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  so we can keep in touch.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 1


  I AM A SWORN PACIFIST, but the evidence of a very different reality was dripping from the edge of my evening gown and pooling on the perfect white marble floor beneath my feet.


  When they found me I was just standing there shaking, looking down at the corpse. I couldn’t have appeared to be much of a threat. I’m only sixteen and I’m short and slight. ‘Just a wisp of a girl’ is how Edward always put it.


  They put me under armed guard and took me into custody, but they didn’t transport me away from Haverman’s mansion or execute me right away, like I had expected. If I had sent this guard I would have ordered them to execute me. In fact, if I’d had any charge left in the nettlegun that was still in my hands when they found me I would have killed myself. My hands were shaking too badly to do it easily, but when you want something badly enough you can make it happen.


  I heard a quiet keening sound as I waited, and I knew it was me, slowly ticking away the moments of my life with high-pitched, whistling sobs. I wished I could pull myself together better, especially for the people watching me. Despite my deep selfloathing I couldn’t pull it together enough to stop mentally replaying the night’s events. Who, I wondered, would they send to execute me?


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 2


  It had started so simply.


  I arrived at Miles Haverman’s party with Mr. James Toyo, our permanent diplomat stationed here, and my guardian, Edward. The paparazzi were there, of course, snapping pictures for all they were worth. Before we even left the hover car they were on top of me, training cameras and microphones to record my every twitch.


  “Ambassador Matsumoto,” one of them said. “Is it true? You are the youngest Matsumoto to be made an Ambassador?”


  “No,” I replied. I turned sixteen six months ago, and I’d only been an Ambassador for two weeks. That made me the second youngest, and this was my first solo trip as an Ambassador for the Blackwatch Empire. I was not as a simple diplomat, like Mr. Toyo, but an Ambassador - the Emperor’s Voice.


  Blackwatch Ambassadors are born for the job. Literally. Every one of us is a blood relation to the Emperor. I might not have been the youngest Ambassador in our history, but no one had ever been sent on a solo mission at only sixteen. If Nigel Matsumoto, Emperor of Blackwatch and Lord of the Seven Planets had anyone else to send, I’m sure he would never have sent me. With so few relatives left who had been raised as Ambassadors, he needed every one he could find – even me. So I journeyed to the warm planet of Nagara where the flowers bloom all year round.


  “Is it true that Haverman is auctioning off his cobalt find in a secret bid tonight?” a husky reporter shouted. His recording device was hovering around my head. I ignored him, because he was spot on. I didn’t like encouraging them.


  Edward made a path so we could push through the crowd into the Haverman mansion. As soon as we entered, I let my eyes sweep through the palatial entranceway. I had expected the much more flamboyant affair that Haverman is usually known for, with fountains of wine, grandiose entertainers and exotic reptiles. Instead, his house was tastefully decorated in a sophisticated retro style, a throwback to the last century when elaborate wood carvings and inlaid tables were all the rage.


  The host swept over to greet us, flanked by a few cronies and admirers.


  “Ambassador Matsumoto! Mr. Toyo! What a pleasure,” he exclaimed, as if surprised to see us. Our invitation had been signed by him personally.


  “The pleasure is all ours,” I said with a smile and Mr. Toyo gave a smart half-bow. Technically Mr. Toyo was my subordinate, although today I was leaning on his experience.


  “Is this your new apprentice, James? She seems a little young!” one of Haverman’s cronies said, sounding like he’d already been into the champagne. He gestured to me and I felt myself begin to color. I had to expect these things, but that didn’t make it any less frustrating. It was worse when another woman began to chuckle in response.


  “Honored sir,” Mr. Toyo said, in his most dignified manner, “please let me present Ambassador Matsumoto of the Blackwatch Empire.”


  The chuckles cut off with a strangled sound as the man bowed low to me. Now he was the one going crimson.


  “No offense is meant, Ambassador. It is always a pleasure to meet a member of the Matsumoto Dynasty.”


  I accepted his apology with a slight inclination of the head, and tried to maintain my dignity. I really wasn’t that young.


  Haverman laughed uproariously and he gave me a rather dramatic wink. I could already tell I was going to hate him. He was worse than his reputation.


  “Well, well,” Haverman said, “no bowing and scraping here. We’re among friends, and this is a party!” He gestured to a waiter who sped to his side with a drink tray. Haverman began to hand drinks around to his friends. “Please don’t let me detain you from the fun, Ambassador.”


  My eyebrows rose at the dismissal. He must have been very sure of himself to dismiss a Matsumoto.


  It’s to your honor to overlook an offense, Edward reminded me through our channel. We both had implanted computers, and through these we were able to communicate silently with one another, like text messaging in the privacy of your own brain.


  I mentally acknowledged his wisdom and swept further into the mansion with Mr. Toyo in tow.


  We glided into the main hall and then moved further out into the open terraces where the party was the most subdued. The string quartet was just loud enough to be heard, but not too loud for comfortable conversation. To the side were canapé tables where the exquisite culinary theme hinted at the nearby sea.


  Mr. Toyo, our permanent Nagaran diplomat, looked worried. His face was taut as a violin bow and he hardly seemed to even have noticed Miles Haverman’s rude behavior.


  “They still haven’t called?” I asked him.


  His scientists had been so far off the grid for the last seven days that we couldn’t reach them.


  “If they don’t call us soon we won’t know if Haverman is sitting on the next cobalt rush, or lying about exactly how much of the valuable mineral those asteroids of his really have,” Mr. Toyo said, adjusting his collar for the third time.


  “We could wait until we see what the other bidders are going to do,” I said, pretending to sip my drink so that no one would notice us whispering together.


  “If we have to bid against anyone else, Ambassador Matsumoto, we will not win the deal. Haverman has put us in a difficult spot, but his demands are not unreasonable. Besides, it is unlikely anyone else has thought to be as thorough as we are. They will bid for the cobalt regardless of whether we verify his claims.”


  I already knew that we were the only ones with the pull to get a secret team of scientists out to the cobalt asteroids, but Mr. Toyo had a tendency to repeat himself when he was worried.


  Follow Toyo’s lead, Edward said through our channel. He must have guessed what we were whispering about. He’s been negotiating trade deals since before you were born. There’s a lot you can learn from him.


  He was right, of course. I just wished Mr. Toyo wouldn’t get so preachy when he talked to me, like he was trying to convert me to some religion. He eased out of his tension for a moment to smile down at me.


  “You look lovely tonight Ambassador. You do our Empire proud.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Toyo,” I said with surprise. I hadn’t expected him to notice - or to care.


  If it was true, then it was due to my Elantra Ming original design dress. It was deep purple and off the shoulder with careful draping that added curves to my slender figure. I’d have to thank Elantra in person when I returned to New Greenland. As always, her taste was impeccable.


  “I’ll need to mingle tonight, and I’m afraid I’ll need to ask you to do the same. We’ll hear much more if we work separately. Don’t worry, though,” he said as my face fell, “I’ll call you before I speak with Haverman. I won’t let you miss the opportunity to be there when we close the deal.”


  “Of course. Thank you Mr. Toyo,” I said with a generous smile, relieved that he wasn’t planning to leave me out of it.


  I surveyed the room while he strode off. Edward was nowhere to be seen as he was carefully checking the perimeter. That’s his job – his life for mine – and also his mind and his eyes and his ears. He lives his whole life to protect me and the Matsumoto Dynasty.


  How does it look? I asked him.


  Implants are illegal in almost every world but the People’s Freehold. But I’m a Matsumoto. It’s the best kept secret in our Empire, and Matsumotos are above other people’s laws.


  The only laws we have to obey are the Matsumoto Treaty Laws and they’re pretty easy to keep straight, since there are only three of them: never do violence against another human even in defense of your own life, obey whatever the Emperor tells you as if it were your own conscience speaking, never enter into a sexual relationship with anyone not formally approved of by the Emperor. The punishments are even simpler to remember. Execution. Execution. Execution.


  My mother broke the third rule and the Emperor in his mercy pardoned her, choosing to have my father bear the penalty in her place. That’s why I’ve never known my father. She kept the first rule, though, and died refusing to defend herself in a terrorist attack. She is still shown respect by all and I haven’t had a mother since I was five.


  Everything is perfect. Haverman’s security is always excellent. Don’t worry about my job, Vera. I can do it just fine. You have your own work to attend to.


  Edward is the closest thing to a parent I have ever had. We aren’t big on trust or intimacy in the Matsumoto family.


  Duly chastened, I returned my attention to the other guests and was immediately seized by a Duchess from the Chartwell Monarchy.


  “Ambassador Matsumoto,” she gushed, “What a pleasure. It is so nice to speak to someone with noble blood! So many people here are just business people and commoners. There are even a few people from the People’s Freehold. Who would have thought those brigands could pull their interests together long enough to get anything done! They are obscenely liberal!”


