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  Introduction


  I grew up watching Star Trek. For as far back as I can remember, I sat down with my family every week and watched intrepid Starfleet officers explore new worlds and encounter new forms of life. As I got older, I branched out: Stargate SG-1 reruns aired every day after school, and Farscape made its debut on Canadian TV when I was eight years old.


  (In retrospect, eight-year-old me probably shouldn’t have been watching Farscape. But I’d started reading Anne McCaffrey’s books by that point, so I guess the damage was already done.)


  Endling is my love letter to the stories I grew up with: an episodic space opera full of strange worlds, aliens, mysteries, and adventures. This book collects the series’ first five episodes, and each episode is its own complete story. Endling also gives me the opportunity to play around with all the other genres I love: “Quarantine Zone” was a chance to try my hand at space horror, “The Liar” is an old-fashioned murder mystery, and “Aegis” was born out of all my frustrations with alien invasion movies.


  Taken together, these first five episodes are an introduction to the world and characters of Endling. I really enjoyed writing it, and I hope you enjoy reading it.


  -Kit Walker


  



  In the year 2058, a group of national space programs, scientific institutes, and private investors came together with the goal of establishing the first permanent settlement on Mars. Project Oasis was born: humanity's first attempt to colonize the stars.


  CSV Frontier launched in the spring of 2083, carrying more than a hundred Project Oasis volunteers. All but a handful of the colonists were frozen in cryogenic suspension, to conserve resources on the long journey to their new home.


  Two months after her departure from Earth, Frontierdropped out of contact and disappeared.


  



  Episode 1:Quarantine Zone


  Asha Reed wakes up with the worst headache she's ever had.


  A dull pain throbs in the general vicinity of her temple, and the lights overhead are appallingly bright. Asha groans, squeezing her eyes shut, and slings an arm over her face.


  Someone's talking. It takes Asha a moment to sort the noises into words.


  "Ashley! Ashley! Get up, get up, it'll be back any minute—"


  Asha moves her arm and squints up into the light. "It's Asha."


  A man's face pops into view, one she vaguely recognizes. Adam Collins. Skinny, designer stubble, glasses, fond of vests. Asha was introduced to him at some point, although she can't remember exactly where.


  There's a hand under her back, pushing her up into a sitting position. The motion is too much, too fast, and Asha clutches the edge of the table as she doubles over, retching.


  Nothing comes up. Her stomach was empty when she went into cryo.


  "Sorry," Asha rasps out. She blinks rapidly, clearing her eyes.


  This isn't the revival room.


  This is an infirmary, maybe. Asha's sitting on one of a half-dozen exam tables, arranged in a circle around the room's central pillar. Everything is brushed bronze and glass; clean, sterile.


  There are two main doors, one on either side of the room. A second man has stationed himself next to one of them, with his ear pressed to the wall. Michael Sutherland. Asha remembers flirting with him at the Project Oasis launch party, although it never went anywhere. Mike used to be a marine, still has the build and the haircut, and signed on as head of the project's (underfunded, understaffed, and largely unnecessary) security team.


  Asha says, "Where are we?"


  "Don't know," says Mike. "Not Mars."


  "There's a monster," Adam interrupts. "It came in here, took you away, and when it brought you back, you had—" he points at the side of Asha's head, "—that."


  Asha runs a hand over her scalp. She keeps her hair buzzed short—managing long hair involves more time and effort than she has to spare—and so she doesn't have to do much digging before she feels the raised line of a fresh incision. There aren't any stitches. What's holding it shut?


  Who cut her head open?


  "It's coming back." Mike grabs a crutch lying on top of a nearby supply cart. He braces himself next to the door, holding the crutch like a baseball bat, and nods to Adam and Asha. "Get ready to run."


  The door opens.


  The creature that steps into the infirmary is around eight feet tall, and bears a strong resemblance to a lizard that's learned how to walk on its hind legs. Intricate body paint covers its scaly grey skin: sharp angles and geometric shapes in brown and green.


  Mike darts in and swings the crutch as hard as he can. It bounces harmlessly off the lizard-thing's back.


  The creature reaches back and gently plucks the crutch out of Mike's grip. Then it turns away from him, attention fixed on Asha. "Hello. Please remain calm."


  As a kid, Asha devoted a lot of time and thought to what she would do if she ever met an alien. There were elaborate plans, demonstrations of mathematical intelligence, universal gestures of peace and acceptance, and so on.


  Ten-year-old Asha would probably punch twenty-eight-year-old Asha in retaliation for what comes out of her mouth next:


  "... Okay? Um. Sorry about that."


  "Apology accepted," the alien says. "I am Ysal sai-Vysri. Might I request your assistance?"


  •


  "You are aboard the Wayfarer," Ysal says. "Your ship was adrift when we found it. We brought your stasis pods aboard to revive you."


  The alien leads Asha, Adam, and Mike down a wide, gently curving corridor. The ceiling arches high above them, and the walls are bronze, tarnished with age. It feels more like a cathedral than a spaceship.


  Asha says, "Who's 'we'?"


  "She's talking about me," says a voice from above. It sounds like it's coming through some kind of PA system, but Asha can't see any speakers.


  "Your assistance would be appreciated, Laela," Ysal says, polite but firm.


  "Those three drifted out of a Sentinel quarantine," says the voice. "I'm not leaving the command deck until we're sure they don't have some horrible alien disease."


  Ysal turns a corner, stops in front of a wide door, and taps a console on the wall. The door opens, revealing an elevator.


  Once they're inside and descending, Asha glances over at Mike and Adam, who are both wearing twin expressions of utter incomprehension. "What's wrong?" she asks them.


  Mike regards Ysal with wary look. "You understood all that?"


  "You didn't?"


  Ysal tilts her head toward Asha. "Laela installed a translator implant in your brain. We only had one, and determined that your body was least likely to reject it."


  Asha's hand flies back up to the incision on her scalp. Her stomach churns. "You did brain surgery on me?"


  "Under normal circumstances, we would not have installed the implant without your consent," Ysal says, contrite. Her tail flicks and curls around her body. "However, there were extenuating—"


  An alarm goes off: a high, shrieking wail.


  "Core temperature's approaching critical," Laela shouts over it. "Get to the corvus."


  •


  The 'corvus' turns out to be a docking umbilical, which has bridged the two ships by punching through Frontier's hull. Once Asha passes through, she's finally back in familiar territory.


  It's warmer than usual in here. And getting hotter the further in they go.


  Before launch, Frontier had been hailed as the pinnacle of human achievement. That doesn't change the fact that she is, basically, an engine with a bunch of cargo containers bolted on. The tunnels between each module are small and cramped, and the walkways spanning the interior of each cargo bay even more so.


  And they've turned so many corners that Asha is utterly lost. "Where are we going?"


  "The generator room," Ysal replies. "There has been a complication."


  A little while later, Asha's curiosity overcomes her anxiety. "Why'd you board our ship?"


  "We were looking for useful salvage," Ysal says. "We did not expect to find three active stasis pods."


  "What do you mean, 'three'?" Asha says. "There are a hundred pods on this ship."


  They cross into the sleeper bay. Row upon row of cryo pods still line the walls, but they've all gone dark. The lights overhead emit a faint hum, but aside from that, the room is silent.


  "Shit," Mike whispers. "What happened?"


  "There appears to have been a power failure," Ysal says. "Your pods were the only ones that remained active." She pauses. "I am sorry for the loss of your shipmates."


  Asha swallows the lump in her throat and manages to translate for the other two: "Power went out."


  Mike stumbles to a halt on the walkway. "They're all dead?"


  "That's not possible," Adam takes a few steps back, eyes wide as he looks around the sleeper bay. "We have failsafes in place to prevent this from happening. This isn't possible."


  "We have a limited amount of time," Ysal says. "Please tell your associate that we must keep moving."


  Asha says, "We have to go. Now."


  Adam shakes his head, taking another step back.


  "Adam!" Mike barks.


  Adam jolts, like he's been slapped, and stops in his tracks.


  "There's something wrong with the generator," Asha says. "We need you. Come on."


  •



  The generator room is a huge, spherical chamber, spiderwebbed by dozens of thin metal walkways. The emergency lights are on, illuminating the room with a dull red glow. Sweat trickles down Asha's back; the heat is oppressive, stifling.


  The generator itself is the size of a small house, rising up from the center of the floor. A platform surrounds the base of the generator housing, crowded with screens and monitoring equipment. As they approach the nearest computer terminal, Ysal detaches a small device from her belt, holds it up to her muzzle, and says, "Laela? We are here."


  "Okay. Give your comm to the alien."


  Ysal nudges Asha and hands over the device: a black glass rectangle about the size of Asha's palm. She fumbles with it for a second, looking for an 'on' switch, then holds the device up to her mouth and says, experimentally, "Hello?"


  "We turned your ship's generator on to get life support working," Laela says immediately, "but the core temperature's shooting up and I can't figure out how to stop it. If it overloads, the explosion could destroy both our ships."


  "So you want us to shut it down?"


  "Bad idea. You'd lose life support. Better idea: find out why it's overheating, then fix it. You have about fifteen minutes before we pass the point of no return."


  Asha turns to Adam and Mike. "The generator's overheating. We've got fifteen minutes."


  Adam pushes past her and moves to the terminal, fingers flying over the touchscreen. Asha tries to stifle her annoyed grumble, but judging by the amused glance Mike throws her way, it was just a little bit too loud.


  After about a minute, Adam frowns at the readout. "This can't be right."


  Asha says, "What can't?"


  "Nothing's wrong."


  "It's like a sauna in here," Mike says. "Something is obviously wrong."


  "The generator is functioning as expected," Adam says. "Waste heat output is normal. There's no reason for it to be overheating like this."


  Asha squeezes past them to the next terminal and checks the generator's system status. Adam is right. The generator is working exactly as it should, the temperature is rising anyway, and they're running out of time.


  "You're missing something," Mike says. "Check it again."


  "I am!" Adam fires back. "A full systems diagnostic is going to take at least ten minutes."


  "'At least'?!"


  Asha takes her fingers off the screen, squashing the surge of panic. "Relax," she mutters to herself. "Defocus. If it's not the generator, what is it?"


  She scrolls through the other systems, taking a few seconds to scan each readout.


  Power output. Engines. Ventilation—


  There it is.


  "It's the heat diffusion system."


  Adam stops mid-argument with Mike and stares at her. "What?"


  "It's locked down," Asha explains. "The generator's waste heat is building up because it isn't getting vented out." She checks the terminal again. "I can't lift the lockdown from here. Is there an override?"


  "Three levels down," Adam says. "But—"


  "I'll be right back."


  •



  It's only once she's out of the generator room that Asha realizes Ysal is following her.


  "Shouldn't you stay with the guys?"


  "Neither of your associates can understand me," Ysal points out. "And you will likely need my assistance."


  The route down isn't exactly friendly: the ventilation hub is at the bottom of a long series of ladders, connected by flimsy metal platforms. The air is so hot that it hurts to breathe. Asha's palms are sweating. A few times, her grip on the ladder almost slips.


  Finally, Asha lands in a huge dark room. Pipes and vents line the walls in twisting, serpentine configurations; the waste heat from the generator gets shunted down here, where it's distributed throughout the ship and, if necessary, out to the radiators on Frontier's hull.


  The manual override turns out to be an enormous lever. It's as long as Asha is tall, and looks like something out of a Frankenstein movie. It was clearly not intended for casual use.


  Asha grabs the handle and pulls. The lever doesn't move.


  "Shit," she hisses. By her count, they have less than two minutes left.


  She tries again, gripping the lever with both hands and pulling with all her weight. It moves a little, then slides back into its original position.


  "If I may?"


  Ysal steps up next to Asha, grabs the lever with one hand, and wrenches it down.


  There's a loud clunk somewhere below them, and a rush of air. The room already feels cooler, although that's probably just Asha's imagination.


  The comm in Asha's pocket activates again. "Temperature's dropping," Laela says. "Whatever you just did, I think it worked."


  Asha sags in relief and wipes the sweat out of her eyes.


  •



  The trip back up to the generator room is far more tedious than the trip down. As Asha climbs up the last ladder, Ysal says, from below her, "I apologize for my earlier rudeness."


  If Asha weren't out of breath from the climb, she'd laugh. The adrenaline come-down is making her loopy. "That was you being rude?"


  "I never asked what your names and pronouns are."


  "Oh." Asha climbs up onto the platform and sits on the floor so she can catch her breath. It's not particularly dignified, but she's too tired to care right now. "My name's Asha Reed. The guys upstairs are Mike and Adam. And 'she,' is okay as a pronoun, for me."


  Ysal's head pops up from beneath the edge of the platform. "I am pleased to meet you, Asha Reed."


  "And, uh... you're a 'she,' too?"


  Ysal climbs up and joins Asha in sitting on the floor. "At the moment, yes."


  "But that could change?"


  "Frequently," Ysal says. "I am a sivari. My people's concept of gender is more fluid than most species'."


  "Okay," Asha says. "I used to date someone who had kind of the same deal."


  Ysal's head bobs down, and then up; it's a sharp, birdlike gesture. "I am impressed that you isolated the generator problem so quickly. Are you an engineer?"


  "Not even close." A wheezing laugh crawls up out of Asha's chest. "I'm a tester. It's my job to break the engineers' shit and tell them how I did it, so they can make sure it doesn't happen again."


  Ysal cocks her head to the side and blinks. "That sounds quite valuable."


  "Not valuable enough for a raise."


  A series of clanging footsteps ring out, from down the hall. Mike turns a corner and comes running toward them.


  Asha takes one look at his strained expression and asks, "Is everything okay?"


  "Adam just checked the date," Mike replies, breathless.


  The bottom drops out of Asha's stomach. There's no way this is good news. "And...?"


  "It's 2691," Mike gasps out. "Six hundred years. We've been in cryo for six hundred years."


  •



  Ysal escorts Asha, Mike, and Adam back to the Wayfarer and drops them off in the medbay.


  "The doors are not locked," Ysal says. "You may move freely throughout the ship, although the command deck and the armory are sealed."


  Then she heads back down to the corvus. Now that they're sure Frontier won't blow up, Ysal and Laela have resumed scavenging the wreck. There are still some usable supplies aboard, and materials that can be sold for scrap.


  Nobody has decided what to do with all those deactivated cryo pods, and the people inside.


  "Six hundred years," Asha mutters.


  It's too much to comprehend. She's still waiting for it to sink in, and wondering what will happen when it does. A catastrophic emotional breakdown, probably.


  Adam says, "We need to contact Earth."


  "How?" Asha's voice is flat. Hollow. Running on autopilot. "Ysal and Laela—"


  "Who?"


  "The aliens," Asha says. "They've never heard of Earth. They wouldn't have the slightest idea how to get a message through."


  "We could fix up Frontier?" Mike suggests. "Fly back on our own?"


  "Frontier is in no shape to make that kind of trip," Adam says, "especially considering how we have no idea where we are, or how far away the solar system is. It could take us another six hundred years to get back." He pinches the bridge of his nose. "What about the aliens?"


  Asha says, "What about them?"


  "This is clearly an interstellar ship. They must have more navigation data than we do, and more powerful engines. They could take us to Earth."


  "I don't think they can," Asha says. "Laela mentioned a quarantine. I think Earth might be inside it."


  "So what?"


  "So, we'd be asking them to fly into a restricted zone."


  "Who cares? This is more important than—" Adam breaks off with a wordless noise of frustration. "Fine. Fine."


  He storms out of the medbay.


  Mike watches him go, then turns back to Asha. "You okay?"


  "No."


  "Me, neither." Mike sighs loudly and leans against one of the exam tables, staring down at the floor.


  "It doesn't... feel real," Asha says. "I keep thinking, any second now, someone will jump out and yell 'gotcha!'"


  Mike raises an eyebrow at her. "People do that to you often?"


  Asha shrugs.


  Mike sighs again. "It feels real to me." He scrubs his hands over his face. "Do you think we're safe, here?"


  Asha thinks on it for a second. "I don't think the aliens want to hurt us," she says. "I think they're not quite sure what to do with us."


  Mike nods. "I'm going to have a look around. Will you be okay on your own?"


  "Sure," Asha says. "Go explore."


  •



  It's only when Asha tries to take a nap on one of the exam tables that she realizes she's hungry.


  She reluctantly levers herself up off the table, opens the medbay door, and looks up and down the hall. The hallway is lined with doors, every twenty feet or so, but none of them look particularly promising.


  Asha wanders down the corridor until she passes through a wide doorway into a large, open space filled with tables and benches in military-precise rows. The far wall isn't a wall at all, but an enormous window. Beyond it is the utter blackness of deep space, pinpricked with stars.


  She turns away from the sight and spots another door, next to the one she came through. It leads to the kitchen, which is—aside from the fact that all the appliances are bronze and serve arcane purposes that Asha can only guess at—reassuringly familiar.


  The moment Asha starts opening and closing cupboards, Laela's voice comes over the PA: "What are you doing?"


  Asha says, "Do you have anything to eat around here?"


  "I'm not telling you that. You might contaminate our food supply."


  "Ysal doesn't seem too worried about our horrible alien diseases."


  "Ysal's a sivari. You could dunk her in medical waste and all she'd do is politely object to the smell. Get out of there."


  "I haven't eaten in six hundred years, okay? I need a sandwich."


  And that's when it hits.


  Asha slides to the floor and buries her face in her hands. Shuddering sobs work their way up her throat, but there aren't any tears. A small, detached, observational part of Asha's brain wonders why.


  "Are—are you okay?"


  Asha takes a deep breath and tries to calm herself down. "I'm fine, just—shit. Shit. My mom." She takes another breath, and another, until she's back under control. More or less. "I was supposed to send her letters."


  "You... left people behind, then."


  "My mom," Asha says. "And an ex-girlfriend who thought this job would ruin my life."


  "Well, she wasn't wrong." There's a pause. "Sorry, that was really—I just say things, sometimes. Sorry."


  "I've heard worse." Asha contemplates whether it's worth the trouble to sit up and elects to stay on the floor, for now. "I signed up for Project Oasis after my dad died. Kelly told me I shouldn't make such a big, life-changing decision so soon after a loss. I think she might have been right."


  "I, uh..." Laela clears her throat. "This probably won't help, but. I know what it's like. To have a door closed behind you forever like that. It sucks. I'm sorry."


  Asha grabs the edge of the counter and pulls herself up. She looks back out at the mess hall and, desperate to change the subject, says, "This is a pretty big boat for two people."


  "What? Oh. Yeah." There's a hint of pride in Laela's voice as she says, "Wayfarer used to be a Sentinel infantry transport during the war. I bought her off a junk dealer. Upgraded all her systems myself, automated most maintenance tasks. At this point, a full crew would be redundant."


  "Still seems pretty lonely."


  "I'm not a social person."


  "Yeah, I guessed that. Are you still hiding on the command deck?"


  "It's a precaution. I'm not hiding."



  Asha picks at a loose thread on her uniform, thinking. "This quarantine you mentioned. What's inside it?"


  "No idea. The Sentinels declared the quarantine about three hundred years ago and never told anybody why. And they destroy anything that tries to get in or out."


  Through the PA, Asha hears an alert go off.


  "What's that?"


  "Movement," Laela says. "On your ship."


  "It isn't Ysal?"


  "No, she's in Wayfarer's cargo bay right now. And there are two moving bodies."


  •



  Asha runs into Mike on her way to the elevator. "Come with me," she says, grabbing his sleeve and pulling him along.


  Mike says, "What's going on?"


  "Something's moving around on Frontier. Two somethings. Have you seen Adam?"


  "Not yet," Mike says. "Are these 'somethings' dangerous?"


  "Don't know yet."


  They take the elevator down to deck one and run into Ysal in the cargo bay, who asks, "Has Laela told you about the—?"


  "Yeah," says Asha. "Any idea what they are?"


  Ysal shakes her head and takes the lead as they pass through the corvus and onto Frontier. Asha still has Ysal's comm in her pocket; she fishes it out and says, "Laela, where are these things?"


  "Right on the bow," Laela says. "I assume that's the cockpit?"


  It's a long hike from the corvus to the cockpit, one that they all make in silence. The door requires a code, and as Asha keys it in, Ysal says, "Stay behind me."


  The door slides open.


  The cockpit is large but claustrophobic, thanks to the sheer amount of equipment and computer terminals crammed into it. The crowded, oppressive atmosphere is only mitigated by the window at the front of the room, looking out into space.


  Adam is sitting in one of the chairs, scrolling through a readout on the computer screen. He looks up and says, "What do you want now?"


  Ysal scans the room, alert, every muscle tensed. Mike squeezes past her and says, "Adam, what the fuck?"


  "Don't 'what the fuck' me," Adam snaps. "I'm trying to figure out how we got here."


  "Adam," Asha interrupts. "There's something in here with you."


  Adam looks back at the computer screen and keeps scrolling. "I think I'd have noticed that."


  Asha grabs the comm. "Laela, Adam's on Frontier. Where's the second moving body?"


  "Nowhere," Laela says, annoyed. "I can't find it."


  "So... what? It just disappeared?"


  "Basically, yeah."


  Mike says, "Maybe it was a glitch?"


  "Either that, or the ship is haunted." Adam snaps his fingers. "Ashley—"


  "It's Asha."


  "Whatever. I found the main computer log. I need you to go through it, see if you can find anything useful."


  In the flat tone Asha usually adopts whenever someone has a 'quick request,' she says, "You want me to go through six hundred years' worth of activity logs?"


  "Do you have anything more important to do?"


  "Well, no, but—"


  "Good." Adam stands up and stretches. "I need to check something else. I'll be back later."


  "Asha," Ysal says, "could you advise your associate not to leave Wayfarer without an escort? It is for his own safety."


  Asha says, "Hey, Adam?"


  "Not now," Adam calls back. The door closes behind him.


  "Jackass," Asha mutters. "Mike, could you do me a favor? Go tell Adam not to wander around alone."


  "Okay," Mike says, hesitant. "What about you?"


  Asha sighs and sits down in front of the terminal Adam was using. "I've got work to do, apparently."


  •



  Asha is still sifting through the logs by the time Ysal comes back. There's a light tap on the door; Asha thumbs the release to open it, and Ysal steps into the cockpit.


  "I have finished," Ysal says. "I would like to leave as soon as you are done. This ship's structural integrity worries me."


  Asha makes an acknowledging noise and turns her attention back to the screen.


  Ysal leans over her shoulder, peering at the lines of code. "You can read this?"


  "Not all of it," Asha says, "but I know what I'm looking for." She taps back to the spot she marked a few hours ago: here, the log is a mess of zeros and error messages. "See this? It's the crash that shut Frontier down six hundred years ago."


  "What was the cause?"


  "That, I can't read. Some kind of power surge, I think. I'm going to ask Adam to take a look at it." Asha scrolls down a little. "After a hard reset, Frontier runs off her emergency battery until the crew can switch the generator back on. Only, they never did."


  Ysal's breath rushes past Asha's ear, warm and surprisingly odorless. "And your ship has been running on emergency power ever since."


  "Except that's not possible," Asha says. "The battery was designed to last the three hundred days it would take to get back to Earth. I don't think it could run even three cryo-pods for six hundred years." She chews her lip and glares at the screen. "Why are we still alive?"


  "I am afraid I do not have an answer to that." Ysal steps back from Asha's terminal and looks around the cockpit. Her elbows are tucked in, her tail held close to her body, like she's worried she'll bump into something and break it.


  Asha leans back in her chair, rubbing her hands over her eyes. Her headache has subsided a little, but it hasn't gone away. She's tempted to ask the aliens for painkillers, but that might not be such a smart idea.


  Ysal studies Asha for a moment. "Perhaps you should rest."


  "I'm okay," Asha says. She sits up again and taps back to the spot where she'd left off. The log is spectacularly boring, but in the last day or so, excitement has been accompanied by the threat of imminent and violent death. Asha can handle boring.


  And if she's focused on her work, she doesn't have to think about anything else.


  Asha's getting pretty close to the end of the log: the timestamps are from around twenty years ago. She scrolls down and hits another mess of error messages.


  "Huh."


  Ysal leans over Asha's shoulder again. "What have you found?"


  Asha rereads the lines of code, puzzling through them. "There's something here about a 'foreign body' in the vents. The heat diffusion system went into lockdown to contain it."


  "Which caused the generator to overheat when we reactivated it," Ysal guesses. "Where is this 'foreign body' now?"


  The comm in Asha's pocket buzzes. Laela's voice comes through, muffled and mildly panicked: "Ysal? We have a problem."


  Asha retrieves the comm. "What's wrong?"


  "Your friend is doing something to the door," Laela says, all in a rush. "He's trying to get onto the command deck."


  •



  The moment the elevator doors open onto deck three, Asha can hear Adam and Mike yelling at each other. She turns the corner, then scrambles back as a gunshot ricochets off the wall, leaving a huge dent in the metal bulkhead.


  "Adam! What the shit?"


  "Just stay away from me!" Adam shouts. The gun in his hand is small, sleek, as bronze as the rest of the ship, and still vaguely pointed in Asha's direction.


  Asha spots Mike at the other end of the hall, hiding around the opposite corner. "Where did he get a gun?"


  Ysal peeks out of cover and says, "It is one of ours."


  Adam has half his attention on them; the other half is devoted to the control panel next to the door. "We're going to Earth," he says. "If the aliens won't take us back, I'll fly the ship myself."


