place, but I had other reasons for my search.”

“Other reasons,” he repeated blandly.

Relief surged that he had finally spoken, but it was quickly supplanted by the conviction that I had no right to tell the rest of the story.

He drew a shuddering breath and refocused on me. “So you know also of my sister.”

I nodded.

“Do you . . .”

When he did not finish, Kyleigh
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