  The People’s Freehold the closest thing to a true democracy our galaxy has, and the biggest collection of misfits and hooligans I have ever heard of. Apparently I’m not alone in my opinions.


  When the Duchess left me I was scooped up by a senator from the United Holdings Worlds. Being a Matsumoto means that everyone wants to talk to you in the off chance that your royalty rubs off on them.


  “I knew your mother, you know,” he said through a mouthful of shrimp. “Such a beautiful woman. You favor her, of course. It was so tragic when she died. I was in my hairdressing unit when I saw in the news feeds how those terrorists killed her and I was so upset that I chose the wrong color for my hair and actually walked out into public like that. It was a complete tragedy.”


  I couldn’t tell if he meant the hair or my mother’s death. I probably should have been more civil, but the haughty look I gave him was the very best I could manage. He left looking a little put out, and I looked around with a guilty feeling. That wasn’t what an Ambassador was supposed to do - even one who is only sixteen.


  The party was large and at least four hundred people were milling around the gardens, terraces and ballrooms of the Haverman Mansion. On a balmy night like tonight it would be a mistake not to be in the gardens. I used the excuse of seeing the flowers to get away.


  Haverman’s gardens were bright with heliconias and orchids singled out by carefully positioned spotlights. The sound of the ocean waves was hypnotic. It must have been high tide. The scent of the ocean waves mixed in with the flowers to bring back memories I never had. Maybe Jung was right about a collective unconscious after all. I picked a scarlet flower, not even caring what anyone thought and twisted it into my hair.


  Over the next three hours, I drifted in and out of a dozen other conversations just as meaningless as the first two and I was starting to get impatient when my implant chirped a message to me.


  The time is 23:30 local time.


  That reminded me of Mr. Toyo’s promise and I suddenly felt anxious to find him to make sure he wasn’t leaving me out of his negotiations. This was my moment to shine and I wanted to make a good impression on my cousin Nigel. I scanned the area for Edward and caught a glimpse of him on the north side of the gardens.


  Have you seen Toyo? I asked.


  No, let me buzz him.


  I waited, fiddling with my dress and pretending to study one of Haverman’s more exotic flowers. It was a night bloomer, and its crimson petals seemed dark as blood in the moonlight. This part of the garden was almost monochrome, away from the carefully arranged lighting and the other guests. I drew a deep breath and looked around. Any minute now I should hear from Toyo and the games would begin.


  I was ready for this.


  I watched the moonlight twinkling over the ocean waves, breathed the mingled scent of salt and freesia deeply, and thought charitably about Haverman. He might be a flamboyant peacock of a man, but he knew how to throw a party. His deal made me wary: a demand that would compel us by intergalactic law to purchase our cobalt from him and only him at a fixed price until his supply ran out. If we accepted and everything worked out right, though, Blackwatch would be richer by trillions of dollars and I’d probably be spending a few more nights out in this beach garden. I could certainly get used to it.


  I have Mr. Toyo, now. Should I patch him through to you?


  Outside communications that went through my implant could go through Edward’s implant first, and he preferred it that way. The security systems for my implant were top of the line, but if someone wanted to send a virus over to literally fry my brain, he could detect it and block it. I didn’t have to do it this way, but it made Edward happy.


  Yes, please.


  Ms. Matsumoto? It was Toyo. He didn’t have an implant, so he had to make do with an old fashioned earwig.


  Mr. Toyo, I acknowledged.


  There is finally contact from our scientists at Haverman Industries. They’ll be patching them through to me in a moment. Would you care to join me in the library? I’ll keep you in the loop so you can hear this in person when they finally patch through.


  That would be perfect. Thank you, Mr. Toyo.


  I nodded to Edward from across the garden to indicate that I’d be heading out. He moved in to flank me.


  The library was around the other side of the mansion. I’d been through it earlier that evening and I knew that there were wide French doors leading out to the garden. That was the way I planned on entering. I could still hear Mr. Toyo’s communication device in the holding pattern so I quickened my steps. I wanted to be there when the call finally came through. It was exciting to know that we’d have information that wouldn’t be available to any other bidders.


  The party hadn’t thinned much despite the late hour, so it was all I could do to disentangle myself from several conversations and squeeze through the visiting guests packing every corridor and terrace. The heat of their packed bodies felt too warm, even in my light sleeveless gown. Edward helped to ease my way through the crowd, but I was still meters away when the call came through.


  Mr. Toyo? This is Dr. Andrew Chandler. Have you met with Haverman yet?


  The voice on the other end sounded intense and worried. I glanced towards the library doors, wondering if Haverman was already with Toyo. I could see through the glass doors that he was just arriving, his large bulk slipping through the French doors.


  Why hadn’t I noticed him until then? Haverman usually makes a splash in a crowd. At many times during the evening I had felt the party surge or recede in one direction or another, only to see Miles Haverman entering or leaving a room. People were drawn to him like metal shavings to a magnet.


  No. Have you completed all your tests? Mr. Toyo asked.


  His voice was more regulated now that he was with Haverman. I saw Edward give me the thumbs up. The library was secure with only Toyo and Haverman inside. I nodded absently, uncertain whether to enter when Toyo was still speaking. I didn’t want Haverman to suspect I could hear the conversation, too.


  Yes, we have the samples, the scientist sounded relieved. Whatever you do, don’t sign that exclusivity clause. The samples are contaminated. Refining them to where they’d be any good to us will take more money than this haul is worth.


  I opened the French door while he was speaking and I saw Mr. Toyo standing there with Mr. Haverman. Edward stood guard outside as I slipped in, but they were both too occupied to notice me. Toyo’s poker face was perfect, but as the scientist continued I saw a glimmer of understanding in his eyes.


  If we take that deal we’ll be stuck with more of this stuff than we could use in twenty years and all the cost of refining it ourselves.


  The scientist went on, but that glimmer had given Mr. Toyo away. My eyes flipped back to Haverman, expecting anger or maybe even a plea for us to be silent.


  His hand shot out to the desk, grabbing hold of a large bronze rendering of a Nagaran basilisk. He lifted it up with both hands and jackknifed with power as he slammed it down on Mr. Toyo’s head. The wet noise and the sudden slump of Mr. Toyo’s leaden body sucked a gasp out of me. The basilisk’s head statue dropped with a thud to the marble floor.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 3


  HAVERMAN WAS INCREDIBLY FAST FOR a heavy man. One second I was standing there in stunned silence, the next minute he had me pinned against the wall, his hands around my neck.


  Edw…


  His grip tightened around my throat and it felt like his fingers were going to twist my head right off my neck. The resistance of my muscles, throat and spine were simply not enough to protect me. He would shred me.


  Coherent thoughts vanished as I battled for consciousness. Panic set in and I thrashed against my attacker, but my fight was meaningless, a moth beating its wings against a window. Everything was red, my breath was trapped in my lungs. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t think. I could hear, though.


  “You stupid little girl,” Haverman said, “I never meant to kill a Matsumoto. You shouldn’t have been here. You shouldn’t have come.”


  He punctuated each statement with a harder push on my fragile neck. I could hardly feel the difference, the red was fading and black was starting to wash over me.


  My relief when he released me was punctuated by shock. I slumped to the floor, falling to my hands and knees, gasping, trying to make my lungs work again. They were on fire, rasping, blazing with pain. The muscles in my neck and my throat screamed with agony and they felt soft, like tenderized meat. My hands flew up to protect my neck. I wanted to lie on the floor and just breathe gently and soak in my relief, but a crash reminded me it wasn’t over.


  I looked up through my foggy vision, barely managing to lift my heavy head. I forced myself to focus on the source of the noise.


  Haverman was sprawled over the broken desk, his thick arms spread-eagled across the splintered wood. Edward paused over him, breathing hard. He had his nettlegun out and pointed at Haverman. Our bodyguards don’t kill unless they absolutely have to. He whipped his head in my direction.


  Little Robin, are you ok?


  My sweet guardian, always thinking of me first. ‘Little Robin’ was his pet name for me.


  Yes


  I thought I was, at least.


  He turned back to Haverman, but his moment of distraction was costly. Haverman was not as stunned as a man should be after breaking a desk with his fall. From his breast pocket he pulled out a wicked looking two-shot gun. He fired.


  Edward bucked as the shot tore into him, his nettlegun flying out of his hand. He launched himself forward, barreled into Haverman, and knocked him to the ground. The two-shot went skittering across the floor, jarring painfully against my knee.


  So sorry, I…


  Edward’s words faded.


  Sit up, Edward!


  I screamed mentally - willing him to live. There was a flicker in his thoughts, not conscious, but there.


  He moved. A half-second’s hope welled up within me. Could he have survived that? Could he be ok? Maybe Haverman was the one who’d been shot.


  A sudden wave of nausea rocketed through me when I saw why he was moving. Haverman was shoving Edward’s body out of the way, making it jerk and spasm like a hand puppet on a child, clawing his way back to his feet.