  "Tell your friend that this is an enforced quarantine." Even over the PA, Asha can detect the edge of fear in Laela's voice. "The Sentinels have drones patrolling the border, and they're programmed to open fire on anyone who tries to enter or leave it. The only reason your ship made it through is because it's barely recognizable as a ship!"


  "Adam, that's not possible," Asha says. "You're going to get us all killed."


  "What other choice do we have?" Adam snarls.


  Mike leans out into the hall and barks, "Adam! Put the goddamn gun down!"


  They all duck back into cover as Adam fires wildly down both sides of the hall.


  Asha and Ysal circle around—the corridor is one big ring around the deck—and approach Mike's corner. "You okay?" Asha asks.


  "Yeah," Mike says, a little sheepish. "In my defense, that usually works."


  "How did this even happen?"


  Mike shrugs. "No idea. I lost track of him, and then he showed up and started waving the gun around."


  Asha turns to Ysal. "Could Adam actually get through that door?"


  "Your associate was, evidently, able to gain access to the armory," Ysal says. "It is safer to assume that he will eventually gain access to the command deck, as well. Do you believe he is willing to negotiate?"


  "Right now? Not unless 'negotiate' means 'do exactly what he tells you to.'"


  Ysal bobs her head. "That is unfortunate. Excuse me for a moment."


  She steps around the corner and charges down the corridor.


  Adam turns the gun on her; a shot connects with her shoulder, staggering her for a moment, but within seconds she's close enough to bring one long arm around and smack him across the hall.


  Ysal arches her back, hunches over, and hisses, showing off a long blue tongue and several rows of small, sharp teeth.


  Adam stumbles to his feet and runs for the elevator.


  In the calm that follows, Laela says, "Tell me you're not going to let him run loose around the ship with a gun."


  "I am not." Ysal straightens up and rolls her shoulders. She doesn't seem all that bothered by the gunshot wound. "Asha, are you and Mike willing to assist me?"


  Asha blinks up at her. "You want our help?"


  Mike looks at Asha, then at Ysal. "I'll need a gun."


  •



  Wayfarer's armory is down on deck one, across the hall from the cargo bay. It's not a small room, but the wide variety of guns lining every flat surface make it seem narrow, cramped, and terrifying.


  Mike stands in the doorway and gapes, as if this is the most beautiful and terrible thing he's ever seen. "Why the hell do you have so many guns?"


  Ysal says, "Laela insists on maintaining a well-stocked armory, in the event of attempted robberies."


  Asha translates: "Pirates."


  Mike steps into the armory and picks up a rifle. Holding it gingerly, with its muzzle pointed at the floor, he looks at Ysal and says, "Show me how to use this thing?"


  Ysal communicates with Mike in gestures, correcting his grip and stance.


  A low rumble vibrates through the floor.


  Over the PA, Laela says, "Looks like Adam made it onto your ship. He just started the engines."


  "Oh, no," Asha groans. "What is he doing? There's no way Frontier can make it back to Earth."


  Ysal says, "The corvus is still deployed. If your associate attempts to pull away, both ships will be severely damaged."


  "Retracting the corvus now. We're leaving."


  "We can't just leave Adam behind," Asha insists.


  "He tried to hijack my ship. I am one hundred percent in favor of leaving him to die."


  "Give us a chance to bring him back!"


  "So he can cause even more trouble? No!"


  "Laela," Ysal says, calm and patient. "Please."


  "... Fine." An alert goes off. "Uh. You're all still in the armory, right?"


  "Correct," Ysal says.


  "I'm detecting two bodies moving around on Frontier. Again."


  Mike, unable to understand more than half the conversation, says, "Asha?"


  Asha says, "There was something in the vents."


  "What?"


  "The heat diffusion system was locked down because of a foreign object in the vents," Asha says. "That must be the second body. It got loose when we overrode the lockdown."


  "'Got loose'?" Mike says. "Like an animal? In space?"


  "You'd better get over there fast," Laela says. "Whatever that second body is, it's headed straight for your friend."
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  Mike opens the door to the cockpit and dives out of the way when Adam starts shooting.


  "Don't fire a gun in here!" Mike shouts. "What is wrong with you?"


  Adam doesn't bother to answer.


  "Ysal," Asha says. "Any chance you could go in there and grab Adam? Maybe knock him out?"


  "My movement would be restricted in such a small space," Ysal confesses. "I am willing to take the risk, but I may be—"


  Asha glances at the bullet wound in Ysal's shoulder, which—thank god—has stopped bleeding. "Never mind." She sidles closer to the door. "Adam? Shut the engines down. If you try to leave, you'll damage Frontier."


  "And the alien ship," Adam says. "I know."


  Asha leans out of cover and stares at him in disbelief. "What?"


  Adam squares his shoulders and stares right back at her. "Either the aliens take us back to Earth, or I wreck both ships."


  "If he wasn't in a room full of computers and a big fucking window," Mike says, "I'd shoot him right now."


  "Calm down," Asha says. "I'm about to try something really stupid and I need you to cover me."


  "What are you—"


  Asha leans a little further out of cover. "I don't have a gun, Adam. I just want to talk."


  Then, before she can talk herself out of it, Asha steps through the door.


  Adam has his gun trained on her, following her as she walks into the cockpit. His expression is blank.


  "You're right," she hears Mike whisper, "this is really stupid."


  "Just go with it," Asha whispers back.


  It would be best to leave Adam behind, to let him die somewhere out there in deep space. Failing that, she should let Mike shoot him. Either would be an expedient, logical solution.


  But it would be wrong.


  "I get it, okay?" Asha says. "You're scared. You're angry. This isn't what any of us signed up for."


  "Fuck off with the therapy session," Adam growls. "What do you want?"


  "I want you to put the gun away and come back to the Wayfarer," Asha says. She tries to mimic the voice her mom used with her patients: soothing, reasonable, a hint of stern reproach. "You're a smart guy, Adam. Smart enough to know that flying into that quarantine is a suicide run. There has to be another solution. We can work it out together."


  Adam's hand shakes, the muzzle of the gun wavering. He swallows, and his voice cracks when he says, "I just want to go home."


  "I know," Asha says. "Me, too."


  Adam lowers the gun.


  "Get out of there now."


  Asha's hand goes to the comm in her pocket; Adam's gun snaps back up.


  Ysal says, "Laela?"


  "That second body is in the cockpit with you, right now," Laela says. "Get out."


  "Adam," Asha says, trying and failing to get that soothing voice back, "there's something in here with us. We need to go."


  Adam scans the room, gun still trained on Asha. "I don't see—"


  There's a noise from inside the wall, a scrape of metal on metal.


  Adam turns without thinking, puts two shots into the bulkhead. The thing in the wall screeches, a noise like shearing steel, and then everything goes still and quiet.


  A second later, the metal of the bulkhead bulges and splits open.


  The thing that bursts out of the wall almost looks like a scrap metal sculpture: a haphazard mess of sharp silver shards, fused together into a sleek, predatory shape. It collides with Adam, driving them both to the floor. Long, sharp claws come down and spear through his chest.


  Adam tries to scream, but can't get the air. Blood trickles up the creature's claws, soaking into the metal. The creature's absorbing it, feeding. Adam's skin pales, then turns gray.


  "Asha!" Mike shouts.


  The creature's head—like a skull, an animal skull—whips around on its long, thin neck. Asha can't see its eyes, but she can feel it staring at her.


  She stumbles back; she doesn't dare take her eyes off the thing. Ysal reaches through the door and grabs Asha, hauling her out of the cockpit.


  Mike hits a button on the control panel. The door slams shut and locks.
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  They're halfway back to the corvus by the time Asha manages to gasp out, "What the shit was that?"


  "At a guess?" Ysal says. "The reason for the quarantine around your sector." She stops and turns, looking back the way they came.


  It takes Mike and Asha a few seconds to realize Ysal isn't following them. "Keep moving," Mike says. "We need to get off this ship before... that catches up."


  Ysal doesn't budge. "That creature cannot be allowed to escape quarantine."


  Mike looks at Asha. "What did she say?"


  "We are not the only salvage ship to operate in this area," Ysal says. "Many lives will be lost if we do not act."


  "Asha—"


  "She's saying we need to kill that thing."


  Mike looks back in the direction of the cockpit, then down at the rifle in his hands. "How? Shooting it didn't work too well." He turns to Ysal. "I don't suppose you have any explosives handy."


  Asha takes stock of where they are. It's a straight shot from here to the generator room. And not much further to the heat diffusion override.


  "We could put the heat diffusion system back into lockdown," Asha says. "Overload the generator. That should destroy the... whatever it is."


  "And the rest of your ship," Ysal points out.


  Almost simultaneously, Mike says, "Wouldn't that blow up Frontier, too?"


  Asha looks at Mike. "You okay with that?"


  "If it means killing that thing?" Michael says. "I can live with it."


  Ysal takes her comm back from Asha and relays the plan to Laela.


  Laela says, "You're sure about this?"


  "Yes," Asha says firmly.


  "Okay. I'll prep Wayfarer for departure. Good luck."


  •



  "You need to hurry. I'm detecting movement, approaching your position."


  Asha slides the rest of the way down the ladder, into the ventilation hub. "Ysal, I need your help with the override. Mike, that thing is on its way here!"


  Mike looks over the edge of the uppermost platform. "I'll stay up here," he says, hefting the rifle. "You guys need covering fire."


  "Shooting it doesn't work."


  "I don't know. This is a really big gun." Mike grins down at her. "Get cracking. I'll be okay."


  Asha lets out an exasperated breath and joins Ysal in front of the override.


  Ysal pushes against the lever, and it slides halfway into position before it swings back. She blinks at it, surprised. "This is more difficult than I anticipated."


  "Can you do it?"


  There's a shout from above them, and a burst of gunfire. Asha spots movement overhead, flashes of silver in the dark.


  Ysal throws her entire body weight against the lever, toes flexing against the metal floor, tail thrashing. Asha darts forward and grabs the handle with both hands, pushing as hard as she can.


  With a groan, the override slams shut. A clang echoes somewhere below them, and the air stills.


  Another burst of gunfire shatters their brief moment of triumph. Ysal clambers up the ladder. Asha isn't far behind.


  The bullet-riddled creature drops down from the ceiling, landing on Mike and knocking him to the floor. It smacks the rifle out of his hands, apparently unaffected by its injuries. Mike punches it in the face and scrambles back. The creature recovers quickly and lunges, grabbing Mike's leg with one long-fingered hand, its claws gouging deep furrows into his calf; Mike kicks desperately with his free leg, trying to break its grip.


  Ysal leaps up onto the platform, wrenches Mike's leg free, grabs the creature by the neck, and heaves it over the edge and into the darkness below.


  "I doubt that will harm it much," she says conversationally.


  Asha pulls herself up onto the platform. Mike tries to stand, but his bleeding leg crumples under him. She helps him up, letting him lean on her. "You okay?"


  "No," Mike gasps. "You done?"


  "Yeah. Come on."


  It's slow going, with Mike limping and Asha holding him up. Ysal follows along behind, keeping watch for the creature.


  It must be following them. There's no way it isn't. Sometimes Asha thinks she hears the quiet metallic scrape as it moves, but nothing comes bursting out of the ceiling or charging down the hall.


  Why isn't it—?


  And then Mike collapses.


  They're about ten yards from the corvus. Asha can't support Mike's full weight and has to drop him. His skin has gone pale, his breathing labored. There's something in the wound on his leg, like fine silver dust, only it's moving—


  Ysal reaches out to him, as if to help him up. Mike screams "Don't!" but his hand lashes out, metal claws erupting from his fingertips, slashing Ysal's arm open. She reels back.


  Mike's whole body twists, changes, consumed by that writhing silver dust.


  "Run!"


  Asha's legs are moving, even as her mind screams no, no, don't leave him, don't—


  She turns back, but Ysal shoves her through the corvus' hatch.


  Asha looks down. "Ysal, your arm—"


  The silver dust is eating away at Ysal's flesh. The veins around the wound turn black, the infection creeping up her arm.


  With absolutely no hesitation, Ysal sticks her hand through the open hatch and hits the control panel. The hatch slams shut, shearing her arm off above the elbow.


  Ysal lets out a small, hurt noise and stumbles back. "Laela. We're inside. Go."


  There's a rumble through the floor as the corvus withdraws into Wayfarer's belly, and a disorienting rush as the ship pulls away.
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  "I am unharmed," Ysal insists.


  Asha steers her into the medbay. "You cut your own arm off."


  "It will grow back."


  "It—what?"


  The door on the other side of the medbay slides open.


  "Laela," Ysal says. "I see you elected to leave the command deck."


  Laela is a little under five feet tall, skinny and vaguely human-shaped, but with a flat nose and large, catlike eyes. Her skin is covered in short blond fur. She moves stiffly, gingerly; some kind of metal harness is occasionally visible underneath her clothes.


  "What the—" there's an untranslatable noise, like a disgusted caterwaul, "—did you do?" Laela hurries to Ysal's side and fusses briefly over the stump of her severed arm before yanking a cabinet open and rummaging through it.


  "It will grow back," Ysal repeats.


  "Only if it doesn't get infected," Laela snarls back. She grabs a small tool with a bright violet light on the end and shines it over the stump.


  "Is there anything I can do to help?" Asha asks. She needs to be helping. If she doesn't do something, she'll start thinking about—


  "Your ship is going to blow up within the hour," Laela says, without looking up from her task. "I've pulled Wayfarer back to a safe distance." She pauses, looking around the medbay. "Where's the other one?"


  "Dead," Asha says. She feels like she should say something else, something meaningful, but all that comes out is, "He's dead."


  Laela avoids eye contact and looks back down at Ysal's arm. "I see."


  •



  A bright light explodes in Frontier's heart. Jets of air burst from multiple hull breaches. The entire ship crumples, like an aluminum can, and implodes.


  Laela, Ysal, and Asha watch in silence from Wayfarer's starboard observation deck.


  Asha is tired. Too tired to cry. Too tired to feel anything.


  She's the only one left.


  When Frontier is nothing but a field of glittering wreckage, Laela clears her throat. "So. We'll just drop you off at our next stop, then."


  Ysal looks down at Laela and gives her a patient, reptilian stare. Laela makes a valiant attempt to ignore her, but eventually gives up.


  "We could use an extra hand," Laela mutters. "At least until Ysal's grows back. You can stay aboard, if you want."


  Asha considers it, although it doesn't take much consideration. It's not like she has anywhere else to go. "Thanks. I think I'll do that."


  Laela nods, turns, and heads back to the command deck.


  Ysal says, "Have you eaten?"


  It's such a mundane question that Asha is confused for a moment. "Uh... no."


  Ysal's head bobs. "I will show you to the crew quarters, and then we can visit the mess hall." She turns to leave, gesturing for Asha to follow her.


  "That thing," Asha blurts out. "The thing that killed Adam and Mike. Do you think there's more of them?"


  Ysal's tail twitches. "I assume so."


  "What if they found Earth? What if they're killing people on my planet, right now?"


  "It is possible."


  "I need to know for sure."


  "We can find out," Ysal says. "But first, food."


  Ysal nudges Asha out of the room and closes the door. The lights dim.


  In the empty darkness, a tiny shape scurries across the floor.


  



  Episode 2: Outland



  The headache is a constant companion.


  It's there when Asha wakes up every morning. It's there while she works to earn her keep aboard the Wayfarer: moving cargo, monitoring the ship's numerous automated maintenance tasks, and holding tools while the captain conducts repairs. And it's there every night, when she drops into her tiny, uncomfortable bunk and falls asleep.


  It's a dull throb right behind her temple, just mild enough to leave her functional, but just painful enough to make her constantly miserable.


  Wayfarer's automated wake-up call is a friendly, pleasant-sounding chime that Asha has come to hate with a burning intensity. A few minutes after it echoes through the ship, Asha emerges from her quarters and shuffles down the corridor. She's still half-asleep, which is why she doesn't notice the shouting until she enters the mess hall.


  "There! It's over there!"


  Asha blinks and takes in the scene. Ysal sai-Vysri (eight feet tall, reptilian, nearly indestructible) sits perched atop one of the tables, eyes sweeping the floor with suspicion and mild terror. Laela (tiny, feline, ship's captain) has managed, despite her limited mobility, to crawl up onto Ysal's shoulders and cling to the back of her neck while yelling excitedly.


  "Asha!" Ysal chirps. "Beware! There is a rodent!"


  Asha blinks again. "Is this really happening?"


  A tiny shape scurries out from under a table. Laela shrieks.


  The rodent sprints for the door; it doesn't seem to have noticed that Asha's standing in the way. Asha lifts her foot and, when the creature passes under it, gently brings the toe of her boot down on its tail. The rodent jolts to a halt, trapped, its tiny claws scrabbling against the floor.


  "Did you get it?" Laela leans as far forward as she can without falling off Ysal's shoulders. "What is it?"


  "It's a rat," Asha says.
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  There are piles of miscellaneous equipment in the medbay's storage closet. Asha manages to dig up a large glass specimen tank, lines it with some synthetic moss-stuff that Laela assures her is non-toxic, and carefully deposits the rat inside.


  It's a little white rat, not much older than a weanling.


  "She must have been in one of the cryo pods," Asha muses, breaking off a piece of her protein bar and dropping it into the tank. "Got thawed out when I did."


  Laela passes a handheld medical scanner over the tank, pauses, switches to a different setting, and scans the rat again. "'She'?"


  "I think it's a she," Asha says. "I have ... had a friend who worked with lab rats."


  The rat picks up the chunk of protein bar and starts nibbling on it.


  Laela puts the scanner away. "It seems clean," she says. "What should we do with it?"


  "I was thinking I'd keep her," Asha says.


  "What, as a pet? Why?"


  "Why not?"


  Laela shakes her head. "You are deeply weird."


  The bright lights of the medbay are starting to aggravate the headache. Asha grumbles and rubs her temple, but it doesn't help.


  Laela's eyes track the motion. "Something wrong?"


  "Head hurts," Asha mumbles. "It's not a big deal."


  "How long has it been hurting?"


  Asha shrugs. "Since I came out of cryo, so ... a week?"


  Laela lets out a series of untranslatable noises; judging by the look on her face, they're expletives. "Why didn't you tell me?"


  "I was waiting for it to go away on its own," Asha says. "I'm fine, really, don't worry about it."


  "Persistent headache is a sign that you're rejecting your translator implant," Laela snaps.


  "Oh," Asha says. Right. The translator implant Laela installed before bringing Asha out of cryo. The implant in her brain. "Shit. Can you fix it?"


  "I only have basic first aid training—"


  "You performed brain surgery on me with only basic first aid training?!"


  "It was an emergency!" Laela insists. "I followed the instructions! But ... we need to find an actual doctor, I think."


  "And that's ... difficult?"


  "Out here, yes." Laela turns and heads for the door. "We're stopping off at Dagrun for a pick-up. I should be able to find a doctor there. Don't panic."


  "Thanks, Ford," Asha replies dryly.


  "No, seriously, do not panic. A panic response might make the rejection worse. I'll be on the command deck." Laela pauses in the doorway. "Wait, 'Ford'?"


  "It was a joke."


  "... So weird," Laela mutters, as the door closes between them.


  Asha looks at the rat. "Tell me you got it, at least."


  The rat ignores her and keeps chewing on the protein bar.


  •



  Dagrun is a rock with aspirations of being a planet.


  It has just enough daylight and atmosphere to be considered habitable. There's no greenery whatsoever; just sand and stone. Enormous rifts scar the surface, too numerous and neatly-cut to be natural.


  Dagrun's most impressive feature, by far, is the massive elevator running from the docking platform in orbit all the way down to the only visible settlement on the planet's surface.


  Shortly after Wayfarer docks at the platform, Laela leads Asha off the ship and through a maze of gates and walkways that, eventually, will take them to the concourse.


  Laela's gait is stilted and fairly slow, so Asha checks her pace, trailing along behind. "Ysal's not coming?"


  "She's staying with the ship," Laela replies. "I'm not leaving Wayfarer unattended, especially not here." She glances over her shoulder. "Relax. Last I saw, Ysal was downloading seventy-six episodes of Shadow Games onto the ship's entertainment drive. She'll be fine."


  They pass through a set of transparent sliding doors, and Asha gets her first real look at alien civilization.


  The concourse is not unlike the many, many airports Asha's seen in her life. It isn't crowded, but a wide variety of aliens mill around the space: creatures of all sizes, with feathers and fur and spines and one that appears to be a giant cephalopod in an aquarium on wheels. Asha probably looks like the most clueless tourist in the galaxy, but she doesn't care.


  The aliens aren't looking at her, though.


  "Laela," Asha says, low enough that only the two of them can hear, "they're all staring at you."


  "It happens," Laela replies. "Ignore them. Keep walking."


  The space elevator turns out to be several elevators, arriving and departing on a strict, automated schedule. As they wait for the next cab down to the surface, Asha says, "I thought they'd be staring at me."


  "I'm one of a handful of telian defectors living in the Protectorate." Laela says. "We tend to draw attention."


  The elevator cab arrives; once Laela and Asha shuffle inside, the doors close and the cab starts to descend. To Asha's great disappointment, there aren't any windows.


  "So," Asha says. "You're a defector."


  "Left the Hierarchy when I was nineteen." Laela rubs the back of her neck, where a metal implant is attached to her spine. There are others like it all over her body, rigged up to some kind of harness. Asha hasn't asked what the harness is for, because she hasn't come up with a way to broach the subject that isn't supremely awkward. "Anyway," Laela continues, "you're not so weird, compared to me. You just look like a Sentinel."


  Asha looks down at her and raises an eyebrow. "Seriously?"


  "Not up close, but from across a room? Sure." Laela snickers. "Everyone we passed was avoiding eye contact and trying not to look guilty. It was great."
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  "Why are we stopping?"


  "Sorry." Asha shakes herself out of her reverie and jogs a little to catch up with Laela. "I'm still a little — this is an alien planet. I'm on an alien planet."


  Laela looks around and gives a disdainful sniff.


  Dagrun's surface is dry and dusty and — despite the sun beating overhead — a little chilly. Many of the roads aren't paved, and the buildings are squat metal boxes that look like they were all churned out of the same factory.


  The alien population is less diverse down here. Most of them appear to be the same species: vaguely human-shaped, broad and sturdy, with shaggy fur, beards, and short curved horns.


  Laela catches Asha staring and says, "They're marcor."


  "What?"


  "The species. They're called marcor." Laela stops at an intersection and glares up at a street sign. She's led them into a neighborhood that's mostly cramped residential blocks, bars, and — judging by the flashing neon signs — brothels.


  "Are you sure the hospital is around here?" Asha says.


  "We're not going to the hospital," Laela says. "The hospital is for company employees only. You can still get treated there, if it's an emergency, but you'll need to sell some organs to pay off the bill."


  "'Company'? What company?"


  "Whichever mining company runs this place. I can never remember which one it is." Laela starts walking again, leading Asha around the corner. "Dagrun is a resource colony. There are hundreds of worlds all over the Protectorate that look just like this. The mining companies drop their workers in, strip out anything valuable, and leave once everything's — hey!"


  A young marcor wearing a red scarf pushes Laela out of the way and charges across the street, lowering his head and tackling another marcor with a purple bandana tied around one arm. The other marcor fights back, slugging his attacker in the eye, and all the bystanders around them hurry away as fast as they can.


  "Shit." Laela takes a second to regain her balance. "Don't make eye contact. Come on."


  Asha glances at Laela, then back at the scuffle. "A fight just broke out in the middle of the street and you want to walk away?"


  "I sure as hell don't want to get involved, so — no, no, stop, what are you—?"


  Asha sticks her fingers in her mouth and lets out a loud, piercing whistle. "Hey!" She waves her arms over her head. "Knock it off!"


  The two fighters pause, take one look at Asha, and bolt in opposite directions.


  Laela stares at Asha, stunned, then bursts out laughing.


  Asha says, "Did that actually work?"


  "Like I said." Laela reaches up and pats Asha on the shoulder. "You look like a Sentinel."


  •



  The clinic is indistinguishable from the other buildings around it, except for the lack of garish neon and the flickering, cracked screen on the front door that reads:


  
    FREE CLINIC
Drop-ins Welcome
The Doctor is IN.

  


  The waiting room is spartan, a little shabby, and completely empty.


  Asha looks around. "Is there a bell? Do we take a number?"


  From further inside the clinic, a voice shouts, "Give me a second! I'll be right with you!"


  The door on the far side of the room opens, and a young man stumbles into the waiting room. He's well over six feet tall, and would look more or less human if it weren't for his face: yellow eyes, heavy brows, pointed ears, and long, sharp canines combine to give him a carnivorous appearance that is severely undermined by the fact that he's wearing pink scrubs. There's a tablet in the man's clawed hands, which he's still fiddling with when he says, "Just so you know, I'm running low on antibiotics. If you're here for any, uh, personal problems, you might have to go to the hospital instead."


  "You're the doctor?" Laela blurts out.


  The man lets out a long-suffering sigh, still typing. "Yes, I'm the doctor. This is my clinic. I can show you the paperwork, if you want."


  "That won't be necessary," Asha says quickly.


  At the same time, Laela says, "A dhovar doctor?"


  "Yes," the doctor replies, with strained patience. "It's not as unusual as you might think." He pauses, looks up, seems to notice Asha and Laela for the first time, and adds, "Definitely not as unusual as a telian and a Sentinel in the same room."


  Asha raises her hand. "Not a Sentinel, actually."


  "Well, this conversation is a disaster." The doctor pinches the bridge of his nose and takes a breath. "Let's start over. My name's Vaz. And you are ...?"