  He scrambled up and loomed over me, bloody and terrible, only four meters away. His chest was heaving, his breath coming out in gasps and his clothes torn, twisted and un-tucked. Worst of all, those meaty hands were clenching and unclenching. I wondered if he was like a bulldog – if he could unclench his hands after they found a throat or if they would have to be torn off the neck of his victim.


  I scrambled backwards, fear pounding in my forehead, my hand catching on the two-shot.


  “Ah, Ambassador Matsumoto. Don’t try that bluff. We both know that Matsumoto’s don’t kill. ”


  I looked down at my hands. They were shaking, but they grasped the two shot. I carefully brought one finger under control and pressed the ready button, making the gun live. Just because I didn’t use them didn’t mean I hadn’t watched Edward do that a thousand times with his nettlegun. I brought the gun up, braced in two hands. Even in that secure stance, the gun wove and dipped like a sailboat in a storm.


  Haverman looked around him, quickly, assessing the situation. The fight and both deaths had only taken minutes at the most. No one else was here yet. If he wanted to kill me there was nothing to stop him. He could offer another explanation for the broken furniture and dead bodies, a break-in, or a rival’s assassination attempt. He would probably get away with it, and Edward would die for nothing.


  My hands trembled and the Matsumoto mantra echoed in my mind. We do not kill. Not for any reason. Not ever. I could still remember the first time Edward told me that. I was five years old.


  I circled around, keeping Haverman in front of me, trying to get to Edward. He might still make it. I didn’t know how badly he’d been shot. I kept the two-shot up as I finally reached his side and crouched over him. His chest was cratered inward. Blood, torn flesh and white bone exposed and seared from the two-shot’s blast. I clutched at his face and his eyes fluttered open. Only Edward could hang on to life after that.


  I didn’t dare take my eyes off Haverman for more than a moment. His eyes were narrowed to slits as he watched for an opening.


  Edward’s lips worked but no words came. In the end they came through the implant. Always for you-


  Edward’s last thought cut off with a jarring screech from my implant. I risked a glance at him. Not at him. At his body. That screech could mean only one thing.


  We do not kill. Not for any reason. Not ever.


  Haverman’s fists clenched.


  I wasn’t ready to die. I wasn’t afraid, but I was angry. I was only sixteen. I hadn’t even lived yet. Why should I die while Haverman kept living and kept killing? While he gloated over Toyo’s death? Over Edward’s?


  The last thought ripped through my chest with agonizing force. Edward was dead and his killer had won. He’d kill me, too. He’d probably already selected his scapegoat. He’d sell his corrupted cobalt and grow rich from our deaths. The way he moved when he killed Toyo told me this wasn’t his first time.


  I watched in horror as he took a calculated step forward. I wouldn’t be able to kill him, not for all the knowledge and reasoning in the world. I knew this as deep as I knew my own name. It didn’t matter that he would get away with it. It didn’t matter that he would grow rich, or even that he would kill me. None of it mattered, because I was a Matsumoto and Matsumotos do not kill. It’s rule number one.


  And then he did the unthinkable. His foot stepped directly into Edward’s pooling blood. It was so wrong, so violating, as if he were stepping inside Edward’s life, defiling him, ruining the man I had depended on for everything my entire life. A sob broke through my lips. My hands shook.


  “I know you won’t use that gun, little lady. Just pass it to me and I’ll make things go quick for you. Don’t worry. You won’t even know when it happens,” he was crooning to me.


  He took another step forward, but all I could see was his footprint in Edward’s blood.


  We don’t kill. My mind raced. Not for any reason. Not ever. We do not ki-


  I pulled the trigger.


  Haverman’s chest exploded in a flower of red.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 4


  THE SECURITY TEAM WAS VERY quick. One moment I was sobbing beside two dead bodies, and the next I was surrounded by guards and hustled to another room in the mansion. Our embassy was called, and Blackwatch troops arrived to support the Nagara troops in their efforts to subdue a crazed killer – me.


  Only the Blackwatch people really understood what was going on, and the looks they flashed me told me that they wanted what I wanted: my execution, before I could destroy everything even more than I already had. My mind whirled from the horror of what I’d done. Even in the moments when I could break free, all I could see was Edward, lying there so limp, so vulnerable. For the first time since the day I met him, it was him who had needed protecting and I hadn’t been able to do it. I’d been able to kill to protect myself, though, hadn’t I?


  I hated myself for being a traitor. I loathed myself for being a killer. But I hated Haverman, too, for what he did. I hated him as much as I hated myself because he killed my best friend and then walked in his blood. If I hadn’t killed him already I’d have to kill him again for that sin. I wished someone would execute me for my crime and just get it over with, but I didn’t for a second wish I hadn’t done it. Not for even a second.


  I sat there for hours, but I couldn’t have said how many. I was just sitting and remembering the time I’d had with Edward. The small kindnesses he’d given me over the years and all the things we’d shared.


  Closeness with others not of the Matsumoto clan is discouraged in the royal family. I knew the various administrators of my estate and the ministers, diplomats, teachers and staffers who had interacted with me, but there was always a business-like distance to those relationships. I had no friends outside the Matsumoto family. If I was being honest, I didn’t really have any friends in the Matsumoto family. We had many events and required family get-togethers, but our strict codes kept family affection to a minimum. The closest thing I had to friends were my cousins Denise and Albert and other than them it was just me and Edward all the time.


  I could remember my last training session with Edward before I had been called up as an Ambassador. It hadn’t been all happy and pretty, but as long I was waiting to die I might as well remember the life I’d had a chance to live.


  * * *


  The wind whipped violently that morning so it took all of my strength to open the door of the Excelsior building. Seriously, I thought, why did they have to locate the Ambassador training centre on the coldest of our planets? Did -30° C weather really help with learning? Or was it meant to build stamina or something silly like that?


  The wind slammed the door behind me. I could feel my ends splitting as I tried to make my long straight hair orderly again. At least the wind-swept look was back.


  A half chuckle interrupted me and I glanced up to glare. A strange boy was at reception. Our academy is just a teeny bit elitist- limited only to the royal family, trainers and staff - and quite frankly, anyone I didn’t know growing up, I’ve met over the past eight years.


  I gave him a long look meant to express disapproval. I’m a Matsumoto and no one laughs at us - especially not the staff.


  He wasn’t much older than me, average height, eyes a common brown - the color of cinnamon, not like my dark walnut eyes. His hair was an average dark brown and his skin the light brown shade that was all the rage these days now that humanity’s gotten over the whole racism thing.


  He was looking down at my tiny height with distinct amusement. My Old-Earth Asian stock did not lead to very much height, although thankfully I was blessed with slender flexibility from the same roots.


  This guy was not from around here. We pride ourselves on being diverse here in the Blackwatch Empire, but our founding families were Old-Earth Irish, Norwegian, and Japanese. If I’m going to be completely blunt I have to admit that as mix blooded as we all are there is a distinct look to us. He didn’t have it. He wasn’t good looking, fascinating, dangerous, or interesting except for one very wicked grin like a Cheshire cat had borrowed his face for the day.


  “I don’t think I recognize you,” I said, trying for disdainful dignity.


  “You wouldn’t,” he answered, his grin fading to a sardonic half-smile.


  I waited for him to introduce himself. It was a long wait. I scowled but extended a hand.


  “I’m Vera Matsumoto,” I said.


  “I know.” He didn’t take my hand in return.


  I pulled myself to my full height and drew in a breath, meaning to say something cutting. After all, would it be so hard for him to give me his name in return?


  A blast of frigid air from the door opening grabbed my attention. I exhaled a long breath, my own personal coping mechanism for dealing with the nearly unbearable cold.


  “It’s so cold my hand hurts from the door handle,” my cousin Albert said, still flexing his hand. “The first place I am going after graduation is going to be tropical.”


  I looked around for my verbal sparring partner, but he was gone.


  “You’ll go where they send you, Albert. Even if you were a total failure, Theresa would keep an eye on you,” I said distractedly, trying to think of how Mr. High-and-Mighty snuck off without me seeing him go.


  Theresa is Albert’s guardian and she’s at least forty and pure bone and muscle. She always gets her way.


  “Yeah I guess. Here’s hoping, though.”


  He grinned and peeled off towards the locker rooms. I was reluctant to go, but I was late for class, so I followed suit. Today was a practical in mobile teamwork. We did these once a week with our guardians over a random course. Our job was to stay “alive” and work in coordination with them while they “deactivated” a series of opponents. Edward is very serious about these exercises, but Edward is serious about everything.


  I finished changing and tying my hair back just as my cousin Denise was arriving.


  “Hi Vera,” she said, flipping her blonde hair up into a ponytail. Denise bleaches her hair so light it’s almost white. I’d always admired how it went with the golden tone in her skin.


  “Hi Denise, how was the party?”


  “Good. You should sneak out with me once in a while, Vera. We only get to be young once, you know.”