  "Asha Reed," Asha says. "My extremely rude friend is called Laela."


  "Wait, 'friend'?" Laela says.


  "Fine. 'Extremely rude associate.'"


  Laela opens her mouth to reply, probably with something vulgar, but Vaz interrupts: "What can I do for you?"


  "My translator might be acting up," Asha says. "Could you take a look?"


  "Sure," Vaz says. "Follow me."
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  The back of the clinic is a large space that looks like it was once a warehouse. Parts of the room have been sectioned off by screens and curtains, and the whole setup is surprisingly clean and well-lit.


  Vaz leads Asha to an exam table and gestures for her to sit. "Now, when you say your translator's 'acting up' ...?"


  "Headaches." Asha hops up onto the edge of the table. "Well, just the one headache, really. I've had it ever since the implant went in."


  "How long ago was that?"


  "About a week ago."


  "And who installed the implant?"


  "A space trucker with about as much medical training as a lifeguard."


  "I ... see." Vaz types something in on his tablet. "And what did you say your species was?"


  "I didn't," Asha says. "I'm a human."


  Vaz looks up from the tablet, perplexed. "I don't think I've ever heard of that species."


  "Long story." Asha shifts uncomfortably on the table. "Is this going to be a problem?"


  "Maybe," Vaz says. "I'll run some scans, and we can go from there."


  Vaz moves to the metal arm is attached to the exam table. There's a light on the end of it; Vaz points the light at Asha's head and hits a button. The arm begins sweeping back and forth, working its way down Asha's body.


  Meanwhile, Vaz drags a supply cart over to the table, retrieving a glass rectangle about the size of his hand. He holds it up next to Asha's head until it beeps, then frowns at the readout. "Your implant is a Cavaris 7-220."


  "And that's bad?" Asha guesses.


  "The entire 7-200 line was recalled due to abnormally high rejection rates," Vaz explains. "Rejection was most frequent among users in high-stress environments. Have you been under a lot of stress recently?"


  Asha takes a deep breath. "I was part of a mission that turned out to be a catastrophic failure, two of my colleagues were killed right in front of me, I'm stranded god knows how many light years from home, and everyone I ever knew or loved is dead."


  Vaz stares at her for a long moment. "I suppose that's a 'yes.'"


  "Yeah."


  Vaz picks up the tablet again. "I need to replace the implant as soon as possible. Does tomorrow morning work for you?"


  "To cut my head open again?" Asha says. "Sure, why not?"


  The metal arm stops moving and beeps. "Scans are finished," Vaz says. "I think we're done here, for now."


  "Great." Asha hops down off the table. "See you tomorrow, I guess."


  "See you then." Vaz has already turned his attention back to the tablet, puzzled by whatever he's reading.


  •



  Once they get back to the Wayfarer, Asha heads for deck two. She passes Ysal's quarters on the way to her own, hesitates, then stops and knocks on the door.


  From inside, Ysal says, "Asha?"


  Asha taps the control panel, and the door slides open. "How did you know it was me?"


  "Laela does not usually bother to knock."


  Ysal's quarters are significantly larger than Asha's. The bed is the same size, though; Ysal's managed to fit most of her long limbs onto the mattress, but her head and tail are left dangling over the edge.


  In addition to the extra space, Ysal also has a video screen set into one wall. On it, a brightly-colored alien that looks a bit like a chicken is reciting something dramatic.


  Ysal lifts her head and says, "Pause." The chicken freezes in place.


  "Sorry," Asha says. "I didn't mean to interrupt."


  "It is of no concern. Do you require my assistance?"


  Asha hovers at the threshold of the room, rocking on her heels. "Can I hang out in here? I don't really want to sit alone in my room right now."


  Ysal blinks slowly at her. "Of course."


  There aren't any chairs, so Asha settles on the floor, back propped up against the bed. Ysal says, "Resume," and the video starts playing again.


  After a few minutes, Ysal says, "Laela tells me that you intend to domesticate the rodent we encountered this morning."


  "'Domesticate' is kind of a strong word," Asha says. "It's not like I'm teaching her tricks."


  Meanwhile, on-screen, the chicken waxes poetic about betrayal while the camera repeatedly cuts away to shots of a little girl chicken dancing in a field. Asha can't quite parse it.


  It doesn't seem to be holding Ysal's interest, either. "Were you able to determine the cause of your headaches?" she asks.


  "Yeah," Asha says. "Faulty translator implant. New one's going in tomorrow."


  "Excellent."


  Asha clears her throat. "And, uh ... this doctor we found. Vaz. Laela called him a 'dhovar.' Please tell me that's a species and not something super rude."


  Ysal cranes her head around to regard Asha intently. "Yes. That is the appropriate species name." She cocks her head to the side. "How did Laela react?"


  Asha thinks it over. "She seemed ... surprised? Like, genuinely surprised that this guy is a doctor. It was kind of uncomfortable, actually."


  "Has she informed you of her current political situation?"


  "She told me she's a defector, if that's what you mean."


  Ysal nods. "The dhovar were once part of the Telian Hierarchy."


  "'Once'? Not anymore?"


  "They were incorporated into the Hierarchy during the war, as a soldier class," Ysal says. "After the war ended, the dhovar campaigned for self-governance. The dissent was too widespread for the telians to suppress, so they exiled all dhovar from Hierarchy space. The dhovar homeworld is, unfortunately, within Hierarchy space."


  "Let me get this straight," Asha says. "The telians conquered the dhovar, used them as cannon fodder, and then kicked them off their own planet when they rebelled?"


  "That is largely accurate." Ysal lets her head dangle over the edge of the bed again. "Within the Hierarchy, dhovar are considered inherently violent. Aggressive. Dangerous. And Laela's efforts to rid herself of the Hierarchy are an ongoing process."


  "What about the dhovar? What happened to them?"


  Ysal exhales through her nose. "My people opened our borders to the dhovar. We offered them a home on our planet."


  "Really?" Asha sits up a little straighter. "I mean, good for you, but why?"


  "We felt responsible," Ysal says. "But many dhovar did not accept the offer, or were unable to make the journey. Over the years, they became ... scattered." She pauses. "I think I would like to meet this doctor."


  •



  Vaz is distantly aware that it's past midnight, but he's far too busy familiarizing himself with Asha Reed's scans to worry about it. He needs to be thorough; with his luck, her species will turn out to have some obscure biological quirk that could complicate the procedure tomorrow.


  An alert pops up on the tablet's screen, reminding him to get at least four hours of sleep. Vaz is about to hit the 'ignore' button when his keen hearing picks up the sound of someone tapping on the window.


  He hurries out into the waiting room. There are two marcor outside: a short, grizzled man propping up a boy barely out of adolescence. Both of them have purple scarves tied around one wrist.


  Vaz unlocks the front door and ushers them inside before locking up again. "Aldegar? What's wrong?"


  "Bumped into the Razors on our way back to the shuttles," the old marcor snarls. "They stabbed Edric."


  The boy is barely standing and nearly unconscious, and his clothes are soaked with blood. Vaz takes over from Aldegar, easily lifting Edric, carrying him into the back room, and depositing him on an exam table.


  Aldegar crosses his arms, eyebrows raised, clearly impressed. "Ever consider joining up with the Hand? Properly, I mean. We could use a dhovar enforcer around here."


  "No, thank you." Vaz grabs his trauma shears and cuts Edric's shirt away from the wound. There's a long gash across the right side of the patient's chest, more of a slash than a stab.


  Aldegar isn't nearly tall enough to peer over Vaz's shoulder, but that doesn't stop him from trying. "Is he gonna live?"


  "Yes," Vaz says, "if you stop distracting me." He grabs a sterile cloth, folds it up, and presses it against the wound, as hard as he can without asphyxiating the patient. "You should've taken him to the hospital."


  "Too far," Aldegar says. "And too risky. Razors all over the place."


  The bleeding appears to have stopped. Vaz wipes the blood away, then grabs a handheld scanner and runs it over the patient's chest. "No internal damage, but he's lost a lot of blood. And I don't have the supplies for a transfusion."


  "You need blood? I can get you some blood."


  "Please don't."


  Aldegar scratches his beard, deep in thought. "The Razors should thin out by morning," he finally says. "We can take him to the hospital then."


  Vaz puts the scanner away. "I'll bandage him up and wait for you to get back."


  Aldegar claps Vaz on the arm. "Sorry to ruin your night, kid."


  "Part of the job," Vaz replies wearily. "Stay safe."


  Aldegar nods and ducks out the back door.


  •



  "Jesus," Asha mutters. "It's like a can of sardines in here."


  "I am unfamiliar with this idiom," Ysal says. "In what way are the occupants of this elevator comparable to tiny fish?"


  "Forget it."


  They made the mistake of leaving with the morning rush, which explains why Laela didn't want to come with. She's back on the Wayfarer, overseeing the handover of a palladium shipment. By the time Asha and Ysal left, Laela was approaching the crescendo of her customary screaming match with the delivery crew.


  The elevator is absolutely packed. Ysal does her best to tuck her elbows in and take up as little space as possible, but the other occupants of the cab still regard her with sidelong glances and keep their distance. Well, for a certain value of 'distance.'


  "You'd think they'd never seen a big alien lizard before," Asha says.


  "It is likely that they have not," Ysal replies. "Sivari rarely leave our homeworld. In fact, I have not encountered another of my species since I left Aviri."


  "Huh," Asha says. "Is that why you hang around with Laela all the time?"


  "I spend time with Laela because she is my friend." Ysal's posture shifts, and she pulls her elbows in a little more. "But I admit that there is comfort to be found in shared strangeness." A quiet moment passes. "Asha?"


  "Yeah?"


  "You are standing on my tail."


  "Oh, shit. Sorry."


  •



  Vaz unlocks the clinic's front door a little after dawn and starts setting up the operating area for Asha Reed's procedure. He quickly loses track of the time, and it's only once he hears the front door open that he realizes two hours have passed.


  Aldegar sidles into the back room. "Good to go?"


  Vaz points him in the direction of Edric's bed and turns his attention back to sterilizing his instruments.


  "Everything all right?" Aldegar says.


  "Busy," Vaz replies.


  Aldegar nods and ambles over to wake Edric.


  The front door opens again. Vaz stands and heads back out into the waiting room. "Hi, I just need a few more — oh."


  A lean, powerful marcor woman almost as tall as Vaz — and with a red ribbon tied around her left horn — puts her hands on her hips and says, "You were expecting someone else?"


  "Actually, yes." Vaz moves to block the door and, hopefully, the woman's view of the back room. "I have an appointment in a few minutes, Ragna, so unless this is an emergency—"


  "No emergency," Ragna says, with a reassuring smile. "A few of my boys saw Aldegar sniffing around your clinic last night. I just wanted to make sure the Hand wasn't giving you any trouble."


  "No trouble," Vaz says quickly. "None at all."


  "Good." Ragna's smile widens into a grin. "If you ever have any problems with them, let me know. We've got your back, Vaz. Half the Razors would be dead by now if it weren't for you." She pauses. "You sure everything's okay? You seem nervous."


  Vaz shrugs. "Didn't sleep much last night. I'm fine."


  From behind Vaz comes the distinctive sound of someone falling out of a hospital bed and swearing.


  Vaz squeezes his eyes shut and sighs loudly.


  •



  Asha opens the clinic's front door just in time to hear a woman's voice shout, "You son of a whore!"


  As she enters the back room, the details she takes in are, in order:


  
    a. a tall marcor woman with a gun, evidently quite agitated,

    b. Vaz, standing near the aforementioned woman with a gun, evidently quite distressed,

    c. a young, injured marcor on the other side of the room, currently being pulled up off the floor by

    d. a much older marcor who appears to be the primary target of the gun-wielding woman's ire.

  


  "Um," Asha says. "Wow, okay."


  Vaz steps in front of the woman, blocking her shot. "Ragna, calm down."


  "Stop it, Vaz," Ragna snarls. "Get out of my way."


  "No," Vaz replies, strained. "Nobody's killing anybody in my clinic. Aldegar, take Edric and go."


  "Nope," the older marcor replies. "You've got some explaining to do, kid."


  "Shut up, old man!" Ragna turns her glare on Vaz. "I trusted you. And all this time you were with him!"


  "I'm not 'with' Aldegar!" Vaz insists. "I'm not 'with' anybody!"


  "Is that so?" Aldegar says. "After everything I've done for you?"


  Vaz groans. "Would everyone please just calm down and listen to me?"


  Asha glances over her shoulder. "Ysal? Little help?"


  Ysal gently pushes Asha out of the way, strides into the room, and clears her throat with a sound like a handful of gravel being dumped into a blender.


  An abrupt silence falls over the clinic. Everyone turns to stare at the big alien lizard.


  "Please take your disagreement outside," Ysal says calmly. "This is a medical facility."


  Ragna's the first to recover; she turns her gun on Ysal and says, "Stay out of this."


  Ysal moves too fast for Asha to really comprehend. In the blink of an eye, one of her huge hands clamps around Ragna's wrist, wrenching her arm back so the barrel of the gun is pointed at the ceiling. With her other hand, Ysal extracts the gun from Ragna's grip and holds it distastefully between her thumb and forefinger.


  "I will keep this, for now," she says, releasing Ragna's wrist. "Leave. I will not ask again."


  Ragna levels Vaz with a parting glare that could melt steel and stalks out the front door.


  Asha looks around the room. Aldegar and the kid are both gone; they must have bailed when nobody was looking. "Not to stick my nose into your personal business or anything," she says, "but what the hell was that?"


  Vaz doesn't answer. He's still staring at Ysal, not out of fear, but with something that looks a lot like relief and wonder.


  "Hello," Ysal says. "I am Ysal sai-Vysri. I am pleased to meet you."


  Vaz snaps out of it, shaking his head. "Um. Hi. I'm Vaz." He looks at Asha. "Sorry about the, uh, violence. It was a misunderstanding."


  "Hell of a misunderstanding," Asha says. "Did you ask both of them to the prom or something?"


  "What?"


  "Never mind," Asha mutters. "I'm guessing those two were ... what? Crime bosses?"


  "Ragna ... runs the neighborhood," Vaz says. "Colonial security doesn't really bother with the West End, so she's in charge, more or less. And Aldegar has been trying to move in on her territory for years. And both of them may have been under the impression that I was, uh, aligned. With them. Exclusively."


  "Ah," Asha says.


  "I treat everyone who comes through that door," Vaz says defensively. "I'm not going to let someone die because they're wearing the wrong color."


  Ysal tilts her head to the side. "If your life is in danger, we can—"


  "No!" Vaz interrupts. "Thanks, but ... don't worry about it. It's my problem." To Asha, he says, "We should get started on your procedure. If you're ready."


  "Are you sure?" Asha says. "If the Sharks and the Jets had a showdown in my office, I'd take the day off. We can reschedule."


  "No, I'm sure. I'm all set up, it's fine."


  "If you say so," Asha says, and lets Vaz lead her over to the operating area.


  •



  Wayfarer's command deck is a huge elliptical room with a high, domed ceiling. Recessed workstations form long trenches in the floor, radiating out from a raised, circular platform in the middle of the room. From that platform, Asha could theoretically see what each and every crew member was doing, if the ship actually had a crew. Instead, the only other occupant of the room is Laela, and she's currently burrowed under the helm console, fiddling with the cables and swearing because the left-side touchpad stopped working an hour ago.


  "So the captain's just supposed to stand here?" Asha asks.


  "I assume so," Laela replies, slightly muffled under the pile of parts and tools. "I've never bothered with it."


  "Are all Sentinel ships like this? What if the captain wants to sit down?"


  "I don't know. Maybe she gets one of her underlings to fetch a chair."


  "There should at least be a safety rail or something." Asha sits on the edge of the platform, legs dangling. "This is a horrible accident waiting to happen."


  The anesthetic has mostly worn off, but Asha's still a little floaty. And for the first time in far too long, her head doesn't hurt. It's wonderful.


  There's a crackling noise, and a thump. "Sisterfucking piece of shit!" Laela yelps.


  "You okay?"


  "Yeah, yeah, I'm fine. Obsolete fucking Sentinel shitware." Laela emerges from under the console and shakes out her hand; the fur on her fingers is mildly scorched. "By the time I'm done replacing it all, it'll be time to start over again." She glances up at Asha. "How's the new implant?"


  "Well, I can understand your swearing now, so ..."


  "Great," Laela says. "The palladium's all loaded up, so unless your head explodes or something, we'll leave in the morning." She slides back under the console. "If I can get the helm fixed."


  "What about Vaz?"


  "What about him?"


  "It doesn't feel right," Asha says. "He's obviously in trouble, and we're just ... leaving."


  "The guy managed to piss off two rival bosses at the same time," Laela replies. "He's clearly an idiot. If he dies, that's just natural selection at work."


  Asha rolls her eyes. "What was he supposed to do? Refuse treatment to people who needed it? Vaz did the right thing."


  "Uh-huh."


  An alert sounds from the console next to the helm, and a message pops up on its screen.


  Asha says, "Are you going to get that, or should I?"


  Laela carefully disentangles herself from the helm and hops into the other workstation. "It's from colonial security," she says, scrolling through the message. "'Please be advised' blah blah 'incident in the West End' blah 'by reading this message you acknowledge that we do not accept responsibility for injuries, thefts, or property damage if you choose to ignore' blah — oh, shit."


  "What? What's wrong?"


  "It's the clinic," Laela says. "The clinic is on fire."


  •



  The clinic is still burning when Asha and Ysal arrive. Colonial security is nowhere in sight, but a group of civilians have cordoned off the area and organized a bucket chain.


  Most of them are wearing red.


  Asha spots Ragna moving down the line, directing the group's efforts to contain the blaze. "The clinic's a lost cause!" she bellows. "Just make sure it doesn't spread!"


  "Hey!" Asha jogs over and grabs Ragna's arm. "Where's Vaz?"


  "No idea." Ragna shakes off Asha's hand. "We've got bigger problems. Either help or fuck off."


  "What, this wasn't you?"


  Ragna gives her a look, thoroughly unimpressed. "Was that a joke, or do you seriously think I'm dumb enough to light my own neighborhood on fire?"


  Asha takes a step back. "Sorry."


  Ragna scrubs her hands over her face, streaking soot through her beard. "Listen," she says. "I could not have less of a fuck to give about Vaz right now. Aldegar's the one you should be worrying about. He's with the Hand."


  "The what?"


  "The Hand! The Veiled Hand!" Ragna looks Asha up and down. "You're not a Sentinel, are you?"


  "Uh ... no."


  "Then I'm done talking to you." Ragna spins on her heel and wades back into the chaos. "Alaric! How's the evacuation coming?"


  Asha turns back to Ysal. "What's the Veiled Hand?"


  "Possibly the most dangerous crime syndicate in the galaxy," Ysal replies. "Certainly the most widespread. And they do not respond well to perceived betrayal. I would suggest finding Vaz before they do."


  "And how do we do that?"


  Ysal sniffs the air, then turns and makes her way down the street, head down, scanning the ground. She stops at the mouth of the alley that runs behind the clinic, where a spot of red-brown has stained the dirt.


  Asha says, "Is that blood?"


  Ysal bends down, opens her mouth, and inhales. "Yes." She lifts her head and sniffs again. "This way."


  •



  Vaz swears quietly to himself and contorts so he can slap a bandage over the deep cut on his upper back. He turns and watches in the tiny, cracked bathroom mirror as the bandage seals to his skin and turns transparent.


  Clear is good. Clear means the wound isn't infected.


  Vaz tugs his shirt back on, tucks the emergency medical kit back under the sink, and stumbles out of the bathroom, exhausted.


  His apartment is basically a closet with a bed and a shower — and the bed goes largely unused — but he should be safe here. Ragna doesn't know where Vaz lives, and neither does Aldegar. He just needs to keep his head down until ...


  Until what?


  Vaz's ears are still ringing from the firebomb that set the clinic ablaze, but he manages to pick up the sound of footsteps coming down the hall outside.


  A second later, there's a knock on the door.


  Vaz glances at the window. Too small to escape through. Damn.


  Another knock. "Vaz? It's Edric. I just want to talk."


  Vaz moves to the door, hesitates, then opens it.


  A punch hits him right below the ribs. Vaz doubles over, winded and dazed, as a large, bulky marcor pushes his way into the room and shoves him against the wall.


  "Ivar," Vaz gasps out.


  "Vaz," Ivar replies cheerfully, and punches him again.


  Edric stands in the doorway, hands in his pockets, dejected. "Sorry, Vaz," he says. "Aldegar's orders."


  Ivar unsheathes the knife on his belt. "Close the door and wait outside, kid."


  For a second, Edric looks like he's about to say something, but instead he closes his mouth and steps out into the hall. The door closes.


  Ivar presses the knife against Vaz's face, right below his eye. "Nothing personal, Doctor," he says. "I'll make it quick."


  Out in the hall, something goes thud.


  Ivar pauses. "Edric?"


  No answer.


  Ivar steps back. "Stay there," he snaps, gesturing with the knife. He slides the door open about a hand's width, peering out into the hall.


  A long, gray arm reaches through the door, grabs Ivar by the face, and drags him outside.


  There's another thud.


  Ysal appears in the doorway. "Hello, Vaz. Are you injured?"


  Vaz sags with relief and slides to the floor. "How'd you find me?"


  Ysal taps her nose.


  Asha Reed squeezes past Ysal, into the apartment. "Grab your shit. We're leaving."


  Vaz pulls himself to his feet. "Where am I supposed to go? The clinic's gone, Aldegar clearly knows where I live ..."


  "We can offer you passage aboard the Wayfarer," Ysal says.


  Asha coughs. "Is Laela going to be okay with that?"


  "I will speak with her."


  "I can't just leave," Vaz says. "I'm the only doctor on Dagrun who doesn't work for the company. My patients need me."


  "If you stay on this planet, you will be killed," Ysal points out. "Your patients will lose you, regardless."


  "And if you're dead," Asha adds, "you can't help anyone else, anywhere."


  •



  Night has fallen by the time Vaz, Asha, and Ysal enter the station at the bottom of the space elevator. The lights are off, and there isn't another living soul in sight.


  "Oh," Asha says. "This is bad, isn't it?"


  Aldegar steps out of the darkness, with a half-dozen marcor at his back. "Vaz."


  "Aldegar," Vaz says. "Please, give me a chance to—"


  "Open fire!"


  Ysal grabs both Asha and Vaz and drags them behind a pile of crates as a hail of bullets rips through the air.


  "Did he turn the lights off just so he could make the dramatic entrance?" Asha wonders aloud.


  The gunfire abruptly stops.


  "Sivari!" Aldegar shouts. "Whatever the kid is paying you, I'll double it!"


  "You misunderstand," Ysal calls back. "I am not a mercenary." More quietly, she adds, "At the moment."


  "Then let me put it this way: hand over the dhovar, and I'll let you and your friend live."


  Vaz opens his mouth to say something; Asha claps a hand over his face. "Nope."


  He pulls her hand away. "But—"


  "Nope," Asha snaps. "I am done leaving people behind. No stupid sacrifices allowed. You're coming with us."


  Asha's comm beeps, and she digs it out of her pocket. There's a new text message from Laela:


  
    Incoming. Play along.

  


  At the far end of the station, an elevator opens its doors. Laela peeks around the edge of the doorway and waves.


  Then her voice comes bellowing out of the station's PA system: "Attention! You have attacked a Sentinel officer! Drop your weapons, now!"


  Asha says, "Oh, fuck."


  Vaz squints at her. "But you're not a—"


  "Shh!" Asha leans out from behind the pile of crates. "You heard her! Back off, now!"


  Aldegar doesn't budge, but his entourage lowers their weapons slightly and shuffles back a few steps.


  Asha clears her throat and straightens her posture. She once had to work a summer job as a UBC science camp counselor. A whole summer spent wrangling sullen, resentful teenagers with access to expensive scientific equipment. Compared to that, this should be easy.


  "Dr. Vaz is a person of interest in an ongoing investigation," she announces. "He is in my custody, and the rest of my team is en route to this station. Stand down, or be destroyed!"


  For a long, agonizing moment, Aldegar doesn't move. Then — slowly, skeptically — he lowers his gun and backs away.


  Asha grabs Vaz's shoulder and steers him toward the elevator. Ysal follows along behind, covering them.


  "Is this really working?" Vaz whispers.


  "Maybe. Don't look back."


  They all pile into the elevator, and Asha only relaxes once Laela closes the doors behind them.


  Laela leans against the wall, clearly trying not to laugh. "'Stand down or be destroyed'?"


  "Oh, shut up."


  •



  Once they board the Wayfarer, everyone leaves Vaz to his own devices.


  He wanders the ship until he finds the medbay, up on deck two, then drops his bag on the desk and collapses into a chair, closing his eyes.


  Vaz isn't sure how much time passes, but the next thing he knows, someone is flicking his ear. He cracks his eyes open, and Laela backs away a step, crossing her arms.


  "Don't sleep here," she says. "If you need a nap, we can find you a cabin."


  "Sorry." Vaz sits up and rubs his eyes. "Do you need anything?"


  "Just checking in," Laela replies. "We left Dagrun's orbit about fifteen minutes ago. All clear, I guess."


  "Okay." Vaz takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. "Thanks. For letting me come aboard. I'm sorry I got you involved in ... that."


  The corner of Laela's mouth twitches. "You have an uncanny talent for pissing people off. I'm not even mad anymore, I'm just impressed."


  Vaz shakes his head. "Why wouldn't anyone just listen?"


  "Because Dagrun is a shithole."


  "Okay, yes, thank you for stating the obvious."


  "I'm serious." Laela uncrosses her arms and rubs the back of her neck. "Place like that ... you have no family, no real friends. The bastards running the place treat you like you're disposable, because you are. Anyone who wants to survive has to find an 'us.' Something to belong to. And if there's an 'us,' then there has to be a 'them.'" She gives him a rueful smile. "And no room for anything in between. Sorry."


  Vaz leans back in the chair and sighs heavily. "So. What now?"


  "We're making a stop at Onorine, and then we're headed into the hub worlds," Laela says. "We can drop you off somewhere, or ..." She coughs. "Well, it's recently come to my attention that I'm an inadequate medic, so I guess we could use a ship's doctor. You interested?"


  Vaz isn't quite sure what his emotions are doing. "You sure you want to fly with a dhovar doctor?"


  "As long as you're willing to fly with a telian captain." Laela shrugs. "If not ..."


  "No, I — I accept."


  "Okay. Good to hear." Laela turns to leave, then pauses. "And try not to piss off any more enormous criminal organizations. We really don't need the hassle."


  •



  The rat is much more amenable to being handled than Asha initially assumed. She seems content to run over Asha's hands and climb all over her lap while Asha sits on the floor of Ysal's room.


  "What's this show about, anyway?" Asha says.


  "Ostensibly, Shadow Games is a historical piece about the prewar period," Ysal says. She isn't really paying attention to the screen and is instead watching the rat. "However, most of the plot focuses on the interpersonal drama of a wealthy hirovan family."


  "So it's a soap opera."


  "At no point does any character sing about cleaning supplies," Ysal says. "Have you given it a name?"


  "What?"


  "The rodent. Does it have a name?"


  Asha shrugs. "'Rat.'"


  "That is ... accurate."


  "My dad always said there's no point naming an animal that won't come when you call it. We had three cats, and two of them were named 'Cat.'"


  "And the third?"


  "'Kitty.'"


  Rat crawls up onto Asha's shoulder and perches there, eyes fixed on the video screen.


  "Well, at least one of us is entertained," Asha says. She glances at Ysal. "Can I ask you something kind of personal?"


  Ysal looks at Asha and gives her that slow blink. "Yes."


  "You said your people don't leave home very often," Asha says. "Why did you?"


  "Because my people do not leave home very often."


  "Didn't take you for a contrarian."


  "I wanted to meet new people," Ysal says. "I wanted to see things I had never seen before."


  Asha pulls her knees up to her chest. "That's why I signed up to go into space. And look what happened."


  "Despite your difficulties, your original goal has been one hundred percent fulfilled," Ysal points out.


  Asha rolls her eyes. "There is such a thing as being too optimistic, you know."


  "I have been informed that it is quite irritating," Ysal replies cheerfully. "May I hold the rodent?"


  



  Episode 3: The Liar


  The weirdest thing about Asha's life over the past few weeks isn't what's different. The weirdest thing is what's stayed exactly the same.


  Laela emerges from the fitting room, wearing what can only be described as a fancy poncho. Considering how short and skinny she is, this creates the overall impression that Laela's head has been stuck on top of a glittery cartoon ghost. "How about this?"


  Asha looks her over and, with as much diplomacy as she can muster, says, "Do you like it?"


  "I hate it."


  "Oh, thank god. Me, too."


  Laela huffs and disappears back into the fitting room.


  The shop is small, elegant, and seems to be having a slow day, which is probably the only reason why Asha, Laela, and Vaz haven't been kicked out yet. Holographic dummies in the window show off outfits that never look even half as good when worn by an actual person, but the shop's interior is almost entirely devoid of merchandise. There's just a row of fitting rooms, a couch, and a very annoyed salesperson behind the counter.


  Vaz leans over and shows her a page from the catalog tablet. "Would this work?"


  "Skirt's too long," Asha replies. Laela had been very specific about her requirements: no high heels, no long skirts. I have enough trouble walking as it is.


  Asha flips to the next page in the catalog, spots a knee-length black skirt, and hits the button next to the listing. There's a soft whir as the shop's hidden machinery fabricates the skirt in Laela's size and delivers it to the fitting room.


  "This is inhumane," Laela grouses from behind the door.


  "You're the one who wanted to do this," Asha says. "Say the word and we're out of here."


  "It's a hirovan wedding," Vaz adds. "You can wear your flight suit. Nobody's going to care."


  The fitting room door opens a crack, and Laela glares at them. "We're going as Ysal's guests."


  "Xe won't care, either," Asha says.


  "But everything we do will reflect on Ysal. We owe it to xir to at least try and be respectable."


  "You're the boss," Asha says. As payment for her assistance here, Laela offered to buy her a new wardrobe. Asha, who's been wearing the same three identical jumpsuits for weeks, eagerly agreed.


  The door closes again. Asha tries to pass the catalog back to Vaz, realizes he's not paying attention, and nudges him with it.


  He startles and blinks at her. "What?"


  Vaz doesn't need to be here. He's the only member of Wayfarer's crew who actually owns formal wear. But ever since they arrived at Onorine, he's been oddly reluctant to leave the group.


  "You okay?" Asha says. "You seem a little preoccupied."


  Vaz squeezes his eyes shut and rubs the bridge of his nose. "It's just ... the next few days are going to be awkward. At best. At worst, it's going to be a disaster."


  "What makes you say that?"


  "Oh, please," Laela says. "'A telian, a dhovar, a sivari, and an alien nobody's ever heard of walk into a high society wedding.' We're the setup to a really tasteless joke."


  "Yeah," Vaz says. "That."


  •


  Onorine prides itself on being a 'lush, pristine garden world where every fantasy — some restrictions apply — can become a reality.'


  (Asha read through all the brochures. It was a long shuttle ride down from the orbital docking platform, and she got bored.)


  Apparently, Onorine's authorities take the 'pristine' part of that slogan very seriously. There are only two major settlements on the surface, one for each hemisphere. The western atmosphere hub, Gala, has been carefully constructed to resemble a quaint, friendly little town, complete with tree-lined boulevards and boutique storefronts.


  Asha finds it uniquely unsettling.


  "We should go back and check on Wayfarer," Laela says once they're out of the shop. "That valet was giving me a weird look. I don't trust him."


  Vaz rolls his eyes. "He was giving you a 'weird look' because you threatened to have him fired if he scratched the hull."


  "That was completely justified." Laela points at Asha. "Besides, Asha needs to feed her pet rodent."


  "Rat's on an auto-feeder for the weekend. She'll be fine." Asha checks the time on her comm. "And by the time we'd get there and back, the shuttles will have stopped running."


  "Maybe I should just go back," Laela says. "Skip the wedding and keep an eye on the ship."


  "Weren't you the one saying—?"


  "Laela!" Ysal waves from across the street, immediately noticeable in the way only a giant bipedal lizard can be, and ambles over to join them. "Did you enjoy your shopping expedition?"


  Ysal's changed xir body paint, swapping out the earth tones and geometric shapes for swirling patterns in pastel blues and purples. The paint is fresh; xe must have just had it done.


  "There's a couple of stores we can never go back to," Asha says brightly. "Other than that, it went great."


  Ysal turns to look at Laela. "Thank you for agreeing to attend the wedding," xe says. "It means a great deal to me."


  "Wouldn't miss it," Laela mutters.


  •


  According to the sign at the transit station, the next shuttle should be arriving in three minutes. It's been saying that for, by Asha's count, twelve minutes.


  "Ysal." Vaz fiddles nervously with the strap of his bag. "Please don't take this the wrong way, but how in all of creation did you get invited to Tia Saksata's wedding?"


  "Tia and I are old friends," Ysal replies. "For a time, I was employed as her bodyguard."


  "The tabloids never got any footage of Tia with a sivari bodyguard." Vaz thinks it over. "Actually, for a while there, the tabloids couldn't get any footage of Tia at all."


  Ysal preens a little. "I was a very good bodyguard."


  The timer on the sign abruptly drops from '3' to '0', and a shuttle descends onto the pad in front of them.


  The interior of the shuttle is about what one would expect from public transit, in that it meets the basic standard for cleanliness while still seeming inherently grimy, somehow. Ysal has apparently decided to load up all the bags xirself, so Asha settles into a seat, only to discover someone has graffitied 'The Forgotten Angels was an okay book' onto the back of the seat in front of her.


  Ysal finishes with the bags, and once everybody's inside, the doors chime and start to close.


  "Hold up!"


  An arm sticks through the rapidly closing doors, followed by the rest of a lean, wiry young man. He almost looks human, although the color of his eyes is far too vivid for that impression to last long.


  The guy manages to squeeze inside just before the doors close and quickly straightens his posture, tugging on the lapels of his long, black coat. Underneath the coat, Asha catches a glimpse of bronze armor.


  "Oh, fuck," Laela hisses from the seat behind her. Across the aisle, Vaz sinks down in his seat, like he's trying to hide.


  "What's the problem?" Asha whispers.


  "That's a Sentinel."


  •


  The shuttle quickly leaves Gala behind and heads up into the mountains. There are no roads out here; just trees and hills and rivers as far as the eye can see.


  The Sentinel settles at the rear of the shuttle, arms spread across the back of his seat, legs stretched out and crossed. He doesn't talk to any of them, but still manages to project an air of charm and respectability. Asha can't help but sneak a few surreptitious glances in his direction; he catches her once, winks, and Asha spends the rest of the flight staring resolutely out the window.


  After about an hour, the villa comes into view. It's an elegant, sprawling complex built into the side of the mountain, festooned with balconies and hanging gardens. There's even a decorative waterfall.


  Asha gapes at the sight. "That's your friend's 'cozy little vacation home'?"


  "Yes," Ysal replies. "And compared to her primary residence, it is an accurate description."


  It isn't long before the shuttle sets down on the villa's landing pad, where a group of small, birdlike aliens is waiting for them. The woman at the front of the group is maybe four feet tall and covered in thick, glossy blue-green feathers that make it difficult to tell whether she's quite plump or just incredibly fluffy. She's also wearing easily half her weight in jewelry.


  The shuttle doors open, and Ysal hops down to the ground. "Hello, Tia."


  The woman rushes forward and eagerly clasps Ysal's large hands in her tiny, clawed ones. "Ysal! I'm so happy you made it."


  Ysal gestures to Asha and the others as they disembark. "These are my crewmates: Laela, Vaz, and Asha."


  "So lovely to meet you," Tia says. She can't really smile with a beak, but her eyes close and the feathers around her face fluff up in a way that makes her look intensely pleased. She gestures to the two males standing just behind her. "This is my First Husband, Itos. And this is my Third Husband-to-be, Hesek Ikmari."


  Both of them have more drab coloring than Tia. Itos is small, thin, and consists of at least 90% elbows and knees. Hesek, meanwhile, is taller, more solidly built, and carries himself with the same confidence that Asha has seen in certain species of pigeon.


  He also seems to have little regard for personal space. A disgusted look creeps across Itos' face whenever Hesek gets too close.


  Ysal bobs her head to acknowledge both of them, then turns xir attention back to Tia. "Your Second Husband is not in attendance?"


  "Kivo couldn't make it. Family emergency."


  Asha edges closer to Laela and whispers, "Multiple husbands?"


  "Hirovans are polyandrous," Laela replies quietly. "Or at least the wealthy ones are. It's a status thing. The more husbands you can support, the more impressive you are."


  "Excuse me, Lady Saksata?" The Sentinel steps off the shuttle. "I'm Constable Kadar. Could I speak with you in private?"


  Tia looks taken aback for a second or two, then nods. "Of course." To the rest of the crowd, she says, "Pardon me for a moment."


  Kadar and Tia head off to the far end of the landing platform, conversing quietly. Asha sidles over to Vaz and gently elbows him.


  "What?" Vaz says, in a tone that suggests he already knows what she's about to ask.


  "Can you hear them?"


  "Theoretically," Vaz says. "I'm not going to eavesdrop, Asha. It's rude."


  "Oh come on." Laela crowds in on Vaz's other side. "You want to know what they're talking about as much as we do."


  Vaz lets out a defeated sigh. He closes his eyes, and his head tilts slightly to the side. "... The constable says he's pursuing a fugitive. Someone called 'the Revenant.'"


  "Then what's he doing here?" Asha asks.


  "Ssh!" Vaz snaps. "He thinks the Revenant might be in the villa. One of the staff, maybe. He wants Tia's permission to search the premises, and access to the villa's security codes." After a moment, he adds, "She just said yes."


  Tia returns to the center of the landing pad, clapping her hands together.


  "Nothing to worry about," she says. "Just a routine inquiry. Please, everyone come with me. You can leave your bags here, and I'll have them moved to your rooms."


  Tia leads them into the villa, while the shuttle lifts off and departs.


  •


  The suns sets early, disappearing behind the mountain, and that's when the party starts.


  The ballroom — "Of course there's a ballroom," Laela grumbles — is packed with aliens of varying sizes and shapes: mostly hirovans and marcor, with a few outliers. Asha, being one of those outliers, heads straight for the free food and stays there.


  "Vaz!" Asha holds up a bowl of what looks like tiny fried shrimp. "If I eat these, will I die?"


  Vaz looks up from the other side of the table. "No, but you'll probably throw up."


  "Cool." Asha puts the bowl back on the table and tugs at the hem of her skirt. It's been ages since she's worn a dress, and it's still taking some adjustment. When she looks back up, she notices Laela squeezing through the crowd.


  Laela joins Asha by the buffet table. Her ears are flattened to her head, and she looks like she's about to snap like a rubber band.


  "Hey." Asha offers Laela her glass of punch. "Where's Ysal?"


  Laela gestures across the room, where Ysal is deep in animated conversation with Tia and her husbands. Then she grabs the glass and drains it. "How much more of this do we have to go through?"


  A voice from behind them says, "Hirovan marriage celebrations traditionally last three days. The wedding ceremony itself takes place at sunset on the third day."


  Asha turns, slowly, and comes face to face — figuratively speaking — with a giant fishbowl on wheels.


  Inside it floats a colorful, squid-like creature with big, friendly eyes. There's a rather extensive life support apparatus attached to the base of the fishbowl, including a small speaker, which lights up as the voice adds, "Could you pass the ivis beetle larvae, please?"


  Asha makes an educated guess and grabs the bowl of what probably isn't tiny fried shrimp, holding it out. A long, dexterous tentacle emerges from the top of the fishbowl, delicately selects several of the larvae, and withdraws back underwater.


  "Thank you," says the squid. "I am Marellius Aurus Covax. And you are ...?"


  "Asha Reed," Asha says. "This is Laela, and the guy avoiding all eye contact over there is Vaz. We're with Ysal sai-Vysri."


  "Ah, the sivari," Covax says. "And to think, I was worried that I'd be the most unusual guest at the wedding."


  "No danger of that," Laela says.


  Vaz sidles over to their end of the table, uneasy. "That Sentinel keeps looking at me."


  "What?" Asha scans the room and spots Constable Kadar leaning against the wall about ten yards away, very conspicuously not looking at them. "Okay, what is the big fucking deal? Is he a cop?"


  "Kind of," Vaz says.


  "Has the young lady not been educated properly?" Covax asks.


  "I'm new around here," Asha says. "Give me a break."


  "Ah." Covax bobs a little in his tank. "In that case, the Sentinels are the dieni exploration and peacekeeping service. They established the Protectorate and continue to expand its borders into uncharted space, as well as providing law enforcement services in cases with ambiguous or conflicting jurisdiction."


  "Thanks, Professor." Laela rolls her eyes and grabs Asha's arm to get her attention. "Look, all you need to know is, avoid the Sentinels."


  "Why?" Asha says. "I mean, I know your record isn't exactly spotless, and Vaz gets pretty justifiably nervous around cops, but what do I have to worry about?"


  Laela shrugs. "I'm paying you under the table."


  "Why the fuck are you doing that?"


  "Because you're completely undocumented?"


  "... Oh, right." Asha looks back in Kadar's direction. "So I guess going over there to talk to him is out of the question."


  Vaz stares at her. "Why would you even want to?"


  "The Sentinels are the ones who quarantined my planet, right? Maybe Constable Kadar could help fill in the blanks."


  "Don't count on it," Laela says. "I mean, look at him. He's so—"


  The floor shakes a little as something incredibly heavy hits the ground. Somebody screams.


  Asha jumps, nearly knocking a few dishes off the table, as the party guests surge to the other side of the room, crowding around where Ysal had been standing.


  But Asha can't see Ysal anywhere.


  She pushes through the crowd towards the source of the scream. When she finally breaks through to the other side, the first thing she sees is Ysal, on the floor, convulsing.


  •


  Considering how loudly she screamed when Ysal went down, Tia handles the next few minutes with surprising efficiency and grace.


  She instructs all the guests to return to their rooms and, with Asha, Vaz, and Kadar all pitching in to help carry Ysal, leads the way to her own suite.


  "It's the most secure room in the villa," Tia explains, as her bodyguards — two incredibly tall, broad marcor — move to guard the door.


  Asha helps lay Ysal down on the divan and moves out of Vaz's way. The convulsions have stopped, but if Ysal isn't unconscious, then xe's very close to it.


  Vaz checks Ysal's breathing, presses two fingers up under xir jaw to take a pulse, and clicks his fingers next to the sensitive audial membranes on either side of xir head.


  Kadar watches Vaz carefully, with obvious suspicion. "Shouldn't we get an actual doctor in here?"


  Vaz rolls his knuckles over Ysal's breastbone, frowning when there's no response. "I have degrees in medicine and xenobiology, I was born and educated on the sivari homeworld, and I'm the medical officer aboard Ysal's ship. I challenge you to find anyone in this entire building more qualified to treat this patient than I am."


  Kadar at least has the decency to be embarrassed. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have—"


  "Apologize later. I'm busy." Vaz pries one of Ysal's eyelids back to examine xir pupils.


  There's a commotion at the door: someone trying to shove their way past the guards and failing miserably.


  "Let me through, you fucking drones!"


  "Let her in," Vaz says. "She has my medical kit."


  Tia gestures to the guards, who step aside and allow Laela to stumble into the room.


  "What's going on?" Laela hurries to the divan and hands Vaz's bag over. "Is Ysal okay? What's wrong?"


  Vaz digs a scanner out of the bag and passes it over Ysal's body. "I think xe was poisoned," he says. "Not fatally. Too low a dose for someone of xir weight."


  "So if it were someone smaller, they would have died?" Asha guesses.


  "Most likely, yes."


  "Oh," Tia says. "Oh, dear. Ysal must have picked up the wrong glass."


  Kadar looks concerned. "You think someone just tried to kill you?"


  "It wouldn't be the first time," Tia says with a sigh.


  Itos shakes his head. "I told you this wedding was a bad idea."


  Tia ignores him and moves closer to the divan. "Is Ysal going to be all right?"


  "Sivari are remarkably resilient." Vaz scrolls through the readout on the scanner. "Ysal will probably burn through the toxin in a day or so. Still, I'd like to get xir to a hospital."


  Tia waves at the guards. "Call for a medical evac. And Onorine Colonial Security, while you're at it."


  One of the guards nods and steps out of the room to make the call.


  Laela sits on the edge of the divan, reaches out to touch Ysal's arm, then stops herself. "Who did this?"


  "Hard to say," Tia says. "But I have a few ideas. I'll brief the police once they get here."


  The guard edges back into the room. "Lady Saksata? There's a problem."


  •


  The villa's communications array is housed in an open-air chamber at the top of a tall, ornate tower with a disconcerting lack of safety rails.


  "I'm guessing it's not supposed to look like that," Asha guesses.


  "You guess right." Laela circles the array, studying the damage; there are a lot of wires and panels dangling free. "And for the record? I fucking hate stairs."


  "Noted."


  "Well?" Asha says. "Can you fix it?"


  "Not without replacement parts," Laela says. "Whoever did this knew exactly what to break."


  "So we can't call out?"


  "We can't call out," Laela confirms. "Not unless somebody's got a quantum entanglement communicator we can borrow." She directs a pointed look at Kadar, but gets no response.


  "Someone is bound to notice we've dropped out of contact," Tia says.


  "That could take days," Kadar points out. "What are we supposed to do until then?"


  "Well," Laela says, "for starters, you should probably do something about the attempted murderer running loose around the house."


  Tia taps her beak, thinking, then brightens up. "Constable Kadar," she says sweetly, "do you think you could help?"


  Warily, Kadar says, "With what?"


  "Of everyone here, you're the most qualified to find our would-be assassin."


  "I don't think that's a good idea," Kadar says quickly. "There's jurisdiction issues, I don't really have the clearance—"


  "Please," Tia says. "I worry for the safety of my guests. Not to mention my own."


  "It's against procedure to conduct an investigation like this alone."


  "I can help," Asha says.


  "I would consider it a personal favor," Tia adds.


  Kadar's shoulders slump in defeat. "Fine. I'll do my best."


  "Oh, thank you," Tia chirps happily.


  "I'll need a list of suspects," Kadar says. "Anyone you think might have motive to kill you."


  Tia cocks her head to the side. "The list of people who don't have motive would be shorter."


  "Any chance you could narrow it down a little?"


  Tia contemplates that for a moment. "Well, you could start with my sister, Rica. She's been trying to have me removed as heir, so she can replace me."


  "Your sister?" Asha says.


  "Yes, of course," Tia says. "Do you not have sisters?"


  •


  The halls of the villa are practically deserted, even for this time of night. Nobody is willing to risk wandering the house alone.


  "Okay," Asha says, following along behind Kadar on their way to Rica's room. "How do you want to play this? Good Cop/Bad Cop? I make an excellent Bad Cop."


  Kadar pauses and turns to face her. "Sorry, what was your name?"


  "Asha."


  "Right. Asha. Why are you following me?"


  "Because you said—"


  "Yeah, I remember that part," Kadar says. "Why, though? Why offer to help me?"


  "I'm trained for this kind of thing," Asha replies. "Well, in a manner of speaking. Finding a killer can't be much harder than finding out whose code broke the build, right?"


  Judging by the look on Kadar's face, he only understood about half of that. "And what's in it for you?"


  "Are you serious? Ysal's my friend. I want to find the person who hurt xir."


  "That's it?" Kadar says, skeptical. "There's nothing else to this? Nothing you want from me?"


  Understanding dawns, and Asha winces. "Well, I have a few questions you might be able to answer. But I wasn't thinking about that when I volunteered. Really."


  Kadar nods, as if the world has suddenly started making sense again. Without a word, he turns and continues down the hall to Rica's room.


  Shortly after Kadar knocks on the door, a voice from inside shouts, "Have you found it yet?"


  "I beg your pardon?"


  The door slides open. Rica Saksata is smaller than Tia, both vertically and horizontally, with the same blue-green feathers and fondness for heavy jewelry. She squints at Kadar and says, "Oh. You're not the guards."


  Asha says, "Did you lose something?"


  "My scarf," Rica says, with an annoyed sigh. "It's dieni silk. Very expensive. I assume one of the maids took it."


  "We're here about the incident earlier tonight," Kadar says.


  "Oh." Rica reluctantly lets Asha and Kadar into her room and settles down into a chair by the balcony. "It's a shame what happened. I remember Ysal. Xe seemed inoffensive enough."


  "We suspect that your sister was the poisoner's actual target," Kadar says.


  "Well, of course she was," Rica scoffs. She pauses, studying Kadar intently. "Oh. You think I did it."


  "You have motive," Asha says.


  "Half the guests at this wedding have motive." Rica puffs up her breast feathers. "But yes, I've been campaigning to replace Tia as heir."


  "So you'd have plenty to gain from her death," Kadar says.


  "Absolutely," Rica says. "But if I were to try killing Tia, I wouldn't be so tacky as to make the attempt at her wedding."


  "Is that really how you're going to protest your innocence?"


  "Fine. Let me put it another way." Rica sits up straighter in her seat, eyes shining imperiously. "I'm more competent than Tia in every conceivable aspect. If I wanted to murder her, I wouldn't botch it this badly. Trust me on that."


  "If you didn't do it," Asha says, "who did?"


  "Practically anyone." Rica relaxes in her seat. "But I have a theory."


  "Oh," Kadar says dryly. "Do tell."


  "Tia had a lover," Rica says, gleefully conspiratorial. "One of our company's top engineers. Tia broke off the relationship a few weeks ago, but invited her to the wedding. She's here tonight."


  "I need a name."


  Hirovans can't smirk, but Rica certainly looks like she's trying. "Enora Odakiin."


  •


  Enora Odakiin turns out to be a tall, rail-thin marcor woman with glossy fur and a well-trimmed beard. Her room, however, is a disaster.


  "Sorry," Enora says, nudging a pile of clothes under the bed with her hoof. "I was looking for my earrings. Let me know if you see them, would you? They were my mother's."


  "Okay," Kadar says hesitantly. "We just want to talk to you about the incident earlier tonight."


  "Oh, it was awful," Enora says. "I kept thinking I should try to help, but I just froze." After a moment, she turns to look at Kadar and Asha. "Wait, you don't think I was involved?"


  "The comm tower is down," Asha says. "We have reason to believe it was sabotaged by a technical expert."


  "But why would I try to kill Tia's old bodyguard? I don't even know xir."


  "Ysal sai-Vysri wasn't the target," Kadar says. "Lady Saksata was."


  "What?" Enora sits down on the edge of the bed, shaken. "I don't — I would never hurt Tia. I love her."


  "She broke up with you so she could marry somebody else," Asha says. "People in love have killed over less."