  “There will be plenty of parties,” I said. Denise would be in real trouble if anyone but her guardian knew where she snuck out to. If I’d tried the same stunt I don’t even know what Edward would have done to me.


  “Yeah, boring diplomatic parties,” Denise grimaced. “I have one more month of freedom, and girl, I am going to use it!” She freshened her lipstick while she talked.


  Denise fought her place in life as hard as she could. She scraped by at everything she was assigned, but she spent every spare second trying to escape. Figuratively, if not literally. I’ve never heard of anyone else who threw themselves so forcefully into the party scene, or the extreme sports scene for that matter. She even tried ancient extremisms like bungee jumping with a cord instead of a grav control. It was nuts.


  “Denise, will you really be that unhappy?”


  She avoided my gaze. I think it was because she really didn’t know, and if there was one thing that Denise hated it was appearing to lack confidence. She shrugged.


  “I don’t know. Ask me in a month,” she said and then she laughed like it was a big joke.


  She just needed to get her head on straight. We had an obligation and an honor that no one else had. If that didn’t motivate a girl, what would? I finished changing and headed out to the staging arena.
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  Edward was waiting for me in his training gear.


  “You look thoughtful this morning,” he greeted me in a cheerful voice, as he stretched massive muscles in his familiar series of stretches.


  “I guess I am,” I admitted, blushing slightly. Edward could always tell what I was thinking even when he wasn’t hearing my thoughts. In fact, sometimes he seemed to know me better than I knew myself. This morning I couldn’t stop musing about everything.


  Calmly, little robin.


  Edward channeled his thought to me and I blushed again. It was funny that the sound of his voice and his old nick-name for me calmed me down. As I looked at him I felt my breathing slow and my heart start to settle down. At least whatever the future brought I wouldn’t be alone. Edward would be there, too, and he’d help me to face whatever came.


  “Let’s do this,” I said, flashing a smile. His fatherly face creased in harmony and we began our routine.


  We were running a course in the virtual room. The scenario was that Edward and I had been attacked in the middle of an urban area by a relatively large force. He had to bring me safely to the checkpoint where the military could extract us. My role was simple, but not as easy as advertised: Don’t get killed. I didn’t have to make the decisions or attack anyone, but I did have to obey Edward instantly and work with him and not against him.


  These exercises were always disappointing for the Ambassador. The edict against violence was put into practice even in the training simulators. I was a master at running, dodging, leaping and gymnastics of all types, but I’d never so much as thrown a friendly shot towards a punching bag.


  Our Ambassadors, as gentle as doves, are given the chance to enter places where no one else is admitted, because no one fears assassination by a Matsumoto.


  When the McIvers first started the Blackwatch Empire the ruling family did fight, and every one of them was a fearsome warlord. When corruption overtook them and their dynasty had to be destroyed, they killed thousands with their own hands to prevent it. Neil Matsumoto, the leader of the rebels was crowned as the new Emperor and he made a vow to personal pacifism for both himself and his family.


  If in future generations the Matsumotos became corrupt and needed to be destroyed by the people, they would be at the people’s mercy. His decision was hailed as the first great decision of the Matsumoto dynasty and the reason that it has survived for nine generations.


  Most days I was proud of my heritage, but during training I sometimes thought things would be a lot more fun if I used the nettlegun. After all, I could feel the after effects of Edward’s emotions and “fun” was definitely one of the dominant ones.


  “Ready, Vera?” Edward asked, before he authorized the program start.


  I nodded, already tensed for action. The landscape around me changed from a huge arena full of scaffolding and temporary walls to a cityscape that looked as real as it felt. I knew that what we’d really be doing was working up, down, and around those temporary walls and scaffolds. They were the structure that supports the virtual reality. I could see a real city at dusk, though, with all the right sounds and scents. It was awfully hard to think of it as scaffolding, when all my senses were screaming otherwise.


  We were in a room that reeked of the acid scent of urine. A grey rat scurried across the ground in front of my feet, his tail leaving a trail in the dust. I bit back a scream, covering my mouth. Despite the scent, the second floor room looked like part of an office building. There was the usual half-hearted decor and shabby furnishings that speak of low-level office administration. Down the hall I heard a low creak, like a door that needed some lubricant.


  Edward signaled with his hand. My implant translated it immediately.


  Down and to the left.


  I was moving before it fully registered. Behind me was a cubicle with a metal storage cabinet. I settled into a squat beside the cabinet, allowing it to shadow over me. I squinted in the low light coming from the half-shaded windows.


  Without warning the sound of metal squealing pierced the air. My heart pounded louder than the sound of Edward’s nettlegun flicking nettles out of the carbine with the whir-whir of its double action. One swarthy-looking attacker went flying through the doorway and stumbled with a nettle sticking into his neck.


  A second darted his head in the room and had to pull back suddenly as Edward’s nettle struck the wall beside his head. The acrid smell of metal grinding drifted from their direction. What could they be grinding? The crackle of a communicator buzzed from behind the doorway.


  “I have them at West Ninety-Third Street and Arthur Avenue. Repeat, confirmed sighting of the fugitives at West Ninety-Third and Arthur. Requesting back-up.”


  We need to get out! I urged Edward.


  Come on, we’ll-


  Edward’s thought vanished from my mind as the wall behind me smashed violently inward. A man leapt through the gap. Shattered chunks of wood and drywall flew on either side of him as he dragged me backwards. I thrashed in his grip, panicking as a large glove covered my face.


  The whir-whir of the nettlegun and the loud buzzing of sonic darts disoriented me. I was knocked roughly to the side, but my assailant still had a tight lock on my neck and torso and my face was jammed upwards. I saw nothing but the tiled ceiling.


  Edward! Edward!
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  I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. I might have been screaming.


  Vera, duck at my signal!


  It was easy to feel his mental signal when it came. I pulled myself down as hard as I could. Amazingly, I broke my captor’s grip, fell to the ground and gasped for air. I really had been close to fainting.


  My captor crashed to the floor, jerking horrifically as the nettle buried in his chest and shocked him again and again. It would stop when his heart failed.


  I stayed on all fours, gasping for breath, my heart racing. The sound of my heart was so loud that it took a moment for me to realize that the rest of the room was silent. The noises of battle had ended with the lives of my attackers.


  Come to the window. Quickly.


  I dragged myself to my feet. My heart was thudding so hard I could hardly hear my own footsteps, though I stumbled twice on my way. This wasn’t the way these usually went. Usually we maneuvered around the enemy carefully in tight sequences, but never before had I been hurt in the process. Was this some new exercise to see how I handled emotional trauma? If so, they did a great job of generating it.


  My lungs were on fire, my hands were scraped and my clothing was shredded. How was that possible? Could that blast have been real? I stumbled to the window and Edward grabbed me in a bear hug. I clung to him like a child, glad for the comfort of his arms.


  There were footsteps in the hall. Edward shook my arms roughly from around his back and tucked them into his chest instead. I was confused.


  Wha-


  And then we were falling. He had launched us through the window, with his back smashing the glass.


  I screamed as we plummeted towards the ground. A mountain of empty boxes broke our fall to the loading dock. I pushed myself off of Edward, scanning him for injuries. He sucked in a deep breath.


  “Take cover,” he said. “You’re silhouetted by the streetlight. Move to the doorway and hide in the shadow.”


  I struggled towards the doorway, aching all over, and breathing hard.


  Are you ok? I asked.


  Yes.


  Wait, Edward! You could be hurt. We should stop this now and make sure you’re ok before we finish the exercise.


  Don’t be silly.


  His harsh rebuff stung. After all, it was only his health I was worried about. Couldn’t he be nice about my concern? Humiliated, I stopped communicating, determined to follow his instructions to the letter without adding any input. If he wanted me as a subservient rather than a partner, then that’s what he’d get.


  Follow me, and try to keep up.


  Insult to injury! I could run with the best of them.


  He broke free from cover, rocketing down the alley with me chasing him. We rounded the corner and raced up the city street.


  The map in my implant appeared as an overlay on my vision. We were four blocks from the checkpoint with five minutes to get there. Each pounding step brought a reverberation from the pavement shooting up my legs. I knew I shouldn’t be landing so hard if I didn’t want shin splints, but Edwards legs were longer, and I was forced to take deeper strides to keep up.


  A vehicle accelerated behind us, revving an over-powered engine. Three blocks left. Nettles and sonic darts skittered along the pavement and thwacked into the walls.


  Faster, Edward urged me, and somehow I found more speed.


  Two blocks.


  Dive into the alley on your left.


  I dove, hitting the wall of the nearby building as I tried to stop. Out in the street a vehicle smashed into the brick wall right where I had been. I felt my shoulder gingerly. Shattered brick shards from the smashed wall left painful gashes where my arms had shielded my face.


  Two men leapt out of the vehicle, both in uniform. Edward engaged them before they could get to me, fighting hand to hand. How had he avoided their vehicle?


  Keep going to the checkpoint.