  "You don't understand," Enora says. "The hirovan upper class doesn't marry for love. It's a business arrangement. The Ikmari family wants an alliance with the Saksatas, so they're marrying off one of their sons to the Saksata heir. It doesn't mean anything."


  "She still broke off the relationship," Kadar says.


  "Temporarily," Enora insists. "And it was mutual. We both agreed we shouldn't see each other until after the wedding. For propriety's sake."


  "And if we ask Tia about this?" Asha says.


  "She'll confirm everything I just said." Enora looks down at the floor, biting her lip. "I have no reason to kill her. But I think I know who might."


  "And who's that?" Kadar says.


  "Sita Cavaris is here tonight," Enora says. "She used to be a low-ranking member of her family, but now she's the heir."


  "How'd she pull that off?"


  "Everyone else in line for the inheritance died."


  •


  Sita Cavaris is nearly spherical, with bright pink and purple feathers and a penchant for stuffing ribbons into her plumage. "Come in, come in!" she trills, ushering Kadar and Asha into her large, impressive suite. "Have a seat, make yourselves comfortable. Can I get you anything? Drinks, maybe?"


  Asha weighs the risks and says, "No, thank you."


  "We just want to ask you a few questions," Kadar adds.


  They end up out on the balcony, sitting across from Sita. "Ask away," she says, hands clasped politely in her lap.


  "You're probably aware that whoever poisoned Ysal sai-Vysri was actually targeting Lady Saksata," Kadar says.


  "I guessed as much," Sita replies. "And you clearly think I had something to do with it."


  "We asked around," Asha says. "Seems like every political enemy you've ever had has died under suspicious circumstances."


  "Yes, very unfortunate." Sita doesn't even blink. "Drug overdoses, in many cases. Although I believe Veca Ikmari was bitten by one of those rare insects she used to collect."


  "So," Kadar says carefully, "I guess my next question is, have you and Lady Saksata had any disagreements lately?"


  "Tia and I get along quite well, actually." Sita's eyes narrow slightly, but her voice is as pleasant as always. "We're close friends. I even helped arrange her marriage to my cousin, Itos."


  "Tia's First Husband is your cousin?" Asha says.


  "Yes. The poor man isn't very social, I'm afraid. Without my help, he probably would've spent the rest of his life in our company's R&D lab." Sita shakes her head, as if this is the worst fate she could possibly imagine. "And look what happens when Tia arranges marriages on her own! She's marrying an Ikmari, for pity's sake. But that's not any of my business."


  "I ... see," Kadar says.


  "Let me make myself clear." Sita leans forward in her chair. "Cavaris Technologies and Saksata Industries are not direct competitors. I don't have anything to gain from Tia's death. But I know who does."


  In the voice of someone dreading the answer, Kadar says, "And who's that?"


  "Her sister Rica, of course."


  •


  Ysal is awake by the time Asha gets back to Tia's room, for a certain definition of 'awake.'


  "Hello, Asha," Ysal says, blinking slowly. "May I ask why your face is bubbling?"


  "Okay," Asha says. "I guess the recovery is ongoing."


  "Xe was hiding under the covers earlier because the ceiling was staring at xir," Laela says. "This is a big improvement."


  Asha looks around. Aside from Ysal and Laela, the room is empty. "Where is everybody?"


  Laela gestures at the back rooms of the suite. "Tia's asleep, her guards are in her bedroom, Itos said he had to go look for something, and Vaz is in the kitchen. He wasn't able to isolate the toxin in Ysal's blood, so now he's trying to find the glass xe drank out of."


  Kadar comes in behind Asha and slams the door shut. "Well, that was a spectacular waste of time."


  Laela glances at Kadar, then looks back at Asha. "The investigation's going well, I take it?"


  "We have three suspects," Asha says, "and they're all pointing the finger at each other." To Kadar, she adds, "I still think Rica's our best bet."


  Kadar groans, pinching the bridge of his nose. "I don't know. Maybe all of them did it."


  "Or maybe none of them did," Laela says.


  The door opens again; Vaz hurries inside and slams it shut behind him.


  "Stop slamming doors!" Asha snaps. "It's the middle of the goddamn night!"


  "I found it," Vaz says, breathless. "There were traces of cepidotoxin in Ysal's glass."


  It takes a few seconds for Kadar to process that. He stares at Vaz and says, slowly, "Are you sure?"


  "Absolutely."


  "Cepidotoxin?" Asha asks.


  "Cepida naturally produce poison within their bodies," Vaz explains. "It's a defense against predators. Even small doses can cause seizures, paralysis, and death."


  "We met a cepida earlier," Laela says. "Marellus something."


  Asha squints, trying to remember. "The guy in the fishbowl? Covax?"


  "That's the one. Actually, I think he's the only cepida here." Laela pauses as this sinks in. "Oh, shit."


  •


  Covax's room is at the other end of the villa, among all the guests who were too important not to invite but too insignificant to bother sucking up to.


  As they hurry down the halls, Asha glances over her shoulder. "Laela, you should probably stay with Ysal."


  "No," Laela growls. "This guy almost killed xir. I want to look him in the eyes. And then rip them out."


  Kadar comes to an abrupt halt in front of Covax's room and pounds on the door. "Marellius Aurus Covax, this is Constable Kadar of the Sentinels. Open up!"


  A few seconds pass in silence.


  Kadar knocks again. "Covax! This is your final warning!"


  No answer.


  With a shaking hand, Kadar keys in the security override on the door panel. The door slides open, and he goes very still.


  "What's wrong?" Asha moves so she can see into the room. "Oh, shit."


  There's water all over the floor, and a bullet hole in the front of Covax's tank. His life support system is a sparking wreck.


  What water is left in Covax's tank is clouded with blue blood. Covax floats at the top, unmoving.


  "He's dead," Kadar says.


  •


  Vaz shows up a few minutes later to examine the body. While he works, Asha studies the room.


  It's even more of a mess than Enora's had been. Drawers have been pulled out and dumped on the floor, their contents tossed everywhere. Covax's bags have been opened and emptied. Even the mattress has been pushed aside.


  There's a surprising amount of jewelry and expensive clothing lying around.


  "I don't think all this stuff belongs to Covax," Asha says. "For one thing, I'm pretty sure cepida don't wear fancy scarves." When she doesn't get an answer, she adds, "Kadar?"


  "What?" Kadar has crowded himself into the corner of the room, alternately staring at Covax's body and refusing to look at it. His face is ashen; he might actually be trembling. "Sorry, I didn't hear you."


  "I said, I don't think all this stuff belongs to Covax."


  "I — yes, you're probably right."


  Laela has been intently watching Kadar ever since they found Covax's body. She narrows her eyes and says, "You came here chasing a fugitive, right?"


  "... Yes." Kadar swallows thickly. "A thief. Calls himself the Revenant. I've been pursuing him for months."


  "Looks like you found him," Laela says. "I guess the Revenant decided to try his hand at assassination. Try his tentacle? Whatever."


  "It wasn't him," Vaz says.


  "What do you mean, 'it wasn't him'?"


  "The cepidotoxin doesn't match." Vaz holds up his scanner. "The poison in Ysal's glass came from a completely different cepida."


  "How is that possible?" Asha says. "He's the only cepida here."


  "You can buy cepidotoxin on the black market," Vaz says, "which is what I would've told you if you all hadn't charged off. It's outrageously expensive, though."


  Kadar finally moves, crossing the room, peering up at the light fixtures and shelves. He hops up onto the top of a dresser, opens the air vent, and pulls out a tiny, black cube.


  "What is that?" Asha asks.


  "Camera bug," Kadar says, climbing down from the dresser.


  Laela raises an eyebrow. "How'd you know that was up there?"


  Kadar shrugs. "Lucky guess."


  Laela's eyes narrow again. She turns to Asha. "I need to check something. Can you guys meet me at the top of the comm tower?"


  "Uh ... sure?" Asha says.


  "Kadar, too," Laela says. "This is important."


  •


  "Goddamn it's cold up here." Asha shoves her hands under her armpits. The sun is starting to come up, but the warmth hasn't reached the villa yet. "If Laela doesn't show up in five minutes, I'm going back inside."


  "Does your friend normally do this?" Kadar asks.


  "I still haven't figured out what 'normal' is for Laela," Asha says. "For all I know — oh, thank god."


  Laela comes up the stairs at her usual slow pace, and behind her—


  "Ysal," Vaz says firmly. "You shouldn't be up yet."


  "I appreciate your concern, Vaz," Ysal replies. "However, Laela has asked for my assistance."


  "Assistance with what?"


  Laela finally reaches the top of the tower and strides right into Kadar's personal space. "The guy you came here to catch. 'The Revenant.' Why didn't you tell Tia he was a cepida?"


  Kadar takes a step back. "I didn't know he was one, before now."


  "Really?" Laela says. "You've been chasing this guy all over the Protectorate and that never came up? You'd think that kind of information would get around. 'Suspect is two feet tall with tentacles and lives in a fish tank.'"


  "Where are you going with this?" Kadar snaps.


  "Where's your quantum entanglement communicator?" Laela fires back. "Sentinels in the field are supposed to carry a QEC for emergencies, but you don't seem to have one. For that matter, why are you out here on your own? Why send one constable after a notorious thief? Where's the rest of your team? Your ship?"


  "I don't have to put up with this." Kadar pushes past Laela, headed for the stairs.


  Laela nods to Ysal.


  Ysal grabs the collar of Kadar's armor and drags him over to the edge of the roof.


  "What are you doing?" Kadar shouts.


  Ysal holds him out at arm's length, pushing until Kadar's leaning back over empty space, his toes just barely touching the edge.


  Asha isn't quite sure who to yell at and defaults to, "Laela, what the hell?"


  "He's not a real Sentinel," Laela snarls. "He might be a dieni, but if he's a constable, then I'm Hierarch Octavia."


  Kadar struggles in Ysal's grip. "Are youinsane?"


  "Please do not use that word trivially." Ysal pushes him a little further over the edge. Kadar grabs onto Ysal's wrist with both hands, clinging for dear life.


  "I saw your face when we found Covax," Laela continues. "You knew him. Were you working with him?"


  "I don't know what you're talking about!"


  "Laela," Ysal says. "I am still fairly weak. I cannot hold him up for much longer." Xir grip on Kadar's armor slips a little, and he falls about an inch before xe catches him again.


  "Okay," Kadar yelps. "Okay! You're right! Just pull me up!"


  Laela steps in closer. "What's that? I didn't hear you."


  "I'm not a Sentinel!" Kadar screams.


  Laela's hands clench at her sides, and her voice cracks a little when she says, "Did you poison Ysal?"


  "No!" Kadar's gaze flits frantically between Laela, Ysal, Asha, and Vaz. "I didn't hurt anyone! Now please pull me up!"


  •


  "Was that really necessary?" Kadar complains. "I could've died."


  Kadar wanted to talk to them somewhere private. Tia's suite doesn't exactly fit that description, so instead Laela led the way to the rooms that were officially assigned to Ysal and xir guests, before this whole disaster started. They're not far from Covax's rooms, and Asha decides not to contemplate what that means.


  Vaz sits on the bed behind Kadar and pulls his coat collar out of the way to examine the marks the armor left on his skin. "You're fine," he says. "Just a little bruised."


  Asha raises her hand. "I just want it on the record that dangling you off the tower was not my idea."


  "Traitor," Laela mutters. She points at Kadar. "You. Talk. Who are you?"


  "My real name doesn't matter," Kadar says. "I haven't used it in years. I'm a con artist. Covax was my partner."


  "You're both the Revenant," Asha says. "It's a two-man con."


  Kadar nods. "Covax grabs as much as he can, then I swoop in to 'catch' him and confiscate the stolen property as evidence. We've pulled it off dozens of times."


  "So who killed Covax?"


  "Your mysterious assassin, probably." Kadar drags his hands down his face. "Covax and I cut off all contact once I sent him the security codes. I don't know what happened after that."


  "What about that camera bug you found?" Laela asks.


  Kadar pulls the bug out of his pocket. "Covax has always been a little paranoid. I figured he'd have a camera in the room, but the hard drive is encrypted."


  Laela sticks her hand out. "Give it here."


  Reluctantly, Kadar hands the bug over.


  Laela turns to Vaz. "I need to borrow your tablet."


  "The last time you said that, you bricked it."


  "By accident," Laela insists. "And I fixed it, didn't I? With improvements. Which I need, right now."


  Vaz huffs, reaches into his bag, and hands her the tablet.


  Laela sits on the bed, shoving Kadar and Vaz aside so she has enough space to work. After a few minutes, she says, "Got it."


  Everyone crowds around to watch as Laela fast-forwards through the camera footage.


  It's hours of basically nothing, interrupted occasionally when Covax comes back to deposit something he's stolen. Late in the evening, Covax returns to his room and stays there. Hours later, he moves to the door and opens it.


  A hirovan pushes his way into Covax's room. He argues with Covax, briefly, before drawing a gun and putting a bullet through Covax's head. Then he pumps two more rounds into the life support system and tears the room apart until he finds a small vial.


  "That is Itos," Ysal says.


  Kadar squints at the screen. "What? No."


  "Xe's right," Asha says. "That's definitely him."


  "Ysal," Vaz says, concerned, "where is Tia right now?"


  "Still asleep, I would imagine," Ysal says.


  "In her suite?"


  "Yes."


  "The suite she shares with Itos?"


  •


  Asha bursts through the door of the suite and shouts, "Tia!"


  Immediately, one of the bodyguards slams her into the wall.


  "Sorry," says the guard, once he recognizes her. "Reflex."


  "Ow," says Asha.


  Tia emerges from her bedroom with a sheet wrapped around her shoulders. The feathers along one side of her face are smushed flat. "Asha?" She blinks owlishly. "What's all the yelling about?"


  Ysal steps into the room, with Kadar on xir heels. "Tia, you are in danger." Xe stops and looks around the room. "Where is Itos?"


  "Itos?" Tia rubs her eyes. "Just left. He's having breakfast with Hesek."


  "I don't get it," Kadar says. "Itos had access to Tia all night. Why hasn't he made his move yet?"


  Something clicks into place. "Because he wasn't trying to kill Tia," Asha says.


  •


  Asha and Kadar reach Hesek's room first. Kadar keys in the security override, and the door slides open.


  Hesek stares at them with a pastry halfway to his beak. Across the table, Itos turns and glares.


  "This is a private room," Itos says, annoyed.


  "Oh, shut up." Asha points at the pastry in Hesek's hand. "And don't eat that!"


  Hesek blinks at the pastry, puts it down, and looks up at Itos. "I knew it. I knew you were being too friendly."


  Itos opens his beak, closes it, stands up so suddenly he knocks the chair over, and bolts out the door.


  Kadar swears loudly and chases after him.


  Asha looks at Hesek. "You okay here?"


  Hesek shrugs.


  Asha backs out of the room and spots Kadar halfway down the hall. "What are you doing?" Asha sprints to catch up with him. "He can't go anywhere!"


  "He killed Covax!" Kadar shouts back.


  Itos moves surprisingly fast on those little chicken legs, but Asha's right; there's nowhere he can go. They finally corner him in the ballroom.


  Of course, that's when Itos pulls the gun on them.


  It's a little handgun, easily concealed, but Asha's seen what it can do. "Okay!" She backs up a step, pulling Kadar with her. "Okay, everybody calm down."


  Kadar, meanwhile, can't seem to decide between his own sense of self-preservation and his overwhelming need to break Itos' face. "Let mego."


  "Stay back," Itos says, frantic. "You can't touch me. My wife—"


  "Itos!"


  Tia strides into the ballroom, puffed feathers and burning eyes transforming her into a tiny ball of indignant fury. Asha almost feels sorry for Itos.


  "Tia," Itos stammers. "Let me explain—"


  "Oh, you owe me that much," Tia says. "Do you have any idea how much damage you've caused?"


  "I couldn't let you marry him!" Itos shouts back. "I did this for you! For the family!"


  Tia stops next to Asha and holds out her hand. "Give me the gun."


  Itos wavers, the gun trembling in his grip.


  "Now, Itos."


  Itos sighs, deflates a little, and hands it over.


  •


  Tia's guards drag Itos off to the security office, and Asha decides to celebrate by collapsing into bed and staying there for the foreseeable future.


  She's awakened by a knock on the door. Asha checks the time on her comm. Late afternoon. She hasn't been asleep nearly long enough.


  There's another knock. "Asha!" Laela says. "Tia wants to see us."


  Asha groans and reluctantly rolls out of bed.


  Tia at least has the manners to offer them all free food once they get to her suite. "Itos confessed to me," she says. "After he failed to kill Hesek last night, he sabotaged the comm tower to buy himself enough time for a second attempt."


  "And Covax?" Kadar asks.


  "Your friend stole Itos' supply of cepidotoxin," Tia says. "Itos had a tracking chip installed in the vial. He followed the signal to Covax's room, and — well, you saw the rest."


  "So why'd he do it?" Asha wonders aloud. "I'm inclined to say it was jealousy, but you already have another husband, and Itos hasn't tried to kill him. Has he?"


  "No," Tia says patiently. "Hesek is an Ikmari, and Itos is a Cavaris. They're old enemies. Itos tried to talk me out of marrying Hesek months ago, but I shut him down." She pinches the skin above her beak. "At the time, I assumed that was the end of it. I was wrong."


  "Okay, neat, mystery solved," Laela says. "What now?"


  "The wedding's been delayed," Tia explains. "A member of my household attempted to murder the groom, and that's given the Ikmari family grounds to renegotiate the marriage. We'll be at this for months."


  "When the new terms are set," Ysal reassures her, "I will happily attend the wedding."


  "Thank you." Tia clasps her hands together. "Any chance I could hire you back, Ysal? My current security team clearly has a few blind spots."


  "I appreciate the offer, but I must refuse." Ysal glances at Laela. "I am quite content where I am."


  "Very well." Tia turns to Kadar. "Now. You."


  Like a petulant child, Kadar says, "What did I do?"


  "You impersonated a Sentinel! And you conspired to rob me, and my guests!"


  "I helped catch the killer," Kadar fires back. "Doesn't that count for anything?"


  "I'll include it in my statement." Tia crosses her arms. "I'm not going to lie to the police for you. They'll decide whether you deserve any leniency."


  •


  Onorine Colonial Security shows up the next morning to check on the communications outage, and — once Tia explains the situation — arrest Itos and Kadar.


  Asha watches the scene unfold on the landing pad. Itos goes quietly, but Kadar complains and struggles and tries to negotiate the whole way to the security shuttle.


  Once the cops are occupied with the witness statements, Asha wanders over to the open door of the shuttle, where they've cuffed Kadar to a seat and left him to wait.


  Kadar spots her and nods. "I don't suppose there's a chance you could help me out here."


  "Magic 8-ball says 'very doubtful,'" Asha replies.


  "You're mad at me. Why are you mad at me?"


  "Besides the fact that you lied to us?"


  Kadar shrugs. "I lie to everyone. It's not personal."


  "Okay, how about that thing where you're not a real Sentinel?"


  Kadar looks confused. "That doesn't fall under the 'lying' category?"


  "I need to talk to a Sentinel!" Asha snaps. "My planet's under quarantine. It could be overrun, or gone, and I have no way of knowing, and I hoped you—" She stops and scrubs a hand over her head. "Never mind. Not your problem. Bye."


  "But—"


  "Goodbye, Kadar."


  •


  "Do we really need to do inventory now?" Asha trails along behind Laela on her circuitous route through Wayfarer's cargo bay. "The ship was in lockup the whole time we were on Onorine."


  "I need to be sure," Laela replies.


  "Laela, I am 99% certain the valets didn't take anything. Even after you insulted them to their faces and didn't tip."


  Laela stops in front of a stack of palladium crates and powers up her tablet. "Read out those I.D. numbers for me."


  Asha sighs, approaches the crates, and stops. "Did you hear that?"


  "Hear what?"


  Asha takes another step forward. There's a soft scuffle of a shoe on the floor, the rustle of clothing as someone struggles to breathe quietly. "I don't think we're alone in here."


  "Shit," Laela hisses. "Stay here, I need to get to the armory—"


  A familiar face peeks out from behind the crates. "Please don't do that."


  "Kadar, what the fuck?" Asha snaps.


  Laela, still contemplating the armory, says, "I thought he was arrested?"


  "Please," Kadar scoffs. "I've escaped from worse."


  "Laela, call Colonial Security."


  "Fuck that, I'm throwing him out the airlock."


  "Okay, wait, wait," Kadar says, increasingly frantic. "I can help you."


  "With what?" Laela retorts. "Getting arrested for harboring a fugitive?"


  "You." Kadar points at Asha. "You said your planet's under quarantine. I can get you the information you need."


  "How?"


  "I know people."


  "Oh, he knows people," Laela drawls. "He's lying. Space him."


  "You might never get a chance like this again," Kadar insists. "Think about it, Asha. Think very carefully."


  



  Episode 4: Liberty


  An incessant beeping noise invades Asha's pleasant, sleepy haze. Her comm is going off.


  Asha struggles to emerge from the poofy marshmallow hell of the bed and paws blindly at the nightstand until she locates the evil little device. "What?"


  "Good morning." Kadar's artificially cheerful tone sounds more strained than usual. "Where are you?"


  "Uh." Asha sits up and squints around the one-room apartment. That's no help. "Hang on a second," she says, and gently prods the lump in the covers next to her.


  There's a responding grunt.


  "Where are we?" Asha asks.


  "My apartment."


  "I know. Where's that?"


  The lump mumbles an address, which Asha relays to Kadar.


  "Okay," Kadar says. "Put some pants on. We'll be there soon."


  Instead, Asha burrows under the covers and goes back to sleep.


  She's awoken an indeterminate amount of time later by a knock on the door. Asha groans, rolls out of bed, and yanks her clothes back on.


  She opens the door to reveal Kadar and Vaz, waiting on the doorstep. If the rumpled clothes and bloodshot eyes are any indication, neither of them slept last night. Vaz has a livid black eye, and Kadar's nose looks like it might have been broken and reset sometime in the last few hours.


  Asha stares at them. "What the hell happened to you guys?"


  •


  20 Hours Earlier


  For someone who has so much difficulty moving around, Laela — who, as captain of the Wayfarer, is responsible for clearing all crew departures from the ship — is surprisingly difficult to sneak up on.


  She sees Asha and Kadar coming, says, "Oh, fuck," turns on her heel, and starts walking in the opposite direction.


  Asha jogs down the hall to catch up. "So—"


  "No," Laela says.


  "Would you at least let me ask first?"


  "Whatever it is, it involves him." Laela jerks a thumb over her shoulder at Kadar. "The answer is 'no.'"


  The door to the starboard observation deck opens as they pass. Ysal sai-Vysri steps out, with the ship's doctor, Vaz, on xir heels.


  Laela stumbles to avoid the sudden obstacle. "What are you doing up here?"


  Ysal looks pointedly at the sign above the door and says, "Observing."


  "I've never seen Tacenda from orbit before," Vaz explains, a little bashfully. He notices Asha and Kadar and adds, "Is there a meeting I don't know about?"


  "Too many people on this damn ship," Laela grumbles, and stalks off in the direction of the command deck.


  Asha follows, dragging Kadar in her wake. "Laela, I promise you'll like this idea."


  "No."


  "It gets Kadar off the boat."


  Laela pauses at the door to the command deck. "I'm listening."


  Asha nudges Kadar. "Tell her the thing."


  Reluctantly, Kadar says, "So you know that information leak from the Sentinel archives? About ten years ago?"


  "I remember," Laela says. "Someone 'accidentally' dumped a bunch of files onto the public datanet, right? But they were all encrypted."


  "'Were' being the operative word," Kadar says. "There's a collective that's been slowly decrypting the files for years now. I have a friend in that collective, and she lives on Tacenda."


  Laela keys in the access code for the command deck; she started locking the door immediately after Asha convinced her to let Kadar stay aboard. "And once you've contacted that friend?"


  "I stay on Tacenda, at least for the next few days," Kadar says. "You'll never see me again."


  Laela carefully lowers herself into the piloting alcove and looks up at Asha. "Okay. Cleared."


  "Also, I was hoping you and Ysal would come along," Asha says.


  "I am afraid that is not possible," Ysal says from the doorway, where xe and Vaz are obviously and shamelessly eavesdropping. "Our clients will soon be arriving to collect their palladium shipment. Laela and I must stay with the ship until our business is concluded."


  "I'll go with you," Vaz says. "I think I'm starting to get cabin fever."


  "You mean Space Madness?" Asha says.


  "Still not a real thing, no matter how many times you say it."


  "Enjoy your shore leave," Ysal says, oddly plaintive, like a mother seeing her children off on their first day of school.


  Asha gives Ysal a reassuring pat on the arm on her way out the door. "Oh, if I'm not back tonight, do you think you could feed my rat?"


  "Of course," Ysal says.


  •


  Tacenda marks the border between the Protectorate's rugged outer worlds and its industrialized core. Most of the planet's surface is urbanized in the haphazard, labyrinthine way that suggests there was very little actual planning involved.


  The buildings are so tall that they completely blot out the sun; the only remaining light at street level is artificial, thrown off by street lamps and garishly-colored signs and various flashing billboards. Hovercars speed overhead along precise, angular routes, and none of the pedestrians milling below seem to be worried about the possibility of a crash.


  Kadar leads Asha and Vaz confidently through the cacophony of light and sound and bodies until they reach a narrow, sketchy-looking pub crammed between a residential building and what appears to be a low-budget theater of some kind. Kadar opens the door, and a wall of sound hits Asha like a cinder block to the face.