  I rushed back out onto the street, ears ringing and feeling dazed and distant like I was hovering above my body rather than in it. I accelerated towards the goal, sparing a look back for Edward.


  Don’t look back, little robin.


  In the last comment there was a tone of endearment, and as if nothing else had happened that day. I felt my heart reach out to him, even while my feet took me further away. One block.


  There was a sudden orange flash in my vision. A color code. It meant Edward had taken a critical hit.


  I stopped in my tracks. My heart was pounding, my lungs aching, but my only thought was for him.


  Edward!


  Don’t stop for me. Go to the goal!


  He was down and his body was lying on the pavement in a tangle. Torn, I wrenched myself towards the checkpoint. If I got there quickly this would all end and I could call for medical help. Half a block.


  Someone was behind me. I heard the feet slapping pavement behind me. My muscles strained as I pushed forward. He tackled me to the ground.


  The breath flew out of me. Searing pain shot through my torso along with a sickening snap. I screamed. Something was terribly wrong with my ribs.


  Get up quickly. Twist to the side. You have only a few more steps to go.


  He must be insane! I twisted, wailing in pain, and pulled myself forward towards the goal.


  Someone’s hand was gripping my foot. I flipped breaking his grip on my ankle as panic seizing me. I had to reach the goal! It was only twelve meters away.


  I fought for each meter, pulling myself along with hands and feet.


  Ten.


  Eight.


  At six I felt Edward’s consciousness fade.


  Four.


  Two.


  I was there, panting, clutching my side, coughing blood, tears pouring down my face, but I was there. What the hell kind of scenario was this?


  The city streets faded away and the arena came into view just as everything started to swim. Medics rushed towards me, and Edward ran to my side, skidded across the polished floor and seized my hand.


  “What happened?” I gasped out. I could feel him in my implant as if nothing had happened to him.


  “Exactly what was meant to happen.”


  “I have broken a rib! You were unconscious.”


  “That was just part of the scenario. Trust me, I will never let anything like that ever happen to you again.” He stroked my hand, smiling gently.


  I smiled back. “I trust you.”


  “Congratulations on passing your final exam.”


  Exam? I remembered when I asked Edward what the exam was for this class he had neatly avoided answering. I moaned.


  “How did I do?”


  This time Edward did chuckle.


  “You passed with flying colors.”


  * * *


  A tear leaked down my face with the memory. His promise that he would never let anything like that happen again had lingered in my head for days after, making me feel safe. That safety had leaked away with his life, but of the two, the one I wanted back was his life.


  A world without Edward just felt wrong.
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  EVENTUALLY SOMEONE CAME FOR ME. He wore the badge of a member of the Blackwatch Special Forces, and he had a squad of troops at his back. His ship must have been the closest in the area, summoned, no doubt, to deal with the catastrophe. As much as our diplomatic staff clearly knew what should be done with me, none of them knew how to go about it. Finally there was someone here in the right pay grade to deal with this mess.


  He marched into the room with a face like carved ice.


  “Ms. Matsumoto.” It was not a question.


  I just stared at him, not bothering to answer the not-question.


  “I am Captain Avery Rothsam. I will be taking over your custody. Do you understand?”


  I nodded, not trusting my voice.


  “As a member of the Matsumoto royal family you will be escorted directly to the Emperor so that he may pass judgment on your heinous crime.” No question of his opinion of my actions. “You will not leave my presence at any time. Is that understood?” He fingered the nettlegun at his side as if uncertain that I would follow without the threat of force.


  “Of course,” I half whispered my response, still uncertain of my voice.


  “We need to get you out of that dress, and cleaned up and then aboard the Immaculate Pearl for transport to New Greenland. Please follow me.” He motioned for me to follow him, but I didn’t move.


  “Edward…?” I asked.


  I couldn’t tell if I imagined it, but his features seemed to soften slightly, “Guardian Edward Nakamura will be transported for burial on the Immaculate Pearl.”


  I exhaled a breath I didn’t even know I held and nodded. He led me down the hall, past a line of Special Forces troops. They stood neatly to attention, and at the head of the line a knot of them were fussing over something. As Rothsam led me past, they all turned baleful gazes in my direction, and the blood drained from my face. They surrounded Edward’s corpse laid out on an e-stretcher. As I passed the man with the medic’s patch sealed the body bag shut over his grey face.


  I barely noticed the bathroom Captain Rothsam led me to. He went in with me, producing clear plastic bags.


  “Your clothing and shoes are evidence. Please remove them and hand them to me.”


  I stared at him, not believing my ears. I had never been naked in front of anyone since I was too young to remember.


  He leaned in close and said in a quiet, but deadly voice, “Ms. Matsumoto, I don’t give criminals orders more than once. You will remove the evidence so I can bag it and you will do it now.”


  His gaze riveted mine, seeking to intimidate. I stared back defiantly. My still shaky arms crossed in stubborn anger and I clenched my jaw. His backhanded cuff took me by surprise. It was so unexpected I had no time to brace for it. Instead the force knocked me to the floor and my hand rose unconsciously. He’d bloodied my lip!


  I had been in shock before, but now the position I was in took my breath away. In my entire life no one had ever hit me outside a simulation. The idea was unthinkable! It was not the first unthinkable thing to happen tonight, but it was almost as jarring as the death of my closest friend. I wasn’t really a Matsumoto anymore.


  I didn’t get to just sit and mull over my new revelation. Captain Rothsam pulled me to my feet and stood back with one questioning eyebrow cocked. I started to undress when I realized there was nothing I could do. He nodded briskly as if he was dealing with an unruly child who had finally seen sense.


  “You are a dead girl already, Ms. Matsumoto. The fact that you are still breathing is only a temporary situation. Don’t think your young age will protect you.”


  I felt a chill of cold run down my spine that had nothing to do with the dress slipping from my shoulders. He watched me without emotion as I removed every shred of clothing, while he bagged and labeled each item. When he was finished he turned on the shower and with a nod of his head indicated that I should go in.


  Grateful for the tiny privacy provided by the shower doors I got in and let the hot water run over my shaking body, carefully cleaning blood and fear sweat from my body. When at last I was done, I turned the shower off, and a rough hand thrust a towel into the shower. I took it without comment, dried off and wound it around me.


  Rothsam was alone in the room, still watching me. He pointed to a stack of grey medical scrubs and a pair of grey slide-on shoes. I dressed quickly, trying to avoid his gaze, and then was led out of the room.


  The squad formed up around us and not a word was spoken to me as we drove to the spaceport, cleared customs, took a shuttle to the ship, and boarded the Immaculate Pearl.


  Usually, having a member of the royal family aboard was such an honor that the Captain would introduce his crew, give a tour and a formal dinner invitation. Today when I boarded no one even looked at me - not in the way that you don’t notice people, but in a very studied, intentional way. One crewman even tripped over a stair in his efforts to avoid looking at me. No one commented or acted like that was anything out of the ordinary.


  Rothsam escorted me all the way to a sleeping compartment.


  “You will remain in this compartment until I come for you at planetfall. A bathroom is attached. There is a dumbwaiter for food and drink. You’re welcome to use the communication unit.” He smirked at that. I could see his point. Who would I talk to?


  After I’d recovered from the shock, I spent my time shifting from sobbing to puking, so I had nothing left to feel when the images on the communications unit dissolved into a screaming headline: “Matsumoto Kills.”


  My grief for Edward was intense. My mind was empty without him there. I felt oddly hollow and my thoughts filled the void about as well as a single land vehicle fills a multi-level garage. I wanted to talk to him so I could tell him how much he had meant to me. I wanted to thank him for saving me. I wanted to ask him what to do and what to think, but what hurt the most was knowing that even if he were alive he probably wouldn’t talk to me.


  I was a traitor. I’d killed, but not by instinct or by accident. I’d killed on purpose. It was in self-defense, true. It was to stop a killer, true. But those facts did nothing to change the truth. Rothsam was right - I was no longer a Matsumoto. The dove had morphed into a vulture.


  Can you fight fate? Can you ever go against what you were born for and not pay the price? There was a price and I would pay it. The Emperor would probably execute me. The thought felt hollow, like I didn’t really care. At least my death would be at the hands of family.


  And yet there was still something that seemed wrong. One tiny voice in my core was crying out against the code I was raised with. It screamed out that my continued life was not only a good thing, but the most important thing. I tried to crush the thought, arguing with myself that I was a Matsumoto and Matsumotos did not kill. I was a traitor and I deserved death. I was split into two halves, one arguing against the other.


  You aren’t a Matsumoto anymore, are you? my mind asked, and if you aren’t a Matsumoto then how can self-defense be wrong?


  If I am not a Matsumoto then I am nothing, I screamed back, Nothing! Can’t you see, I’m not me anymore!


  Then who are you? If you aren’t you then it’s time to find someone else to be.


  It won’t matter anyhow. I won’t live the week out.


  Yes, my second half agreed, you won’t.


  It was the only thing we agreed about on the whole trip.


  I fingered the communications pad, regretting that I had no living parents to call, but glad that they would never know of the humiliation I had brought on our family. I had to talk to someone, though.


  Without thought I pulled up a call program and keyed in Denise’s link. The pad buzzed through, but prompted me to leave a voice message. Was Denise screening my calls?


  In despair I pulled up another connection. Albert. He picked up immediately.


  “Albert?”


  “Vera, is that really you?”


  “Yes!” I said, relief flooding my voice. He was taking my call!


  There was a long silence on his end.


  “Don’t call me, Vera. I don’t want to talk to you.” He sounded so cold.


  “But Albert, you have to talk to me, I have no one else.” My voice broke. “Edward is dead and-” He cut me off.


  “And you should be, too. Goodbye, Vera.”


  The link terminated for the second time in a row. I stared numbly at the communications unit.


  My hands were trembling around the communications pad as I gasped out long, wrenching sobs until there was nothing left in me. No one came to comfort me. There was absolutely no one in the entire universe who ever would.


  We landed on New Greenland four days after we departed. It turned out that solitary confinement was worse than seeing everyone avoid my gaze. I was almost relieved when Captain Rothsam opened my door and shoved a fresh set of grey scrubs into my arms.


  “Change. Our shuttle will be here in twenty minutes.”


  I changed without protest.


  Moments later the door slid open again and Rothsam gestured curtly for me to follow him. I was once again surrounded by the black-uniformed squad. We marched down the corridors and up and down the grav lifts like a scintillating snake. The crewmembers still were carefully avoiding having to dirty their eyes with the sight of me, so the show was entirely lost on them.


  A blush burned my face with the humiliation of that walk. It had been just as humiliating the first time, but that time I had been in too much shock to really feel it. Now I could feel it and I knew what it meant. I was no longer a Matsumoto. I was a walking corpse. The fact I was breathing was just a detail.


  When we entered the shuttle, the lighting was dimmer than the ship’s and it took me a moment for my eyes to adjust. We were sharing the space with a long, black coffin. Edward. We were going to go planetside with Edward. I placed my hands, palms down, fingers spread across the glossy surface of the coffin.


  Goodbye, Edward, I thought, I couldn’t have asked for a better guardian. I will miss you more than anything. I-


  My goodbyes were interrupted when a rough hand pulled me away from the coffin and shoved me into a seat at the back of the shuttle. Captain Rothsam grimaced as he lowered himself into the seat beside me. Apparently criminals weren’t allowed goodbyes or regrets.


  The flight was too short and too long both at once. I felt the anticipation of meeting the Emperor and the fear of being executed in equal measure. Would they do it right away? Or would they wait to do it publicly? This had never happened in my lifetime. As far as I knew, it had never happened in the nine generations of the Matsumoto Dynasty. It would be horrible.
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  WHEN WE LANDED, A VENTURI model hover car was waiting. A red carpet had been pulled out and surrounded by an honor guard. Out of long ingrained habit, I started to move towards the carpet until I felt the iron grip of Rothsam’s hand pull me back


  “Edward Nakamura is a hero with a hero’s welcome. He never forgot his duty.”


  I looked down, chastened and ashamed. Of course the red carpet treatment wasn’t for me. I must have been crazy in that half-second when I thought it was. I was glad, though, that they were honoring Edward. He deserved it. Like Rothsam said, he never forgot his duty.


  After Edward’s casket was loaded into the Venturi and the honor guard escorted him off the runway, our own transportation arrived. I was loaded with considerably less ceremony than Edward had received into a black-windowed, base-model hover car.


  Captain Rothsam’s hand clenched my shoulder hard and never relaxed as we moved from the shuttle to the car. I wasn’t sure what he thought I could do to get away from a squad of Special Forces in the middle of a crowded spaceport. A part of me wished I knew, because then I could have tried it, but the rest of me – the loyal, dutiful Matsumoto part of me that I had once thought was all I was – squelched that thought quickly and guiltily.


  We took a direct route to Confederation Hill, where the Emperor’s Spring Palace sprawled. It was a daunting fortress designed to look like part of the rocky outcroppings that were a natural feature of Confederation Hill. I had never liked the Spring Palace. To me it was the most cold and terrifying place the Matsumotos possessed. I sighed. It was fitting that I would die there.


  We slowly ascended the hill and rounded the curving road up the dark mountain and as we approached the imposing gates I heard Captain Rothsam let out a long breath of relief. I guess he was in a hurry to get me to sentencing.


  Protocols were exchanged between the Special Forces people inside the car and the Special Forces people outside the car. Curt directions were given to us on where to go and what route to take, and the staff in the palace were buzzed to tell them we had arrived.


  I was clearly expected, but I was surprised when I overheard Rothsam directed to the Red Room. Apparently I would be judged immediately. That surprised me, because Cousin Nigel, Emperor of the Blackwatch Planets and Associated Worlds, was not usually quick to come to decisions. I guess this one was easy to make.


  My blood pounded in my skull as we turned up the driveway. This was it. It was hard to make myself believe that I could be dead in a few short hours. Somehow it felt like I should know when the end was coming. I felt like I had years to live, like I was only just starting out. Did everyone feel like that at the end? Like their life was being cut short before its time?


  The self-preserving part of me that was born on Nagara was screaming in my ears so loudly that I was barely able to hear the pleasantries exchanged between Rothsam and the staffer that greeted us at the door. It was screaming that I needed to do something to extend my life. It was screaming that this was too soon, and even the docile part of me who knew my execution was completely justified had to agree that this tiny heinous part of me was right about one thing. This was too soon.


  That moment of weakness fed the traitor in me and I could feel it swelling now, racing to devise a plan. I let it. I only had a short time to live and I knew nothing could save me. Why fight an internal battle now when what I really should be doing was savoring my last breaths?


  I sucked in a deep breath, acting out my thoughts and drawing in the cloves and lavender scents of the Spring Palace. My eyes flickered over the familiar works of art as we passed through the hallways. All the riches of a hundred generations lined the walls, oil paintings of Old Earth, sculptures both fanciful and historic in nature, hand painted wall papers and beveled sconces and gilded crown molding and porcelain vases and exotic plants. My mind was racing over every one, absorbing nothing in its desperate desire to absorb everything. A million memories bubbled in each alcove. A thousand half remembered songs sprung to mind and my racing heart provided the tempo, and my sizzling brain the fireworks, and I felt like I was throbbing to the pulse of the planet’s molten core. I had never before felt so alive.


  We entered the Red Room at the same measured pace that we had entered the palace. Rothsam held my arm in a vice-like pinch while his men fanned around me in a protective circle. Not to protect me from others, I was certain, but to protect others from me. We stood in the flower-like pattern, the guards at attention, as I tried desperately to look calm and collected – like a Matsumoto – despite my rumpled scrubs and the figurative blood dripping from my hands.


  The Red Room was a small room for the palace, but larger than many people’s houses, and painted red, of course. The dark wood wainscoting and carved flowered panels across the ceiling were polished to a perfect gleam. It was devoid of furnishings or modern technology. Wide French doors led to the terrace outside, but these were closed and the heavy red drapes were drawn across them.


  Martial décor was the order of the day here. Crossed swords, battle axes, and hideous maces lined the walls. Warriors from various centuries, made timeless by an unknown sculptor, were engaged in battle, positioned about the room.


  In the center of the room rose a small dais with a low, padded chair in worn black leather. The marble tile of the floor was red and ivory, cracked and ancient. I traced the patterns with my nervous eyes, still trying to grasp details of the items as familiar to me as my own bedroom.


  It struck me, for the first time in my life, that it was very strange for a family of pacifists to have a room like this. It has always been for judgments and for meeting with enemies, clearly it is meant to intimidate, but exactly what threat were we proposing with this room? And were people who make threats of violence really pacifists?


  My eyes sprung wide at that thought and I struggled to suppress the blasphemy. I must have been closer to the edge of sanity than I thought to think such things.


  At that exact moment, as if he could catch me in my traitorous thoughts, the Emperor entered the room. Nigel Matsumoto wore a close fitting black suit with a mandarin collar, like he always did. He looked just like the statues.


  The part of my brain that was barely clinging to sanity wondered if he was one of the statues come to life, but of course not. Nigel was my cousin. I had known him all my life. He was only eight years older than me and before he was crowned Emperor - at sixteen! - he had stolen cookies for me from the kitchen and I had teased him about a girl I thought he liked.


  He seated himself on the dark dais chair and his guards formed a protective ring around him, leaving his line of sight clear so he could look at me. The Emperor looked me up and down and if his expression was anything to judge by, the verdict was already a resounding ‘guilty’.


  “Vera,” the Emperor said. His voice sounded dead and it sent little chills racing up my back.