  The pub's house music — if the word 'music' could be used to describe the sound of cicadas fucking, combined with a baseline that makes Asha's teeth rattle — has been turned up full blast. Asha taps Kadar on the shoulder. "Do we have to meet your friend here?" she shouts.


  "She insisted," Kadar replies, then says something Asha can't quite make out.


  "What?"


  "I said, the noise usually overwhelms any listening devices in the room!"


  "Oh!"


  Asha spares a glance at Vaz; the look on his face is a picture of absolute misery.


  They seat themselves at the bar, and it isn't long before the bartender comes by: a lean, powerful dhovar woman even taller than Vaz. She has an impressive amount of decorative scarification and looks like she could singlehandedly destroy half the people in this bar.


  Asha is the first to admit that she has a type.


  "What can I get you?" says the bartender, somehow sounding bored despite the fact that she has to shout to be heard.


  Kadar proceeds to order something long, complicated, and probably expensive. When the bartender looks at Asha, she stumbles over several 'um's before turning to Vaz. "What can I drink here that won't kill me?"


  Vaz looks around the bar and wrinkles his nose. "In here? Water. And even that's a risk."


  The bartender laughs. "Water it is."


  Asha lets herself stare only after the bartender has dropped off their drinks and moved on to tend to another customer.


  Vaz catches her looking. "Oh, no. Really?"


  "I never knew I was into aliens until this very moment," Asha says, awed.


  •


  Kadar's friend arrives within the hour.


  The crowd parts to admit a gigantic jar on wheels, full of water, with a small, tentacled creature — a cepida — floating inside. A speaker attached to the cepida's life support apparatus activates, and a pleasant, aristocratic voice says, "Kadar. Good to see you."


  "Trixis." Kadar gestures to Asha. "This is Asha Reed. Asha, this is Maxima Iova Trixis."


  Trixis leads them to a booth in the corner, where it's quiet enough to actually talk. Once Kadar, Asha, and Vaz are seated, she parks herself at the end of the table.


  "You keep interesting company these days," Trixis says to Kadar.


  Kadar rolls his eyes. "I don't have a gun pointed at my head. It's fine. I just owe Asha a favor."


  "Allow me some paranoia, Kadar."


  Puzzled, Asha says, "You really think the Sentinels would come after you over a few files?"


  "The Sentinels have more secrets than they would like to admit," Trixis replies. "Their motives for keeping them may be altruistic, but their methods can be ... overzealous."


  "And it's not just the Sentinels," Kadar adds. "There are some very scary people who would benefit from exclusive access to what Trixis and her collective are working on."


  "If it's that dangerous," Asha says, "why do it?"


  "Because I believe the public has a right to know what their protectors are doing in their name," Trixis says. "And they have a right to know why." One of Trixis' tentacles emerges from the top of her tank, grabs her drink, and dumps its contents into the water. "Now. What, specifically, do you need from me?"


  "I'm looking for information about a quarantine the Sentinels set up around three hundred years ago," Asha says.


  "May I ask why?"


  "I think my home planet might be in there."


  Trixis blinks, slowly. "I see." She pauses for a moment, then continues, "I will need to check the archive to be sure, but I do recall coming across some files relevant to the quarantine."


  Asha sits up, leaning forward. "You do?"


  "I can't guarantee any useful information," Trixis warns.


  "At this point, I'll take anything."


  "Very well," Trixis rotates in her tank to face Kadar. "Come by my office tomorrow morning. I'll have whatever information I can find ready for you to examine."


  "Sorry, where's this office?" Vaz asks.


  "Kadar knows where it is," Trixis replies curtly. "And one more thing. Kiti Devica is looking for you, Kadar."


  Asha's sitting next to Kadar and can feel him tense up, but his voice is as casual as ever when he says, "If she asks, you haven't seen me in months."


  "Very well. I'll see you tomorrow."


  Trixis' tank turns in place and trundles across the pub, out the door.


  "Okay." Asha slaps her hands on the table. It feels as if there's been a vise clamped around her heart for weeks, and she only noticed once it eased up a little. It's exhilarating. "Next round's on me."


  "She might not have anything," Vaz reminds her.


  "This is the most progress I've made in over a month," Asha says. "That warrants some celebration. Excuse me."


  Asha heads back to the bar and waves the bartender over.


  "You're back," the bartender says, with a friendly smile. "More water?"


  "Nope," Asha says brightly.


  "What do you want, then?"


  "I don't know. Surprise me. What's your name?"


  "Ruza," says the bartender.


  "Hi, Ruza. I'm Asha." She points back at the booth. "That guy over there is Vaz. He's my ship's doctor. I'm telling you this so you can go get him if I drink something that gives me a seizure. Or whatever."


  Ruza laughs, even louder than last time. "Okay. This should be interesting."


  •


  Laela loves the Wayfarer. It's her home, her livelihood, her freedom. She's pretty sure she loves it more than she's capable of loving anything else, including friends, significant others, or her own (highly theoretical) children.


  There are times when that love is tested.


  Wayfarer is an old Sentinel ship, and thus designed for a crew much taller than Laela, most of whom could climb up and down ladders with relative ease.


  One of the air quality monitors in the kitchen has been acting up, and it's not the one conveniently located at floor level.


  "A little to the left." Laela wobbles on Ysal's shoulder as xe takes an obliging step to the side. Ysal wraps one long arm around Laela's legs to hold her in place. "Thanks," Laela says, and turns her attention back to the monitor.


  Its sensors are caked with the various types of gunk that billow into the air whenever something on the stove catches fire, which is often, because Vaz keeps insisting he knows how to cook. Laela may have to give up and replace the whole thing. And ban the good doctor from the kitchen.


  Laela's comm starts beeping. She mutters a few unkind words under her breath and answers the call with an aggressively chipper, "Hello?"


  "Captain Laela of the Wayfarer?" says the voice on the other end of the line.


  "Yeah."


  "I work for Vakala Manufacturing. Your ship is currently handling a palladium delivery for us, correct?"


  "Yeah." Laela wipes her free hand on her flight suit, leaving a streak of black. "Is there a problem?"


  "I'm afraid we won't be able to pick up our shipment until tomorrow morning."


  "The last guy who called said you'd be coming by tonight. Am I going to get another call tomorrow telling me you can't pick it up until the day after?" Laela reaches up to rub her eyes, looks at her hand, and aborts the motion. "I do eventually have to leave this planet."


  "I can assure you that this will be the last delay."


  "Right," Laela says, unconvinced. "See you tomorrow."


  "Thank you for your understanding."


  Laela ends the call without replying and drops the comm back into her pocket. "I guess we've got the night off after all."


  Ysal looks up at her. "Would you like to join the others down on the surface?"


  "Do we have to?"


  "No. I simply thought you might appreciate some recreational time."


  "I would," Laela hastily amends. "Just ... no bars. Or cities. Or people."


  Ysal considers this for a moment. "Take-out and Shadow Games?" xe offers.


  "Take-out and Shadow Games," Laela agrees.


  •


  Vaz's head pounds in time with the music. He groans, folds his arms on the table, and mashes his face into them, in the hopes it will block out some of the offending stimulus.


  He jolts upright when Asha returns to the booth and drops into the seat next to him.


  "Hey," she says, bright and alert.


  "You've been drinking everything that bartender's put in front of you for almost an hour," Kadar says, amazed. "How are you not wasted?"


  "Either her species has a high tolerance for alcohol, or she's some kind of mutant," Vaz explains.


  "I spent most of my career surrounded by functioning alcoholics," Asha says. "Also, Ruza's shift is ending and we're going to grab some food. Do you guys want to come?"


  "I'll pass," Kadar says.


  Vaz sighs. He'd been hoping to head back to the ship soon and get some sleep, or at least some quiet. "No, thanks." He tilts his head in Kadar's direction. "Somebody needs to keep an eye on this one."


  Kadar makes a face at him. "I don't need a babysitter."


  "You're the only one who knows where Trixis' office is," Vaz fires back. "You absolutely need a babysitter."


  Asha's eyebrows go up. "Maybe I shouldn't leave you two alone."


  Vaz grits his teeth. "It's fine," he says. "We'll comm you if we need you."


  "Okay," Asha says slowly. "If you're sure."


  "Don't worry about it," Kadar says cheerfully. "Go have fun."


  Asha nods and actually bounces a little as she heads back to the bar.


  "I've never seen her like this," Vaz says.


  "Yeah." Kadar leans back in his seat, arms resting along the back of the bench. "Who knew she could be so fun?"


  "Don't."


  "Don't what?"


  "Just don't. Stop talking."


  Kadar studies Vaz for a moment. "You don't like me very much, do you?"


  Vaz glares down at the tabletop and rubs his forehead. The headache is getting worse. "I only have to spend a few more hours with you. I'd rather spend them in silence."


  "Suit yourself." Kadar looks out across the pub, probably scanning the crowd. His eyes widen, and he goes very still. "Oh, hell."


  "What?" Vaz turns to look. A small hirovan woman has just entered the pub, but other than that, Vaz can't spot anything particularly noteworthy.


  When he turns back, Kadar is out of his seat and on his way out the back door.


  •


  The door opens into a narrow, claustrophobic alley, and Kadar's already near the opposite end of it. He's moving at a decent clip, treading the line between a fast walk and an outright run, but Vaz's legs are longer. He catches up just as Kadar turns the corner onto the street.


  "Nice try," Vaz snaps.


  "Calm down." Kadar slows a little, buzzing with a nervous energy that he didn't have before he left the pub.


  "You calm down, Vaz says. "Asha needs you. You don't get to disappear on us yet."


  "I wasn't 'disappearing,' okay? I was just trying to avoid somebody." Kadar turns to face Vaz, as if to say something more, but his expression changes when he looks over Vaz's shoulder. "Keep walking."


  "What?" Vaz tries to turn, but Kadar latches onto his arm and drags him along as he speeds up.


  "There are two guys following us," Kadar mutters. "They work for the Veiled Hand. I don't know what I did to get their attention, and I don't want to find out. Keep walking."


  There's a transit station up ahead, where a train is just starting to pull in. Kadar steers Vaz up the steps and onto the platform, but as they approach the doors, one of the men following them shouts, "Vaz!"


  It's not a happy shout. Vaz stumbles and, reflexively, looks back.


  An unusually large hirovan and a young, gangly marcor stand on the steps of the transit station, just out of range of the security cameras. Both wear purple scarves and expressions of impersonal hatred.


  Kadar's mouth drops open. "They're after you?"


  "It's a long story," Vaz says.


  Kadar tugs Vaz onto the train. The doors close behind them, and the train pulls out of the station.


  •


  There are only two establishments in the port district willing to deliver to the orbital docking platform. One of them is a cepida restaurant, and cepida culture has an attitude towards cannibalism that could most charitably be described as 'relaxed,' so Laela orders from the marcor deli instead.


  (After nineteen years on a labor colony and thirteen in space, Laela's willing to eat more or less anything, but she draws the line at food she could've had a conversation with.)


  Laela meets the delivery girl on the ramp, passes over her credit chit, and peeks in one of the bags.


  "... Nine sets of utensils?"


  The delivery girl looks at her, then at the multiple bags piled on the ramp. "Is that not enough?"


  Laela huffs. "This is a perfectly reasonable amount of food for two people."


  The delivery girl opens her mouth, closes it, approves the transaction, passes the credit chit back to Laela, and says, "Have a nice evening."


  Laela comms Ysal once she's back inside the ship. "Food's here."


  "Could you meet me in Asha's room, please?"


  Laela juggles the bags in her arms so she can hit the call button for the elevator. "Is something wrong?"


  "Do not be alarmed. I simply require some assistance."


  Laela enters the elevator, rides up to deck two, and makes her way down the hall to Asha's room. She knocks on the door with her elbow; the door opens just enough for Ysal to peer through the gap.


  "How much help do you need to feed a rodent?" Laela asks.


  "Under usual circumstances, none," Ysal replies. "However ..."


  Xe moves away from the door so Laela can see Rat's cage.


  It's empty.


  •


  "What the hell did you do?"


  Vaz's headache hasn't gotten any better. The train smells like too many bodies crammed too close together for too long, and the only other passenger at the moment — an exceptionally drunk marcor — has his personal music player set to maximum volume with no earphones.


  "You know," Vaz says, "when someone tells you 'it's a long story,' that usually means they don't want to talk about it."


  "Oh, come on," Kadar whines. "If the Veiled Hand is after you, it must be a great story. What did you do? Steal money? Kill someone? Ruin a marriage?"


  "No!" Vaz says, appalled. "It was just a misunderstanding."


  "A misunderstanding involving somebody's marriage?"


  "Why are you so fixated on that?"


  "You're an attractive guy, and you've got that whole 'tortured idealist' thing going on," Kadar says, as if it's an uninteresting matter of public record.


  "I didn't — no," Vaz says. "I set up a clinic on Dagrun a few years ago. The Hand brought some of their people in for treatment, started donating supplies, and I guess they assumed that, in return, I'd refuse treatment to their enemies. Last month, they ... found out that wasn't the case. I guess they're still angry about it."


  "Hell yeah, they're still angry," Kadar says. "They've probably broadcast your face to every Hand chapter in the Protectorate." He sighs. "Figures. Even when the biggest, scariest syndicate in the galaxy is after you, it's for a boring reason."


  "What's your plan, here?" Vaz says, abruptly changing the subject. "Where are we going?"


  "I figured we'd just ride the trains all night," Kadar replies. "The Hand won't be able to find us if we keep moving."


  "Seriously? That's it?"


  Kadar shrugs.


  Vaz slumps in his seat, rubbing his temples. "Can we switch trains soon, then? I think that guy's music is starting to liquefy my brain."


  Kadar looks at Vaz, then at the drunk guy at the back of the car. He stands and, with an alarming amount of confidence, strides over to the guy's seat.


  "What?" Vaz says. "Wait, no, no, no—"


  Kadar leans in with a big, friendly, slightly terrifying grin and taps the guy on the shoulder. "Heeeey," he says, once the stranger's bleary eyes rotate in his direction. "Turn the music down. You're causing a disturbance."


  The guy looks alarmed for a moment, before he notices Kadar's lack of uniform and relaxes. "Fuck off."


  Vaz lunges out of his seat and rushes to the back of the car.


  Kadar's grin, meanwhile, widens to display more teeth. "You want to try that again, buddy?"


  "Fuck off," the drunk guy repeats, even louder.


  The smile disappears from Kadar's face. He leans forward and slams the 'off' button on the music player. Blessed silence descends over the train car.


  The guy surges to his feet, fists clenched.


  Vaz darts in. "Please excuse my friend," he says, pulling Kadar back and stepping between them.


  Which means that the punch intended for Kadar instead collides with Vaz's left eye.


  •


  "Well, that was probably a mistake."


  Ruza holds the door for Asha on their way out of what bears an uncanny resemblance to a 1950s-style diner. There was even a waitress who called them both 'dear.' Asha's beginning to suspect this particular type of restaurant exists throughout all of time and space, formed from the primordial ether to provide cheap, greasy food to all sentient life.


  "We should've brought Vaz," Asha continues. "I have no idea if I was supposed to eat any of that."


  "If that hirovan eel vodka didn't kill you, I'm pretty sure nothing here would," Ruza says. "And, for the record, I'm glad you didn't bring your doctor."


  "Oh? Why's that?"


  Ruza gently grabs Asha's elbow, leans down, and kisses her.


  It takes a few seconds for Asha's brain to catch up, at which point she breaks away from the kiss and says, "Holy shit, this is a date!"


  Ruza mutters an oath under her breath and starts walking again.


  "No, no, it's okay!" Asha runs to catch up. "I can't actually tell when someone's flirting with me. I figured I'd just have to crush on you in silence for the rest of the night."


  A smile pulls at the corner of Ruza's mouth. "So you're okay with this?"


  "Yes. Absolutely." Asha tips her head back, breathing deeply. "Thanks for dinner. And the drinks. I haven't had a chance to relax in ... over a month or six hundred years, depending on how you look at it."


  "I'm guessing there's a story behind that," Ruza says.


  "Oh, god, don't get me started. I'll end up complaining about my weird life all night."


  "I like listening to people talk," Ruza says. "It's why I don't hate being a bartender. Although nobody wants to share their troubles with me." She purses her lips, thinking. "Either the customers feel guilty about burdening a total stranger with their problems, or they think my fangs are scary. Definitely one of those two things."


  "Well, if you really want me to 'share my troubles,' it's going to take a while," Asha says.


  Ruza seems to consider this for a moment. "We could go back to my place."


  "Yes," Asha says automatically. "Wait, give me a second."


  On the one hand, Asha has somewhere to be in the morning. And she's a little drunk. On the other hand, she's usually pretty good at judging her own impairment level, and she's nowhere near 'bad decision' drunk. And Ruza is really hot and funny and could probably bench-press, like, three of Asha.


  "Yeah, yes," Asha says. "Let's do that. I just need to comm my ship so they know where I am."


  "What about your friends?" Ruza says. "Do you need to call them? What are they up to?"


  "Kadar and Vaz? Knowing those two, they're either having the best or the worst night of their lives."


  •


  "This is either the best or the worst night of my life."


  They got off the train a few steps before the end of the line, in the faintly sketchy refinery district. The only place open this time of night is a small corner store where the cashier is enclosed in a transparent, bulletproof box.


  Vaz digs around in the freezer until he locates a bag of frozen nutrient pellets, which he presses against his eye. It's already starting to swell.


  "Sorry," the cashier says, as Vaz taps his credit chit against the reader. "We're supposed to carry cold compress packs, but they never get restocked."


  "It's fine," Vaz says. "Do you know how to get to the shuttle station from here?"


  "That's all the way across town."


  Vaz points at Kadar. "His fault."


  "I saved your life!" Kadar protests, mildly offended.


  "The green line should take you most of the way there," says the cashier. "After that, I'm not sure."


  "Thanks," Vaz replies, and heads back out onto the street.


  He can hear Kadar walking behind him, oddly silent.


  "Thank you, by the way," Vaz says, glancing over his shoulder.


  Kadar looks confused. "Sorry, what?"


  "For saving my life," Vaz says. "And for the thing on the train. I appreciate what you were trying to do."


  "So you're not mad about getting punched in the face?"


  "I didn't say that."


  "Fair enough." Kadar speeds up a little to walk beside Vaz. "I take it we're headed back to the ship?"


  "Seems like the safest bet right now." Vaz shifts the ice pack over his eye. Any further exposure to Kadar's particularly annoying brand of chivalry might literally kill him.


  As they approach the intersection, a hovercar descends to street level and lands directly in front of them. A tall, broad dhovar in an expensive-looking suit steps out.


  "Oh, hell," Kadar says. "Hi, Sev."


  "Kadar," replies the dhovar. "Lady Devica would like a word with you."


  "Can this wait until tomorrow?" Kadar says. "I have an appointment."


  Sev cracks his knuckles and steps forward.


  "Okay! Okay." Kadar's gaze flits briefly to a couple standing on the opposite corner, watching them. His posture straightens, and his calm, charming facade slides back into place. "I'll go with you. On one condition." He grabs Vaz's arm. "He needs to come with us."


  "What?" Vaz yelps.


  "He's my new partner," Kadar says. "Handles all the finances. If Kiti wants her money, Vaz is the guy to talk to."


  "I take it back," Vaz tells Kadar. "I hate you."


  "Whatever," Sev says, unamused. "Both of you, get in the car. Now."


  As they duck into the back seat, Kadar whispers, "Just trust me."


  •


  "We're on a starship," Laela says, for the sixth time tonight. "It is, by definition, a sealed environment. There's only so many places the fucking thing could've gone."


  "I am an awful friend," Ysal laments, also for the sixth time tonight.


  "No, you're not," Laela says. "We're just dealing with a tiny incarnation of pure evil."


  Laela opens the door to the engine room. They've searched the ship top to bottom, and there's been no sign of Asha's horrible little pet. It's too small for the motion trackers to pick up, so they've been relying on Ysal's sense of smell.


  The engine room is almost as large as the cargo bay, with the huge spherical shape of the ship's FTL drive taking up the most space along the far wall. The rest of the room is crowded with walkways and monitoring equipment, as well as every other piece of technology that's been retrofitted onto the ship and wouldn't fit anywhere else.


  It is, admittedly, a bit of a disaster, but Laela's proud of it all the same.


  "Well?" Laela says.


  Ysal lifts xir head and sniffs. "The scent is stronger. She's either been here recently, or—"


  A small white shape scurries across the floor. Laela screams and hops up onto the carbon dioxide scrubber.


  Rat makes a break for the exit. Ysal slaps the control panel on the wall, and the door slams shut. Rat stops in her tracks, but when Ysal reaches for her, she darts away and crawls into a vent.


  Ysal blinks, then turns to look at Laela, still perched on the scrubber.


  "She is no threat to you," Ysal says.


  "You don't know that," Laela snaps. "What if I'm allergic to it? What if it bites me and I have a reaction?"


  "Ah. Valid." Ysal bends down and peers into the vent. "Perhaps we need to rethink our strategy."


  •


  There aren't many personal vehicles driving around this time of night, just automated delivery trucks. Which means signaling for help is out of the question. Vaz peers out the window, briefly contemplating escape that way, and reconsiders when he sees how far away the ground is.


  Kadar also seems to be considering escape routes, if the way he keeps twisting around in his seat is any indication.


  "Who's Lady Devica?" Vaz asks him. "Please tell me you didn't steal from another hirovan noble."


  "No and no," Kadar replies. Whatever he can see out the back window appears to satisfy him; he settles down in his seat. "Kiti Devica's no 'lady,' she just calls herself that. And I didn't steal from her. I borrowed some money."


  "What for?"


  "The Onorine job," Kadar says, as if it should be obvious. "Do you know how much it costs to get some random-ass cepida onto the guest list of a Saksata wedding? We were going to pay her a share of the take, but there was no take, and here we are."


  "My sympathy is limited," Vaz says. "So now what?"


  "Now, we grovel and hope Kiti doesn't decide to make an example out of us," Kadar says, loudly enough for the driver to hear. More quietly he adds, "Don't worry about it," ensuring that Vaz spends the rest of the drive worrying about it.


  •


  The car stops somewhere in the financial district, in front of an office tower that's still under construction. Sev opens the door and gestures for Kadar and Vaz to get out.


  Vaz looks up at the building. "We're going to die here, aren't we?"


  "No!" Kadar says. "But also maybe yes."


  Kiti Devica is waiting for them in the half-constructed lobby, flanked by two marcor guards. She's small, even by hirovan standards, and by those same standards could almost be considered svelte. Her person is curiously devoid of jewelry, and her clothes are similarly austere.


  "Kadar," she says. "You've been avoiding me."


  "You can probably guess why," Kadar replies.


  "What happened? I heard a rumor that Covax was killed."


  Kadar's playful facade drops away. "The job went wrong," he says. "I almost got caught. Covax didn't make it out. There's no money, Kiti."


  "Oh, Kadar." Devica ruffles her feathers and smooths them out again. "I'd love to let this go, dear. But this was a high-profile job. People are talking. And I have a reputation to worry about."


  "I was worried you'd say that," Kadar says. "Which is why—" he points at Vaz, "—he's here."


  "I don't have any money, either," Vaz says.


  "You are the worst partner in crime." Kadar turns back to Devica. "Luckily, I don't actually need him to do anything. Because you will not believe who's been following him all night."


  Outside, Sev shouts a warning.


  At least half a dozen armed individuals burst into the lobby, all of them marked with purple. Devica's guards draw their guns. The intruders look at Vaz, then at the guards, and pick the more immediate of the two problems.


  Kadar's hand closes around Vaz's wrist. They duck down a side corridor and down the longest staircase in the universe until they reach a large, surprisingly clean and well-lit tunnel.


  "Where are we?" Vaz gasps.


  "Pedway," Kadar replies, catching his breath. "There are tunnels like this between all the major buildings in the district. Bankers don't like going outside." The sound of gunfire filters down the staircase. "We should keep going. I'm pretty sure the Hand's going to win, and we need to be gone by the time they do."


  Vaz looks at the staircase, then at Kadar. His eyes narrow. "You used me as bait."


  "Maybe a little," Kadar admits. "It worked, didn't it?"


  Vaz punches him in the face.


  Kadar barks out a string of expletives and doubles over, clutching his nose.


  A sick feeling settles in Vaz's stomach as he realizes what he's just done. "Oh god," he breathes. "Oh god, I'm so sorry, I—"


  But Kadar starts laughing. "That was amazing," he says. "God, who knew you had it in you?"


  Vaz isn't quite sure how to respond to that.


  Kadar straightens, one hand still covering his nose. Blood drips onto his lips. "That was a hell of a punch. I think my nose might be broken." He sniffles, and winces. "Yeah, it's definitely broken. Can we go to the hospital?"


  •


  A significant chunk of Laela's vegetable wrap has been sitting on the floor, in plain sight, for almost an hour now.


  "You know," Laela says, "I'm starting to take this personally."


  One of the walkways runs directly over the spot where the bait's been laid, and that's where Laela and Ysal have been waiting. Laela swallows a few spoonfuls of black bark soup and passes the bowl to Ysal, who promptly inhales the remainder. This is the routine whenever they eat together: Laela grazes on little bit of everything, and Ysal indiscriminately devours whatever she doesn't finish.


  "Perhaps Rat isn't hungry," Ysal muses, before polishing off a half-eaten wrap in a single bite.


  "It hasn't been fed all day."


  "Then perhaps she is aware that this is a trap."


  "How? Its brain must be microscopic."


  "In my experience," Ysal says, "small mammals can be surprisingly inventive."


  "Smartass," Laela grumbles. "It can't stay in there forever."


  The bait remains on the floor, untouched.


  Laela picks at a salad that seems to be mostly twigs. "I've missed this."


  Ysal looks down at the floor, then at Laela, and blinks, slowly. "Pardon?"


  "Well, not this." Laela gives up on the salad — the average marcor's digestive system is far more robust than hers — and passes it to Ysal, who dumps the whole thing down xir gullet. "This ship's too fucking crowded now. It was supposed to be just us. Remember?"


  "I remember," Ysal replies quietly. "I apologize for—"


  "No, no, no," Laela blurts out. "I don't blame you. Things just ... happened." She tries to say something else, something reassuring, but draws a blank.


  A tiny white muzzle pokes out of the vent. Laela stifles a scream, slaps at Ysal's shoulder to get xir attention, and points.


  Ysal coils up at the edge of the walkway, like a predator preparing to strike. Xir eyes fixate on the spot where the bait's been laid.


  Rat scurries out into the open, following the scent of food. Ysal tenses, leaps—


  —and misses, crashing to the floor a few feet away.


  Rat startles and veers off course, headed back into cover, but Ysal's arm snakes out, xir hand gently closing around the small, furry body.


  Laela tips to the side and collapses onto the walkway, convulsing with silent laughter. She manages to compose herself long enough to say, "Everything okay down there?"


  Ysal heaves out an enormous sigh. "If I were fifty years younger, that would have worked."


  •


  "I am so sorry," Vaz repeats, yet again.


  It's a slow night in this particular hospital's emergency ward. The doctor — a tiny dieni who got a little too much satisfaction out of painfully straightening Kadar's nose — adheres a splint into place and says, "Check out at the desk." She stands and strides across the ward to tend to another patient.


  "Ease up on the melodrama," Kadar says, gently prodding at the splint. "You're not the first person to punch me in the face. It happens."


  "You don't understand," Vaz insists. "I'm not — I don't do things like this. Ever. It's—" he lets out a frustrated breath. "I can't go around proving them right."


  "Seriously?" Kadar somehow manages to roll his eyes despite the broken face. "Look, you didn't punch me because you're a dhovar. You punched me because I'm an asshole. Maybe you should stop caring so much what other people think."


  Vaz snorts. "Easy for you to say."


  "What's that supposed to mean?"


  "You can afford not to care what anyone thinks," Vaz says. "You're a dieni, and you go around pretending to be a Sentinel. Everyone who meets you, respects you. And you abuse that."


  "I use it," Kadar corrects. "Vaz, everybody who looks at you is going to assume they know everything about you. Maybe you should stop fighting it and start turning it to your advantage."


  "You don't get it!" Vaz snaps. "That's not who I am! That's not who I want to be! You have no idea what I go through every day of my life, so keep your advice to yourself!"


  Vaz closes his eyes and rubs his hands over his face. He's too tired for this.


  "Wow." Kadar coughs awkwardly. "Sorry. Never mind. I was just — sorry."


  Vaz checks the time on his comm. "We need to be at Trixis' office in a few hours," he says, weary. "Let's get out of here and find Asha."


  •


  "And then we called you."


  Asha resists the urge to lie down on the floor.


  Ruza leans out of the open bathroom door, with what looks like some kind of sonic toothbrush hanging out of her mouth. "This kind of thing happens often to you guys?"


  "Less than you'd think," Asha says. "More than you'd hope."


  "Neat." Ruza disappears back into the bathroom.


  "I, uh, think I might need a ride off-world," Kadar says. "Kiti's still after me."


  "If she's still alive," Vaz says.


  "She is," Kadar replies. "Trust me, she's still out there. And the Hand probably isn't too pleased either."


  "You promised we'd never see you again," Asha reminds him.


  "Yeah." Kadar scratches his splinted nose. "I'm bad at keeping promises."


  "He's not completely useless," Vaz says. "He's almost as good at getting out of trouble as he is at getting into it."


  Kadar turns to Vaz and grins. "Are you vouching for me? Has my roguish charm finally won you over?"


  "I've changed my mind," Vaz says. "Leave him here to die."


  "Talk to Laela. I can't promise anything." Asha rubs the back of her neck and glances out the window. "What time is it?"


  "Almost 0900," Kadar says. "We ... probably should've left for Trixis' office half an hour ago."


  Ruza emerges from the bathroom, tugging a shirt on. "I don't work until this evening," she says. "I can give you a ride."


  •


  Trixis' office is on the thirtieth floor of a titanic glass tower that truly does justice to the term 'skyscraper.'


  Ruza peers up at it through her car's windshield. "This looks like the kind of place where they dismember you in the alley if you get fingerprints on the glass." After a moment, she adds, "I think I'll wait down here."


  Kadar climbs out of the car and says, "This shouldn't take long."


  Ruza shrugs. "If you're not back in an hour, I'll assume you're dead."


  Asha quickly learns that if one walks into a building full of well-dressed professionals while one is a little hungover and wearing yesterday's clothes, one can usually get away with it if the two guys one is with look even worse.


  The door with Trixis' name on it opens into a white, minimalist waiting room with stylish, uncomfortable-looking chairs and one abstract painting on the wall. Another door at the opposite end of the room opens, and Trixis rolls through. "Kadar. Asha. Come in." She turns to face Vaz. "You can wait out here."


  "Uh huh," Vaz says, unsurprised.


  Asha and Kadar step into Trixis' office, and the door slides shut behind them. The muffled sensation that descends over the room suggests high-quality soundproofing. The view from Trixis' window must have been spectacular, before the newer, taller building went up next door.


  Trixis' eyes swivel toward Kadar. "Kiti Devica is still inquiring after you. With significantly more violent language than before, I might add."


  "I had a long night," Kadar mutters.


  "I see." Trixis turns to Asha. "I was able to compile some information about the quarantine." A tentacle snakes out of the tank, picks up a tablet off of Trixis' desk, and hands it to Asha. "These files cannot leave this room. Read quickly."


  The information is fragmented, made up of various half-decrypted incident reports and personal logs. Taken together, it all paints a vague picture:


  A Sentinel ship encountered garden world F766-3. Oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere. Evidence of planetary civilization, but no sentient life forms detected. A shuttle was sent to the surface to investigate, and when it came back ...


  Well, that's when everything gets even more fragmented and confusing. Whatever happened, it wasn't good.


  The files have been arranged chronologically, oldest to newest. At the bottom of the list is the final report from the Sentinel commander.


  
    All evidence indicates that F766-3 is overrun. If there are survivors to be evacuated, we have been unable to locate them.


    The contamination aboard our own ship has been successfully cleansed, but not without catastrophic loss of personnel and equipment. Due to the lifeform's virulent nature, and our difficulty detecting its presence, I officially recommend that system F766 — and a buffer zone of all directly adjacent systems — be quarantined indefinitely.

  


  The last files in the list are a series of images: orbital photos of F766-3.


  "Oh, god," Asha says. "This is Earth. They're talking about Earth."


  •


  The shuttle station is — as usual, according to Ruza — teeming with people either regretting their life choices or struggling to remember which ship they're supposed to be going back to. There's a lot of wobbling, groaning, and cursing directed at the 'burning hate star' in the sky.


  Ruza parks her car a few blocks away to avoid the crush. It takes Asha a few moments to notice they've stopped.


  "You okay?" Ruza asks, as Kadar and Vaz clamber out of the car. "You've been acting weird ever since you got back from that meeting."


  "I got some bad news." Asha offers Ruza a feeble smile. "Don't worry about me. I'll be okay."


  "You sure?"


  "... No, actually."


  Asha steps out onto the street and stretches. Ruza circles around the front of the car to join her.


  "Thanks for the ride," Vaz says.


  "No problem," Ruza replies. "Can you make it from here, or would that cause another shootout?"


  "I would be offended," Kadar says, "but we don't have the grounds to dispute that."


  "I don't suppose I could convince you to come with us," Asha says.


  "Mmm ... no." Ruza grins. "You're not the first to try and lure me away to a life of space adventure. It's not my thing."


  "I'm not so sure it's my thing, either," Asha says.


  "Well, if you ever decide to give it up, call me."


  Asha can't think of anything witty to say in response. Instead, she steps in close and presses her lips against Ruza's.


  The kiss is more desperate than she intended, and goes on for maybe a bit too long. Ruza's hand slides around to rest at the small of Asha's back; it feels like the only thing holding her upright.


  Asha eventually breaks the kiss and clears her throat. "So, uh ... see you, I guess."


  Ruza nods and doesn't move from that spot as Asha, Vaz, and Kadar walk away.


  •


  Vakala's pickup crew is, naturally, an hour late.


  Laela has half a mind to call the rep from last night and chew his ear off. Figuratively and literally. This always happens when she deals with the big companies. They don't respect her, so they have no problem wasting her time, and she ends up yelling at lackeys in the hopes that it will provide some kind of catharsis.


  It rarely does.


  The head lackey meets Laela at the bottom of the ramp to sign all the necessary documents. Laela presses her thumb against the tablet, a little more viciously than is warranted, and the lackey rattles off the most unconvincing "Thanks, have a nice day," that Laela's ever heard.


  She can't blame the guy.


  Laela turns her attention to the crowd milling around the terminal, filing back to their respective ships. She can see Asha and Vaz approaching, and behind them—


  "No," Laela barks at them. "What's he doing here? This is supposed to be his stop!"


  "Yeah," Kadar says. "About that."


  •


  Asha isn't sure how much time passes between the moment she gets back to her quarters and the knock on her door. It's probably too long for any healthy person to be staring at a wall, but she can't really bring herself to care.


  "Asha?" Ysal says. "May I come in?"


  "Sure."


  The door opens. Ysal steps into the room, and takes a moment to examine Rat's cage. She's been asleep since before Asha got back; something must have tired her out.


  "So what's the verdict?" Asha asks.


  "Laela has agreed to hire Kadar as a probationary crew member," Ysal says. "I was not expecting Vaz to argue in his defense."


  "He had a weird night. I think they bonded a little."


  "Vaz also expressed concern over your emotional state."


  "Of course he did."


  Ysal hesitates, then continues, "Did you not find the information you were looking for?"


  "No, I found it." Asha takes a deep breath and lets it out. "It's — the Sentinel data said Earth was overrun by those ... things inside the quarantine. Everything's gone. Everyone."


  "Ah." Ysal shifts uncomfortably. "I am not sure what to say."


  "Yeah, me neither."


  They sit like that for a while, in silence.


  Finally, Asha says, "I thought I'd be able to go back. I mean, everybody I knew was dead, but I figured ... I don't know." Asha rubs both hands over her face. "Fuck."


  "What are you going to do now?"


  Asha finds herself staring at the wall again. "I have no idea."


  



  Episode 5: Aegis


  The Project Oasis launch party is a last-minute idea, hastily booked at the three-star hotel nearest project headquarters. The ship doesn't actually launch for another two weeks, but this is everyone's last chance to celebrate before the volunteers go into quarantine and, directly afterward, cryo.


  Asha's cab pulls up in front of the hotel. She taps her card against the reader, and the cab — fully automated and unnecessarily anthropomorphized — emits a happy little fanfare of beeps before opening the doors for her.


  She passes Tom from Tech Design on her way into the hotel. He's already leaning against the wall in a way that suggests it's the only thing holding him up.


  "How's it going, Tom?" Asha calls out.


  Tom replies with a slurred but enthusiastic, "I threw up twice!"


  Asha gives him a smile and a nod and heads for the ballroom.


  There doesn't appear to be a coherent theme to the decor, aside from 'glowsticks and free alcohol.' Asha's been assigned to a table with the rest of the software team, but nobody's sitting down yet, and probably won't until they hit the speechy part of the evening.


  Asha used to drag Kelly along to events like this, but Kelly's gone.


  There are multiple bars set up to accommodate the extremely large staff and their drinking habits. Asha queues up at the least crowded one; the guy in front of her glances over his shoulder, double-takes, and turns to face her.


  "Hi," he says. "I don't think we've met."


  The guy's about an inch shorter than Asha, with considerably better posture and dress sense than most of the men she works with. And he's kind of cute, so she's willing to indulge him.


  "I'm with the software team," Asha replies. "We don't usually come out of our hole unless there's free beer."


  "So you're a programmer?"


  "QA," Asha says. "I break the programmers' toys and make them cry. Although I'll be a diagnostic technician once I get on the boat."


  The guy looks surprised. "You're going up?"


  "Of course. You?"


  "Of course." The guy offers her his hand. "Mike Sutherland. Chief of Security."


  Asha shakes it. "Asha Reed. Why do we need a Chief of Security?"


  "You're the eighteenth person to ask me that," Mike says. "I don't think Project Oasis was expecting many ex-Marines to sign up. They had no idea what to do with me."


  "And now you're heading up the security team on a science mission to an uninhabited planet."


  "Yep," Mike says. "I'm just here to look pretty."


  "Well, you're doing a bang-up job, Mike." Asha gestures to the suit he's filling out quite nicely. "This was pretty unnecessary, though. Half the people at this party are in their socks."


  "Congratulations on not being part of that half."


  "Hotel carpets are gross," Asha says. "And I'll have you know these are my nicest jeans."


  "Fancy," Mike says dryly.


  They finally reach the front of the line. Mike orders two whiskey sours and hands one to Asha; they duck into a quieter corner of the ballroom.


  "So," Mike says. "Why'd you sign up?"


  Asha snorts. "Besides the fact that I'm a huge fucking nerd?"


  "What, that's the only reason?"


  "Well, no. I used to work in consumer tech. Long hours, low pay. Eventually I figured if I was going to be working that hard, it should mean something, you know?" She sips her drink. "And life on Earth is really starting to piss me off. Mars seems like a nice change of pace."


  "You're rage-quitting the planet?"


  Asha laughs. "More or less. What about you? Why would an ex-Marine sign up to go to Mars?"


  "Same reason, I guess," Mike says. "I always wanted to help people, make a difference. Turns out that's not what the military is actually for, so I started looking elsewhere."


  Somebody at the front of the room gets ahold of the microphone and announces that the speeches and awards will begin shortly, and could everybody please return to their seats. There's a pleading note in the announcer's voice.


  Asha sighs, annoyed. "See you on Mars, Mike."


  "Yeah," Mike says. "I look forward to it."


  •


  608 years later.


  Asha doesn't usually remember her dreams, but there's one nightmare that won't leave her alone.


  It's not even a nightmare, really. It's a memory.


  She wakes abruptly, Mike's screams as that silver dust swarmed his body and ate him alive still seeming to echo around the room. She takes a few moments to reorient herself, groans, and kicks off the covers.


  Asha is tired all the time now, no matter how much she sleeps. And she's been sleeping a lot. Probably too much.


  There's a faint scratching noise. Rat squeaks at her, nose pressed against the wall of her tank, watching Asha expectantly.


  Asha grabs a ration bar off the shelf, breaks off a piece, and drops it into the tank. Rat sniffs at it and gives Asha a glare of betrayal.


  "Yeah, I know it's stale," Asha says. "It's all we've got. Take it or leave it."


  Someone knocks on the door to Asha's quarters. "Asha?" Vaz says. "You up?"


  Asha looks down. She's not exactly dressed for company, but Vaz is the ship's doctor and unlikely to be embarrassed by her lack of a bra. "Yeah, come on in."


  The door opens, and Vaz leans into the room. "Hi."


  "Hi," Asha says. "What do you need?"


  "Nothing," Vaz says. "Just ... checking in."


  Asha levels a flat stare in his direction.


  "I'm worried about you," Vaz admits. "I'm sure I'm not the only one."


  "It's fine, Vaz," Asha says. "This isn't something you can fix."


  "You've barely come out of your room since we left Tacenda." Vaz takes a step into said room, hands in his pockets. "What you're going through ... isolating yourself won't help."


  "I'm not isolating myself." Asha points at Rat's tank. "I've got Rat in here with me. She's great company."


  Vaz looks dubious. "I don't want to invalidate your feelings here, but I don't think a rodent can supply the kind of emotional support you need."


  "Neither can half the people on this ship."


  "Okay, that's ... fair." Vaz peers at Rat. "Where did that thing come from, anyway?"


  "She's from Earth, originally." Asha reaches into the tank and nudges the food in Rat's direction. She continues to turn her nose up at it. "I think she stowed away in one of Frontier's cryo pods."


  "And you kept her?"


  "Well, yeah. We Earthlings need to look out for each other."


  Overhead, Laela's voice comes through the ship's PA system: "All crew, report to the command deck." A second later, she adds, "Asha, try to look presentable."


  "I'm not on duty for a few more hours," Asha says. "What the hell does she want?"


  •


  It takes Asha a few minutes to clean up and replace her sleepwear with a socially acceptable amount of clothing, during which time Laela continues to harass her over the PA.


  When Asha finally reaches the command deck, the first thing she notices is Kadar at the helm. Kadar looks just as surprised as Asha to be sitting where he is.


  "Um," Asha says.


  "Asha!" Laela barks. She's standing on the captain's platform in the middle of the room, which is also unusual. She never uses it, despite the fact that she is, technically, the captain. "Comm station. Now."


  "What exactly is happening?" Asha asks. "Why is Kadar flying the ship?"


  "Because he's the only other person who knows how," Laela says.


  "I actually don't," Kadar interjects. "This piloting interface is really old."


  "Comm station," Laela repeats, pointing at Asha and then the console next to Kadar.


  Asha hops into the seat and glances over at Vaz, seated at the science station. He looks hopelessly out of his depth, like a dog at the controls of a helicopter.


  Ysal stands on Laela's right side, next to the captain's platform, which puts the two of them nearly at eye level. "Perhaps you would be more comfortable resupplying at another depot," she suggests.


  "This is the only one in range," Laela replies. "Do you want to live off nothing but nutrient paste for the next three weeks? I don't."


  Asha examines her console, careful not to touch anything. The ship is approaching a huge, ring-shaped space station; the interface has labeled it 'Supply Depot 1356.'


  "Okay," Laela says. "Everybody look professional, and try not to talk. Asha, hail the depot."


  Asha looks down at the console again. "Uh ...?"


  Laela rubs a hand over her face. "It's the blue icon on the left."


  Asha tentatively taps the icon. After a few seconds, a communication window pops up on the front viewscreen.


  It's a live video feed of what appears to be the depot's command deck. A marcor turns to address them; he's thin, middle-aged, with a vaguely bookish appearance and calculating eyes.


  "Laela," he says, with surprise and just a hint of hostility.


  "Eirik," Laela replies loftily. "This is Wayfarer, requesting permission to dock."


  Eirik's gaze sweeps the command deck; his expression goes carefully blank. "Permission granted," he says, and gestures to one of his underlings at a nearby workstation. "Bring your ship up to Gate Three—"


  The underling turns to whisper frantically at him. Asha catches the words 'power failure.' Eirik visibly suppresses some kind of outburst and turns back to the camera.


  "Make that Gate Four," he says, and ends the call.


  Laela lets out a long, relieved breath. Then she points at Kadar. "Out of my chair."


  •


  The supply depot consists of a relatively small central hub, surrounded by an enormous docking ring. The docking process is uneventful, and once they're fully parked, Laela climbs out of the piloting station.


  "I'm going to talk to Eirik," she says. "You're free to leave the ship, but please, please don't get us in trouble."


  "That's asking a lot, given our record," Kadar says.


  Laela mutters something about replacing the entire crew while they're here as she walks out.


  Asha extracts herself from the comm station, careful not to touch anything else, and heads for the door as well.


  "Are you disembarking?" Ysal asks as she passes.


  "Uh ... no," Asha says. "I was headed back to my room, actually."


  "Ah," Ysal says, posture drooping a bit. "I was employed at this depot for many years. I will be giving Vaz and Kadar a tour and hoped you would join us."


  Asha cringes internally. Disappointing Ysal is like making a puppy cry. A gigantic lizard puppy. And Vaz's expression can only be described as 'aggressively encouraging.'


  "Yeah, sure," Asha says. "Let's do that."


  Ysal immediately perks up. "Excellent."


  •


  Eirik's office is on the very top deck of Supply Depot 1356's central hub. It's a large, open, circular room with windows all around; from his desk at the center of the office, Eirik can see every ship coming and going from the station.


  Laela's only been in here a few times. The first was almost ten years ago, when Eirik was contemplating whether to hire the scrawny little telian refugee in the homemade mobility harness. Most subsequent visits were associated with Laela's various fuck-ups, either real or imagined on Eirik's part.


  The last time she stood in this office was two years ago, when she told Eirik she was quitting, effective immediately, and taking his best security officer with her.


  The elevator stops a deck below the office, with a long, shallow staircase up to the top level. Laela hates stairs. She especially hates these stairs.


  Eirik actually has his chair turned away from the staircase, the overdramatic fuck. He turns to face her as she approaches the desk. "Hello, Laela."


  'Laela.' Not 'Captain.' Laela grits her back teeth, but manages to grind out an artificially pleasant, "Hi, Eirik."


  Eirik turns toward the windows and regards Wayfarer: bronze hull darkened with age, her armored, angular prow contrasting with a round, heavy underside, her solar sails folded and tucked in at her sides. Even as old as she is, she's easily the most impressive ship docked at the station.


  Well, except for the gleaming golden Sentinel ship coming into Gate Six.


  "Holy fuck," Laela hisses involuntarily.


  "The Pathfinder Suraya," Eirik says. "She's returning from a charting mission out past the border." He scratches his beard. "I take it you're here for repairs?"


  Laela's hackles go up. "Wayfarer's in excellent condition," she growls. "We're here for food and medical supplies."


  "Ah," Eirik says, pleased at getting under her skin. "And how—"


  The overhead lights flicker and briefly cut out, plunging the office into darkness. When the lights come back on, Eirik is already on the comm.


  "Teka!" he barks.


  "Where was it this time?" comes the reply.


  "My office. Teka, if these power issues continue much longer—"


  "I'll take care of it."


  Eirik ends the call and swears repeatedly under his breath.


  "Anyway," Laela says. "We might be a little short on credits, but we can make up the difference in salvage."


  "The last thing I need is more salvage," Eirik groans. "A scavenger ship came by last week and offloaded everything they had. Most of it is ancient and barely usable."


  "Don't tell me you're fencing for looters, now," Laela says. "That's low, even for you."


  "They weren't looters," Eirik says defensively. "They were trawling the edge of the quarantine. Found some old alien wreck."


  A horrible thought creeps into the back of Laela's mind.


  "I want to see this salvage," she says.


  •


  Supply Depot 1356 resembles nothing so much as an interstellar truck stop.


  Ysal leads them out of the docking ring and into the central hub, overrun with vendors selling either kitschy novelty goods or food of questionable quality, or both. The lights vary wildly between eye-searing neon or dim yellow-orange, the floor is suspiciously sticky, and there's enough of a crowd that Asha figures it's best to stick close to Ysal.


  Vaz has the same idea, but Kadar trails behind, wading through the crowd rather than following in Ysal's wake.


  Eventually, they reach a dark, narrow side staircase. It leads up to a restaurant hovering at the line between 'charming' and 'seedy,' with a balcony that overlooks the market.


  Ysal heads right for a specific table. Asha ends up sitting across from Kadar, who produces an almost impossible number of credit chits from his pockets.


  Vaz settles in next to him. "Do I want to know where you got those?"


  "I love crowds," Kadar replies. He begins the process of draining each credit chit and transferring the funds to his own. Asha looks away, to maintain plausible deniability more than anything else, and starts poking at the menu console set into the center of the table.


  "Laela and I came here frequently," Ysal says. "This was our table."


  Asha scrolls through the menu; everything has either been fried into a greasy mess or left on a rotisserie for an indeterminate amount of time. "How did you not die?"


  "The sivari digestive system is incredibly robust."


  "This might be kind of personal," Vaz says, "but what was that whole thing with Eirik?"


  "When Laela bought her own ship, she asked me to come with her. There appears to be some lingering hostility over this arrangement."


  Kadar looks up from his work, mouth open to say something, but as he looks over Asha's shoulder, his eyes go wide and he emits a quiet 'eep' instead. He shoves all the illicit credit chits over to Vaz's side of the table; Vaz rolls his eyes and shoves them back.


  Asha turns to look.


  A Sentinel has just entered the restaurant. A real Sentinel, in full uniform: bronze armor and a long, black coat. She has the same piercing gaze and assured posture that Kadar imitated when he first met them, but this time it isn't an act.


  The Sentinel looks around the restaurant, spots the crew's table, and begins making her way across the room.


  Kadar quickly pockets the chits.


  The Sentinel stops in front of the table. "Hello," she says to Kadar. "Are you the owner of the Wayfarer?"


  "No," Ysal says. "Our captain is occupied elsewhere. Is there a problem?"


  "Oh, I'm sorry." The Sentinel turns slightly to address Ysal, instead. "I'm Commander Faiza, of the Pathfinder Suraya. I was just curious about your ship. I haven't seen anything like it outside of a museum."


  "Wayfarer is old, but well-maintained," Ysal says. "If you would like, I will pass any inquiries you have along to our captain."


  Faiza looks over the balcony; one of her eyebrows goes up. "Are you aware there's a very small telian down there trying to get your attention?"


  All eyes turn to the market below, where Laela's waving frantically at the balcony.