  I greeted him in the customary fashion with my fist over my heart, and offered a half bow from the waist. The room dropped by almost ten degrees, or perhaps that was how it felt because the blood pounding in my head dropped suddenly to my feet and my entire mind was demanding that I use those feet to run. I did not run. Running would have been useless, and I wouldn’t disgrace myself with an empty gesture. Criminal or not, I was still a Matsumoto and I would remain on my feet.


  The Emperor regarded me steadily, his eyes cold and his face hard as flint. I felt my own face grow stony, as I desperately tried to control my emotions.


  “Disgrace,” he hissed, so low I could barely hear it. He was leaning forward in his chair, his brown almond-shaped eyes boring into my matching ones. With each word, his hiss grew louder. “Embarrassment. Traitor. Killer.”


  He paused, letting his condemnation sink in. One of his hands gripped the arm of his chair till the knuckles went white. He was vibrating in the chair, barely able to keep himself in it, and I felt myself start to vibrate in kind. My emotions were almost impossible to contain. Fear. Self-loathing. Desperation. The sweat started on my forehead, and a bead of it shot straight down the side of my face across my temple and down the side of my jaw. I kept my face as still as stone, unwilling to disgrace myself any more with a reaction.


  “You were once a Matsumoto, so I do not need to tell you how you have humiliated your people. I do not need to tell you how every member of our family has pled with me for your swift execution. You are worse than nothing to us. We ache with every breath you still breathe, longing for them to end.”


  If I hadn’t known our family so well I’d have thought he was being melodramatic. With what I knew, though, I suspected he was sparing my feelings. I felt my stomach flip in a peculiar way and I struggled to keep my bile down. This would not be as easy as simply standing in front of a firing squad.


  “You are a problem without a solution,” he said, “or I should say that you are a problem with only one solution, but even that is not enough.


  “When I execute you, do you think that will be enough to erase our humiliation? Hardly. Perhaps if your death is long and painful? Perhaps if I trot you from world to world to give a heart-rending apology? Perhaps if you are publicly tortured? What should I do, Vera, to assuage the guilt of my people? How will I properly deal with you to bring them closure?”


  My mind wheeled, desperately trying to pull up an idea that might spare me.


  “Redemption,” I whispered.


  “What was that?” he said, angry that his soliloquy had been interrupted.


  I coughed, trying to clear the massive lump from my throat.


  “Redemption,” I said.


  He snorted. “And how will you manage that, Vera Matsumoto, fallen cousin of the Emperor? How will you manage to redeem yourself so well that we feel our disgrace is cleared? Your death will barely suffice. How could your life be any better?”


  I pulled my courage together, desperate for a way out. I was making this up as I went along. I had no idea how to save myself.


  “My death won’t be enough. You’ve already admitted as much. It won’t give people enough of an ending. They’ll be left wanting more and needing to see me suffer more. What I need is a punishment that will satisfy them, but will add to the glory of the Matsumotos.”


  “That’s what I’ve been saying. We need a proper torture for you, Vera. Do you propose to help me devise it?” he asked.


  “Yes.” I barely kept the squeak from my voice.


  “Yes?” he asked, with thick disbelief.


  “What you need is an impossible task. Something you don’t dare give anyone else, because it is almost certain to kill me. Something that if I can accomplish it, will be for the good of our Empire and will bring you greater fame, but something that if I fail at it, will surely kill me, keeping your hands lily white without a speck of my blood on them.”


  That sounded brilliant, although I had no idea where I was going with it.


  Nigel pulled himself back from the edge of the chair, leaning into its low back and bringing his white-knuckled hand up to his chin. He watched me for a long moment, clearly waiting for me to break in some fashion, but when I didn’t he took a long breath and made a show of looking at one of the statues.


  “Your idea has some merit. At a time like this I cannot afford mercy. Not for you.” He gave my hands a poisonous look as if I were literally dripping blood on his red and white floor. “What is more, I have a suitable task. A task that is deadly enough to kill you properly and maybe even with a little torture thrown in if my suspicions are right.”


  He was musing to himself, now, and he turned his gaze back to me, a smile forming on his smooth face, and his eyes narrowing to tiny black slashes. “Yes. An elegant solution. I will think on it and tell you my verdict. Until my decision you are under house arrest.”


  He waved a hand idly in my direction, a thoughtful expression on his face. Captain Rothsam’s painful grip forced me out the door before I knew what was happening. My knees were growing weak as Nigel’s words began to sink in. Torture. Death. I had known it was coming, but I had thought it was going to be summary execution.


  I struggled for breath, gasping and hiccupping. Rothsam shot me a poisonous look and redoubled his grip and his pace. Clearly he feared I would pass out before he got me to the hover car. I had heard of hyperventilating before and I thought that might be what I was doing now. I had a certain grim satisfaction just before I passed out when I realized that Rothsam would have to carry me. He would hate that.
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  I AWOKE TO THE SOUND of birds and forced my eyes open to stare at a familiar ceiling. I was home. I pulled myself up, shaking my fuzzy head to try to think. I was fully clothed and lying on top of the covers. Whoever had deposited me here last night had just dropped me on the bed of my suite and then left. I felt a flush of embarrassment as I realized that I had passed out. Only idiots in books did that kind of thing, but apparently the whole thing about breathing into a paper bag when you were hyperventilating was there for a reason. In my panic I had gulped my breath down too quickly and fainted.


  Yesterday I hadn’t expected to live another morning. Today I was alive, alert and if not enthusiastic, at least glad to have my own clothing at my disposal. I rifled through the large black wardrobe and produced a pair of grey designer slacks and a loose grey silk top. I was not in the mood for colors


  I shuffled into the bathroom, out of the crumpled scrubs and under the hot water in my wide tiled shower. Ah. Hot water. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply – but not too deeply, remembering last night. Even the hot water and deep breathing was not enough to loosen the knot in my gut. Anxiety filled me almost to the brim.


  I had one more day, but what about tomorrow? I sighed and stepped out, drying myself and dressing quickly. I flipped on my information screen as I dried my hair and felt a lurch in my stomach when I saw one of the headlines reporting that today was Edward’s funeral. I wondered for a moment how I would get there and then remembered that I was under house arrest. I would not be going anywhere.


  A pang of guilt and disappointment filled me and I felt a tear start to form that I hastily blinked back. Edward would be buried like a hero. My presence would only disgrace him. I wanted to be there at my old friend’s funeral to say a final goodbye, but no one would want to see me there and be reminded that he died protecting a traitor like me.


  I sighed and walked out to the balcony which was both a natural and technical marvel. Jasper Falls was a tall, narrow waterfall that fell between green jasper boulders, nestled on the side of a long range of cliffs. Our ancestors had built a tall narrow house in imitation of the falls directly beside them, clinging to the rock of the cliffs. From every balcony along the side of the house you could look out over the falls. I could feel the spray on my face as I stood there, careful of my footing on the slick slate balcony.


  Like the Spring Palace, Jasper House was created to blend in with the natural surroundings, but inside it was as well-equipped as any other modern day mansion. I wandered back inside, intending to go down for breakfast. I keyed the access code into the door, and was met with a jarring sound. My code was invalid. Another attempt yielded the same result. I was not just under house arrest, but under room arrest.


  My communications console blipped on the opposite wall and I tapped it for the message. It was from my chief of staff. It read:


  “Ms. Matsumoto,


  “Pursuant to orders from Emperor Nigel Matsumoto, communicated to me via Captain Avery Rothsam, you are confined to your rooms. I regret to be a part of this, but will follow their instructions to the letter. Meals will be delivered via the dumbwaiter and a doctor’s appointment has been scheduled for you at 09:00.”


  There was no signature or well wishes. Apparently even my staff felt my continued existence to be a grievous mistake. I wondered why there was a doctor’s appointment scheduled and then felt a wave of terror as the thought of lethal injections crossed my mind. Maybe Nigel had made up his mind already? But didn’t he want to exact some kind of torture? A doctor could probably torture someone easily.


  I tried not to think of it, and instead pressed the button on the side of the dumbwaiter, hidden behind one of my favorite paintings. It swung open and breakfast was sitting there steaming and waiting for me. One whiff was enough to make my already unhappy stomach clench with nausea. I swung the door closed, and went back on the balcony, seating myself on the slick floor and letting the falls mist over me.


  Dr. Wickstrom arrived at 09:00 as advertised and his purpose became immediately clear. The Emperor had not made a decision regarding me, but just in case he decided to send me back out in the field he had decided I should be outfitted with an upgrade to my mental computer so I could link to a new guardian.


  Dr. Wickstrom took his job so seriously that he hardly seemed to even know who I was. He would have been fully briefed, and he obviously had code clearance, but he was all work. He injected the nanites that would make the changes and then ran me through initial diagnostics.


  “Ok, now access the mapping feature. Good.” His voice had a soothing quality to it.


  “Think up, up, now down. Good. Again. Good. Ok, let’s try something a little trickier. Think “alert”. Good.” Usually that should have sent a red flash across my vision.