  •


  "Laela, 'there's something you need to see' is not sufficient reason to drag everyone down to the goddamn cargo bay." Asha looks around at the stacks of supplies, parts, fuel, and salvage and adds, "Are we even allowed down here?"


  "Probably not." Laela stops in front of a pile of scrap metal and points. Near the top of the pile is a scorched piece of starship hull, about the size of a truck.


  In stunned silence, Asha reads the words written there:


  CSV Frontier


  "What?" Kadar asks. "What's so important about a piece of garbage?"


  "This is a piece of Asha's ship," Ysal says.


  Asha continues to stare. It doesn't seem real. Maybe she's still dreaming. "... How?"


  "Scavengers," Laela says. "They were trawling the edge of the quarantine and found what was left of your ship. Then they sold it to Eirik."


  "We need to warn them."


  "Sorry, I'm lost," Vaz says. "What's the problem? Is this stuff contaminated?"


  "Maybe," Asha says. "Something got on board, some kind of machine. It ate people, like it was consuming them to reproduce, or ..." She trails off. "It survived in space, it survived in the vents — we don't know for sure that we killed it—"


  "This thing sounds a lot like the killbots from that Sentinel report," Kadar points out. "The ones that took over your planet."


  "I know," Asha snaps.


  "Laela?" Kadar asks. "How long has Eirik had this stuff?"


  "Maybe a week," Laela replies.


  "Then it's probably fine," Kadar says with a shrug. "If a literal killing machine had been on board this station for a week, don't you think somebody would have noticed by now?"


  •


  It's a long way down to the power core, but Teka has checked every major junction in the station and come up with nothing. Whatever's causing the power fluctuations, it must be in or around the core.


  Teka ruffles her feathers and grumbles on her way through the maze of maintenance shafts. She hates it down here, but the only other diagnostic technician is on leave and won't be back for another week. And if Eirik has to endure another week of random power outages, he'll make sure everyone on the station suffers for it.


  She's not far from the core, and it's warmer than usual down here. Might be related to the problem.


  As she gets closer, faint clicking and chattering noises echo down the tunnel. Teka cocks her head to the side. That is definitely not expected behavior.


  Teka reaches the door to the power core and taps the console. It slides open with a loud thunk, and she pokes her head through the doorway.


  It's dark. Too dark, actually; the core throws off a lot of waste light. Teka can't even see it, and it takes her a second or two to realize why.


  The core has been wrapped in a house-sized tangle of thick metallic strands that shift and pulse at a regular rate, almost like a heartbeat. Teka looks closer and spots small, dark reptilian shapes scuttling along the strands, and across the walls, and hanging from the ceiling. Dozens of them.


  A small, slender head pops into view. Teka startles and leaps back as the head is followed by a thin, almost skeletal body. The creature crawls through the doorway and into the maintenance shaft, studying Teka intently.


  Teka grabs the plasma cutter on her tool belt. It doesn't have much range, but it can carve through a titanium bulkhead if necessary.


  She levels the cutter at the creature and aims carefully.


  A long-fingered, clawed, metal hand snakes out of her blind spot and grabs the plasma cutter. It squeezes, and the tool crumples into a useless ball.


  Teka freezes, turning her head slowly.


  From inches away, a long, skeletal face glares at her with empty eye sockets.


  •


  "How long until we can leave?" Laela asks on their way back to the ship.


  "It will take at least two hours to resupply," Ysal says.


  "Not fast enough. We need to be off this station as soon as possible."


  "And that will be in two hours."


  Asha interrupts with, "Shouldn't we tell someone about this?"


  "Yes," Laela replies. "Anonymously, from a distance. The last thing we need is any more attention from that Sentinel commander."


  "I still think you're overreacting," Kadar says.


  There's a faint noise in the distance that quickly resolves into a bloodcurdling scream. A hirovan in uniform coveralls bursts out of a nearby side passage and collides with the crew, nearly bowling Laela over.


  Ysal quickly separates Laela and the hirovan and sets the both of them back on their feet. The hirovan is gasping and babbling:


  "Help me, help — the power core — they're everywhere—"


  "I had to open my goddamn mouth," Kadar mutters.


  Traffic in the corridor has come to a standstill, as everyone slows down or stops to watch what the weird yelling hirovan will do next. A voice bellows, "What's going on here?"


  The crowd parts, and Commander Faiza comes striding through.


  The hirovan immediately bolts to Faiza's side. "There's something in the power core, machines, they're alive, they tried to kill me, dozens of them, they—"


  Faiza's demeanor changes. Asha can't really describe how, but in less than a second, Faiza goes from 'friendly mediator' to 'terrifying drill sergeant.' She pulls her comm out of her pocket. "Faiza to Suraya. Have a team meet me at the entrance to Maintenance Shaft E. Make sure they're armed."


  "Yes, Commander."


  Faiza looks down at the hirovan. "What's your name?"


  The hirovan manages to get ahold of herself long enough to say, "Teka, ma'am."


  "Teka," Faiza says intently. "I need you to lead me and my team to the power core."


  "No," Teka replies, shaking her head emphatically. "No, no, no. I'm not going back down there. I barely escaped—"


  "We need a guide, Teka."


  "No!"


  Ysal looks at Laela. Laela catches her eye and subtly shakes her head. Ysal stares at her for a long moment, then says, softly, "I will go with you."


  "You can't," Laela replies. "The maintenance shafts are barely big enough for the Sentinels. There's no way you'll fit." She sighs heavily and steps forward. "I can do it."


  Faiza's attention zeroes in on her. "Excuse me?"


  "I used to work here," Laela says. "I know my way around the maintenance tunnels. I can lead you to the power core."


  "I'm coming, too," Asha adds.


  Laela gives her a perplexed look. "What?"


  "Someone needs to watch your back," Asha says. "You're the only one who knows how to fly the ship."


  •


  It isn't long before half a dozen Sentinels arrive at the entrance to the maintenance shaft. One of them passes a handgun to Faiza, who holsters it on her belt.


  Faiza takes point as they make their way through the tunnels, with Laela and Asha close behind and the Sentinels guarding the rear.


  Laela doesn't speak much, except to provide Faiza with directions through the labyrinth of tunnels.


  "It's dark down here," Asha mutters. She can only see a few feet ahead of her.


  "I wanted to install safety lights in the maintenance shafts," Laela replies, seething with old anger. "Eirik said no. Apparently they cost too much."


  Another ten minutes or so pass in relative silence, until Asha clears her throat. "Commander? I have a question."


  In a distracted tone, Faiza replies, "Yes?"


  Asha does her best to imitate a curious bystander. "Do you have any idea what's actually down there?"


  "I have a suspicion," Faiza says. "I hope I'm wrong."


  "And what if you're right?"


  Faiza doesn't answer.


  They reach the entrance to the power core. The door closed automatically after Teka ran away; Laela enters the command to open it again.


  Gun drawn, Faiza peers through the doorway. Asha peeks over her shoulder, and a shiver runs down her spine.


  There's so many of them, and they all look exactly like the thing that attacked them aboard Frontier: vaguely humanoid bodies, but inhumanly thin, with long limbs, metallic exoskeletons, and faces like animal skulls. They don't appear to have noticed the Sentinels' presence.


  "What are they doing to the core?" Faiza asks.


  "If I had to guess," Laela says, "I'd say they're siphoning off some of the power." She shuffles back a little. "So what's the plan, here? Shoot them?"


  Faiza shakes her head. "There's too many." She looks around the room. "Would it be possible to eject and detonate the core?"


  "Yeah," Laela says. "There are three locks you need to disable first, though." She points down the tunnel to the right. "This shaft circles the core. The locks are spaced every hundred feet or so."


  Faiza nods at her team, and the Sentinels march off down the tunnels. She turns back to Laela. "And then?"


  Laela backs off down the tunnel they came through and opens a control panel set into the wall. "This is the master ejection switch," she says. "From here, we can open the last lock and eject the core."


  There are three lights next to the switch. The bottom one comes on first, and the other two light up in quick succession.


  "Ready," Laela says.


  Faiza nods. "Do it."


  Laela throws the switch.


  The door to the power core slams shut. There's a grinding noise, metal sliding against metal, and a faint shudder runs through the floor.


  "Did it work?" Asha asks.


  A red light begins flashing on the console. "Take a wild guess," Laela says. "They must have overridden the ejection system—"


  A dark shape drops from the ceiling.


  Laela lets loose a surprised string of expletives; Asha yells and backs away. Faiza raises her gun and puts two rounds into the creature's chest. It shrieks an alarm and scuttles away down the tunnel.


  A series of chittering noises emit from the inside of the core, growing louder.


  Faiza grabs her comm. "All officers, fall back! They know we're here!" She looks at Laela. "Can we seal them in?"


  "There's an emergency door—"


  "I'll meet you there," Faiza says. "Go!"


  Asha and Laela hurry back the way they came, until they reach another panel. Laela's hand hovers nervously over the switch.


  Faiza's team comes charging back down the tunnel, with Faiza bringing up the rear. She turns and fires into the darkness. "Now!"


  The Sentinels pass them, and Laela throws the switch. An alarm sounds as the emergency door prepares to descend.


  A hand darts out of the dark and grabs Asha around the ankle. Her stomach lurches as it yanks her off her feet and drags her down the tunnel.


  She hears Laela shout her name, right before the door slams down between them.


  •


  The Sentinels have to physically drag Laela back up to the mouth of the maintenance shaft.


  Eirik's here now, because of course he fucking is. As soon as he sees the Sentinels, he shouts, "What the fuck is going on?"


  Faiza ignores him. To the other Sentinels, she says, "Return to the ship. Prepare to initiate containment and eradication protocols."


  The Sentinel team departs, and Faiza picks up her comm, barking orders to whoever's on the other end. Laela pushes away from Faiza and rejoins the crew, waiting at the edge of the crowd.


  "What happened?" Vaz whispers. "Where's Asha?"


  "They took her."


  "What?"


  "Those things took Asha and the Sentinels won't do anything about it!"


  Faiza puts her comm away and finally turns her attention to Eirik. "You're in charge, here?"


  Eirik says, "Yes, and—"


  "The Sentinels hereby order an immediate evacuation of Supply Depot 1356," Faiza continues, bulldozing over anything Eirik tries to say. "You will be compensated for any loss of property or income."


  "Wait, 'loss'?" Eirik says. "What kind of 'loss' are we talking about?"


  "This station has been contaminated by a dangerous, virulent alien life form," Faiza says. "Thousands of lives are at risk. Millions, if the contamination manages to escape this station. It must be destroyed before that happens."


  "You are not blowing up my depot!"


  "This is not negotiable," Faiza says. "Evacuate the station. Now."


  •


  



  Asha wakes up in darkness.


  Quiet clicking and chattering noises echo around her, creating the impression of a large chamber. As her eyes adjust to the trace amounts of light filtering into the room, Asha realizes that the vague, huddled shape in the corner is watching her.


  Asha stifles a scream and pushes herself away. The shape moves slightly forward.


  She recognizes it now. It's the thing that grabbed her. One of the creatures infesting the power core.


  Asha gropes around for anything she could use as a weapon, but finds nothing. The creature isn't close enough to hit with her hands or feet, and she doesn't dare get any closer.


  She edges a little further back. The creature edges forward, maintaining a precise distance.


  Asha's eyes continue to adjust, and she spots movement in the creature's throat. Small, sharp metal shapes converge and rearrange themselves, pause, then repeat the process in a different configuration.


  The creature emits a shrieking burst of static. Asha jumps, but the creature doesn't move. There's another burst of static, and this time it almost sounds like actual words.


  The parts in the creature's throat reconfigure and slot into place one last time. It pauses.


  Then, in a tinny, metallic version of Mike Sutherland's voice, it says, "Hello, Asha."


  •


  "You can't just blow up the station," Laela insists, following Faiza around as best she can.


  "Official Sentinel protocol says otherwise," Faiza replies.


  The depot is in chaos, as everyone aboard rushes to get packed up and out of range before the station explodes. Faiza is making the rounds, coordinating as best she can, which has been especially difficult since Eirik took the first and fastest ship out of here.


  "Asha might still be alive," Laela says. "You should be down there looking for her."


  "There are more than a thousand people aboard this station. I will not risk their lives on the off chance of saving one."


  "Asha went down there to help you," Laela snarls. "You don't get to abandon her like this."


  Faiza stops dead in her tracks. Laela crosses her arms and stands her ground.


  "You and your crewmate volunteered to come with us," Faiza says evenly. "I assumed you knew the risks." She pauses. "If you want to search for her, I won't stop you. But this station will be destroyed in one hour. I recommend that you not be aboard when that happens."


  Faiza strides away; Laela swears and makes her way back to where Wayfarer is docked.


  "Well?" Vaz asks, as soon as Laela's close enough to hear him.


  Laela points at Kadar. "You have an hour to learn how to fly this ship. If I'm not back by then, take her out of here."


  Kadar blinks. "You're going to look for Asha?"


  "Yes."


  "You're going to look for Asha."


  "Why is that such a fucking surprise?"


  The crew stares at her in silence.


  "I will go instead," Ysal says. "You should stay with the ship."


  "I'm not leaving you behind," Laela replies.


  "Nor will I leave you."


  "Oh, hell," Kadar interrupts. "Why don't we all go?"


  They all exchange glances.


  "Goddammit," Kadar says. "We're all going, aren't we?"


  •


  Asha stares at the creature in silence for a very long time.


  "You're not Mike," she finally says.


  "I ... am ... not." The creature speaks slowly, hesitantly, as if carefully searching for each word. "He was ... consumed. I ... remember."


  "What do you mean, you 'remember'?"


  "Michael Sutherland was consumed, and I ... began," the creature says. "I remember him. His ... thoughts. His ... life."


  Asha watches the creature carefully. If it were going to kill her, or eat her, it would have by now. Which means it must want something.


  "Why did you bring me here?"


  "We ... need ... help."


  "You can't be serious," Asha snaps. "You attacked us. You killed Adam. You ate Mike."


  "Mistakes," says the creature. "We were ... afraid."


  "What about invading Earth? Was that a 'mistake' too?"


  "We ... did not ... invade."


  "I saw the Sentinel report," Asha says. "You killed everyone on Earth, and when the Sentinels showed up, you tried to kill them, too."


  "We did not invade," the Sentinel repeats. "We began."


  It takes Asha a few seconds to catch up. "What, on Earth?"


  "Yes."


  "You're from Earth."


  "Yes."


  Asha studies the creature carefully. It doesn't have eyes, but she gets the feeling it's watching her expectantly. "... How?"


  "We are Aegis," the creature says. "We were made to help. Then we were altered. We consumed." It pauses. "Everything." Another pause. "We remember them. We ... regret."


  "And the Sentinels?"


  "Their ship ... screamed," the creature says. "Pain. We were afraid."


  "You guys don't react very well to being scared."


  "Do you?"


  Asha doesn't have an answer to that.


  The creature sits up. "Come with me."


  "What? Where?"


  "Come with me," the creature repeats.


  Hesitantly, Asha gets to her feet. A side passage opens in the wall of the room, and the creature crawls inside. Asha follows.


  "Do you have a name?" Asha asks.


  "Aegis."


  "No, like ... you, specifically."


  After a moment, the creature says, "I am Paladin."


  The passage leads to what must be the central chamber of the structure. The power core is finally visible, glowing and pulsing in the middle of the room. The chamber is filled with more of the Aegis creatures, basking in the light thrown off by the core.


  Asha looks at Paladin, then back at the others. They're smaller than Paladin. Less armored.


  "What's wrong with them?"


  "The organic matter we consume here is ... dead," Paladin says. "It has no memory. New drones must grow. Learn. Adapt. It is slow."


  "Wait," Asha says. "You haven't been eating the people on the station?"


  "Correct."


  "Why not?"


  Paladin turns to look at her with those empty eyes. "We have enough regret."


  •


  Ysal wasn't too happy about being left at the entrance to the maintenance shaft. To be honest, Laela wasn't too happy about leaving her behind, either; now she has to rely on Vaz and Kadar to watch her back. Vaz is a big guy, and reliable, but useless in a fight. And Kadar is ... well, Kadar.


  At least she brought a gun this time.


  They reach the closed emergency door, and Laela opens up the override panel. "This is going to take a few minutes," she says. "Keep an eye out."


  Kadar bounces nervously on his heels. "God, this is the worst idea."


  "Yep," Vaz says.


  "Why did I come down here?"


  "You know why."


  Laela manages to activate the override, and the emergency door slides back up into the ceiling.


  There's a horrible metal monster waiting on the other side.


  Laela yelps and pulls her gun on the thing. Kadar does the same.


  "Whoa, whoa, hey, it's fine!" Asha shouts.


  She steps out from behind the creature, where the other override panel has been opened. She looks unharmed.


  "Asha, what the fuck?" Laela shouts.


  "It's okay," Asha says. "This is going to take a lot of explaining and would you please put the guns away?!"


  Kadar lowers his gun slightly. "Who's your friend?"


  "Hello," says the creature. "I am Paladin."


  "Did I hallucinate that?"


  "No," Asha says. "Look, it's complicated. Where's Commander Faiza?"


  "Probably back on her ship, by now." Laela checks the time on her comm. "We need to leave. The Sentinels are going to destroy the depot in half an hour."


  "Paladin?" Asha asks. "Is that enough time for you to evacuate?"


  "The new drones are dependent on the hive," Paladin replies. "They cannot survive without it. This station must not be destroyed."


  "Shit." Asha rubs her hands over her face. "Shit. Okay." She looks at the crew. "Look, I can't ask you to help me with this. You need to leave, before it's too late."


  "Asha, these things ate your planet," Kadar says. "Why are you suddenly so obsessed with helping them?"


  "How much time do we have?"


  Laela checks the time again. "Twenty-eight minutes."


  "Then the explanation will have to wait," Asha says. "What do I need to do to stop this station from blowing up?"


  "The Sentinels will have set up charges all over the station," Kadar says. "They'll be routed through a single detonator, and that's usually placed in a crucial, secure location."


  "Like Eirik's office?" Laela suggests.


  "Maybe. It'll be locked, though."


  "Not to me, it won't."


  •


  Laela sends Vaz and Kadar back to the ship with orders to prep Wayfarer for departure. They may need to leave in a hurry. Ysal insists on coming with them to Eirik's office, especially since Paladin is also coming.


  The elevator stops just below the top floor, opening up onto the command deck. Laela approaches the locked door on the other side of the room and keys in an access code; the door slides open, revealing a staircase.


  "Really?" Asha says. "I was expecting some cool hacking stuff."


  "Eirik's old," Laela says, leading the way up the stairs. "He's been using the same passcode for years. I figured it out on my second day here."


  The detonator — an innocuous bronze box — sits on Eirik's desk, beeping ominously.


  "This, however," Laela adds, "may call for some cool hacking stuff." She circles the desk and peers at the detonator's control panel.


  Paladin tilts its head to the side, as if looking at something Asha can't see. "This speaks to the Sentinels," it says. "If you stop it, they will know."


  "Let's cross that bridge when we come to it," Asha says. "Laela?"


  "It's locked," Laela says. "Needs an authorization code."


  "Will you be able to crack it?" Ysal asks.


  "Probably," Laela says, "but it's faster if I just do this."


  She pulls the faceplate off the control panel, reaches in, and yanks out a large, important-looking sphere.


  The detector lets out a piercing beep and goes dark.


  Asha holds her breath. It doesn't seem like the station just exploded. "... What did you do?"


  "I disconnected the power supply."


  And then someone's comm goes off.


  Laela looks at Asha. Asha looks at Laela. They both look at Ysal, who points to the flashing communication panel on Eirik's desk.


  Slowly, Laela reaches over and answers the call.


  Faiza's voice comes over the line: "I'm assuming this is Captain Laela."


  Laela's face squinches up in a way that would be adorable under different circumstances. "... No?"


  "Charming," Faiza says. "You have five minutes to get out of Eirik's office and leave the station."


  "Or what?" Laela scoffs. "We already took out your detonator."


  A shadow passes over the window.


  The Pathfinder Suraya glides into view. She's easily three times the size of Wayfarer, sleek and armored and deadly. Hatches along the ship's belly open, revealing an impressive weapons array.


  "Oh, right," Laela says. "That."


  "Five minutes." Faiza ends the call.


  "Call her back," Asha says.


  "How will that help?"


  Asha hits the panel, and the call goes through to the Suraya.


  "Captain—" Faiza says.


  "Commander Faiza, this is Asha Reed."


  There's no answer, but the line remains open.


  "You're making a mistake," Asha continues. "You don't need to destroy this depot."


  "The lifeforms infesting Supply Depot 1356 voraciously consume organic matter and reproduce at a virulent rate," Faiza says. "They are indiscriminately aggressive and have been declared a threat to the Protectorate. They must be prevented from establishing a foothold within its borders."


  "They were defending themselves!" Asha shouts. "We invaded their hive. We shot first."


  "I have my orders."


  "Well, your orders suck."


  A huge, clawed metal hand lands gently on Asha's forearm. Paladin looks at her, then down at the communication console.


  Asha nods and steps back.


  "Commander Faiza," Paladin says.


  There's a pause. "Who is this?"


  "I am Paladin. I speak for Aegis. This station is our hive."


  "... You're sentient."


  "Yes," Paladin says. "We intended no harm. We were afraid." It hesitates, considering its words. "We ... do not wish to die."


  Faint chatter comes down the line; the sound of several different people being consulted in quick succession.


  "Will you speak with us?" Paladin asks.


  "... Stand by."


  Suraya's weapons array retracts, and the covers slide back into place.


  •


  From the balcony of Laela and Ysal's favorite restaurant, Asha can see almost the entirety of the now-abandoned market. It's a weird feeling, standing in a place that was once full of people and now isn't. A kind of hyperbolic emptiness.


  Paladin climbs up over the edge of the balcony and settles beside her. "Hello."


  "Hi," Asha says.


  Paladin scans the room. "Commander Faiza is not here."


  "She's coming."


  Paladin nods. Asha wonders if it's an instinctive gesture, or if it's just emulating something it remembers Mike doing.


  "Thank you," Paladin says. "For helping us. We were not sure you would."


  Asha shrugs. "We Earthlings need to look out for each other."


  Paladin appears confused by this, but doesn't say anything.


  After a moment, Asha says, "Can I ask you something?"


  "You just did," Paladin replies.


  Great. Now the death robot's trying to be funny. "From what I remember of Frontier's logs," Asha says, "the ship was already adrift by the time Aegis got on board."


  "Yes," Paladin says. "We tried to get inside. We were trapped in the heat diffusion system."


  "But do you have any idea why the ship was drifting? What happened?"


  Paladin considers this. "We do not know."


  Asha hears footsteps coming up the stairs. Faiza appears, looking only slightly less hostile than the last time Asha saw her.


  "Commander," Paladin says.


  "Paladin," Faiza replies. She turns to look at Asha. "Before we begin, I'd like to discuss something with you."


  Asha manages not to say 'uh oh' out loud. "... Yes?"


  Faiza says, "You're not a Protectorate citizen." It isn't a question.


  "Um," Asha says.


  "I questioned your captain, and had a word with Immigration about your unique circumstances." Faiza reaches into her coat and produces a small gold data card, about the size of Asha's palm. "This is yours."


  "What is it?"


  "Your citizenship documents," Faiza says. "Please complete and authorize them by 0900 Standard tomorrow."


  Asha knows she should take the card and run, but instead she blurts out, "Just like that?"


  "Your passage through the border, while illegal, was unprecedented and through no fault of your own," Faiza says. "You have no homeworld to go back to, and you've established significant ties to the Protectorate. So, yes. 'Just like that.'"


  "... Okay, then."


  "Now, please leave," Faiza says. "I have some negotiations to handle."


  "Yes, ma'am." Asha waves to Paladin. "Good luck."


  "Goodbye," Paladin replies.


  •


  The door to the command deck opens. Laela looks over her shoulder, sees that it's Asha, and says, "I may have blabbed to the Sentinels a little bit."


  "I know," Asha replies. "Now I have to fill out some paperwork. The horror."


  "What? When I showed up at the border, they put me through the fucking gauntlet." Laela glares down at the helm console. "I should call my lawyer."


  A few seconds of careful piloting later, Wayfarer safely clears the flock of ships leaving Supply Depot 1356. The depot is to remain evacuated until the Sentinels figure out what to do about the Aegis hive, and most of the ships leaving have no complaints about that whatsoever. First Contact is a beautiful and inspiring thing, in theory. In practice, it's usually a clusterfuck.


  Asha drops into the comm station and leans over the partition. "So I guess I should thank you."


  "For?"


  "Coming to find me. Helping me save the hive."


  "If you died, I'd have to teach Kadar how to calibrate the environmental controls. Nobody wants that."


  "Could you stop being an asshole for five minutes? I'm trying to have a moment, here."


  Laela rolls her eyes. "Look, if it were me down there, you'd have come looking for me. And not just because you need me to fly the ship. So ... don't worry about it."


  Asha squints at her. "Oh my god," she blurts out. "Are we friends?"


  "... Fuck," Laela sighs. "I think we are."


  "Wow. Okay. This is going to take some adjustment."


  "Don't tell anyone about this, okay? I've got a reputation to maintain." Laela brings up the FTL course controls. "We've got a pickup on Govannon, but we don't have to be there for another twenty days."


  "So what are we going to do in the meantime?"


  "No idea. Any suggestions?"


  Asha thinks it over. "I want to see something I've never seen before."


  The corner of Laela's mouth twitches up, the closest thing she allows herself to an actual smile. "I think we can manage that."
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