  “Again.” That time it did. “And one more time. Excellent.”


  It went on like that for four hours. Then he finally sent me to sleep. I was too exhausted to argue. The nanites sucked energy directly out of my bloodstream to perform their tasks. We began again as soon as I was awake again and fed. I was grateful for the distraction that the hard work provided. I was just so weary from my high emotions and mental distress, that even a distraction as painstaking and frustrating as relearning my mental programming was a relief. After eight more hours I was pronounced ready to go.


  “We’ve made the upgrades, and the new software will have features I don’t have time to make you aware of,” Dr. Wickstrom reminded me, “so there will be new things that take you by surprise. Don’t be too upset. You’ll get used to them quickly and you’ll soon be back to normal. Remember to take some time and integrate with your guardian as soon as possible.”


  My guardian! I had almost forgotten about the new guardian in the commotion of all the programming. Who would they send me? Probably someone to make me toe the line. That made me nervous – not as nervous as the possibility of torture, but nervous enough. It’s not an easy thing to share your head with someone and I hoped that we would at least be compatible personalities. Usually choosing a new guardian would take months. The selection process is very precise and careful. In my situation though, I doubt any special considerations had been factored in. The Emperor needed me gone and solving one or both of his problems.


  Whoever my guardian was, I couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for the poor person. He was getting the short straw, that was for sure. Or she. It could be a girl this time around. I thought of Teresa, Albert’s guardian, and shivered slightly. I’d never liked her. How could you let someone in your head who never smiles? It would be like having judge and jury walking around inside you at all times.


  The thought of Teresa and a new guardian reminded me of the trial I had run with the guardian trainees right before I was sent on my first assignment


  * * *


  My ribs were still healing from the final training with Edward, and they were tender to the touch. Denise was already changed and she greeted me with the first smile I’d seen from her since the test.


  “Hi Denise,” I greeted her.


  “Hi Vera,” Denise replied, touching up her makeup in the mirror. “They’re sending us little guardian trainees today to break in. One for each of us. I hope mine’s adorable.”


  That piqued my interest. I changed quickly, ready to see what the fuss was about.


  When I entered the arena, Albert was talking with three guys about our age. Too bad for him. It looked like there wouldn’t be any hotties of the female variety. Denise bounded up ahead of me.


  “I’m Denise Matsumoto,” she said, looking sideways out of her slanted Matsumoto eyes at the guys. “You can’t be sheepdog puppies. You must be wolves.”


  That was one of our affectionate nicknames for our guardians- the sheepdogs- because they herd us as much as they protect us.


  It was a dumb line. Only a girl as pretty as Denise could get away with it. She was already moving in on one of them, a movie-star-pretty hunk of a guy in his early twenties.


  I was already bored by their banter. I’ve seen this story before: Denise makes a move, and like a poisonous spider, she paralyzes her prey. He didn’t stand a chance.


  I turned back to Albert and the others, and with a start I realized that one of the others was the guy from the lobby the morning of my test with Edward. He still had that smirk on his face. Maybe it froze that way.


  “Vera, these are Roman Aldrin and Jack Mitchell,” Albert introduced us.


  “Hi,” I said, smiling slightly at the one he called Jack, and giving a slightly more frozen smile to Roman. I didn’t like being laughed at.


  “They’ve been sent to partner with us today,” Albert finished.


  “Good morning,” Theresa’s voice was clear even from across the arena. What Theresa lacked in personality she made up for in sheer dedication. “You’ve had plenty of practice with your guardians, but an Ambassador often works with other guards as well, and coordination is important. We’ve brought in some of the guardian trainees to put you through your paces. You will be running a scenario together today. Try to keep up and for heaven’s sake, don’t make me look bad.” She glared at us. “Pair up and move to the starting point while I load the program.”


  I glanced over at Jack, but he and Albert were already deep into techno-babble, not even breaking stride as they moved towards the mark. Denise was still making eyes at the pretty one, and I didn’t begrudge her the distraction, so I moved towards Roman.


  “You and me?” He asked. It was the first I had heard him speak, and it was civil. That surprised me. I hadn’t liked him the last time I met him, but so much had happened since then that I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.


  “Of course.”
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  We made our way to the mark.


  “So, you’re in training to be a guardian?” I asked, trying to match his civility.


  He half-nodded noncommittally and avoided eye contact. That annoyed me. What was with this guy? I’d broken a rib this week. If anyone had a right to be cranky it was me.


  “The objective of today’s scenario is as follows. Guardians, your ambassador must be safely taken from the restaurant to the hotel on foot. The route is provided,” Theresa continued to lecture.


  I uploaded the scenario route into my implant. It seemed fairly straight forward.


  “Ready?” I asked.


  “Ready,” he said, and his voice was firm.


  I glanced at him. His eyes had a reassuring look. That was the last thing I expected. He covered it up almost immediately with a slightly arrogant smirk, but that quick moment of kindness still had me off guard.


  “You’d better be ready, Matsumoto, because I have ten riding on this.”


  “Ten? Is that all? You don’t have much confidence in me, do you?” I was trying to be flippant, but for just a moment I was feeling like a regular teenager joking with a friend instead of like a serious, career-minded Matsumoto.


  “No, I don’t. Good thing you have me with you,” he said, just as the program kicked in and we found ourselves in evening dress in a fancy Cantonese restaurant.


  I ran my hands down the emerald green brocade dress I was wearing before I checked the route on my implant. It showed a path leaving the restaurant from the front door through the streets beyond. I started towards the highlighted route, but a tug on my evening dress stopped me.


  “This way, Matsumoto,” Roman said in a low voice that was right beside my ear. I hadn’t realized he was so close, but he drew me in even closer.


  “We’ll go through the back door,” he whispered in my ear, slipping an arm around me and moving me in that direction. I caught a knowing smile from one of the other patrons, and I blushed before I could remember that she was a computer program. The weight of his arm felt surprisingly comfortable. Too comfortable.


  “The route goes through the front door,” I said.


  “Yes, and that’s exactly where they will be waiting for us.”


  Edward wouldn’t do it that way. He would stick to the highlighted route. Then again, he’d stuck to the plan, too, when it meant letting me break my ribs. Maybe going along with someone who walked their own path wouldn’t be such a bad thing.


  I followed Roman to the kitchens, feeling a bit like a rebel.


  No one in the kitchens bothered to notice us, as we wandered through to the back door. I guessed mooning lovers were a common occurrence in Cantonese kitchens. The backdoor swung open into a garbage littered alley, but just as Roman had promised it was free of assault. He tsked lightly under his breath.


  What’s wrong? I said through the channel, forgetting that guardian trainees didn’t have implants, so he couldn’t hear me. At least Edward, wherever he was, was enough of a gentleman not to respond to my faux pas.


  “What’s wrong?” I whispered aloud, frowning at myself


  “In real life they would have posted a guard back here. It’s bad programming not to.”


  “In real life only real Guardians run programs with their wards and they always follow the route.”


  I half-heard him mutter, “Idiots”, but I chose to ignore it. He was looking down at a hand-held unit. Of course, he didn’t have an implant yet. He couldn’t just check it for the map. Implants were too closely guarded of a secret to tell anyone who wasn’t a Matsumoto or a full guardian.


  “Here, hold this,” he said, handing me the unit, “You keep me updated on how far off the path we are, and I’ll lead the way. Too bad you didn’t bring your own.”


  “Yeah, too bad,” I said, playing along with the public relations version of the truth.


  He led me along a route parallel to the street we were supposed to be on. It mostly involved ducking down alleys and behind buildings. I wondered if Edward really didn’t think of these things, or if he ignored that intuition to obey orders. My step felt lighter now that we were off the highlighted path and I hardly even noticed my ribs anymore. Besides, it gave me a better chance to watch Roman Aldrin.


  He was a lot more fun to watch than Edward was. Edward was thirty years older than me, and he’d always been like a relative. Roman, on the other hand, was about my age, maybe a shade older, but it made a difference. His muscles under his black fitted shirt rippled and moved at unexpected times, and just watching them gave me a feeling of vitality and pent up energy that made my blood flow just a little faster. What would it be like to feel one of those corded biceps in my hand?


  I tried not to let him catch me looking, but it was strange. The first time I met him I hadn’t been too impressed, but here in the shadows of the city night, he had morphed into something very alive. I think part of it was the grace of his movements – like a falcon hunting. They were subtle, just enough to get the job done, never flamboyant or clumsy, like he had thought them through before he even moved.


  He took my arm and guided me into a crouch under a dark awning. My breath caught just a little and a smile came, unbidden, to my face. Forget implants, this way was better. I was so close to him that I felt him tense as his eyes scanned the street. It was a cool night, and even through the light fabric of our clothes I could feel his body heat radiating out and warming me.


  He held up a hand, one finger cocked more than the others, to get my attention, and then his eyes glanced back and caught mine. He drew himself further into the shadow pulling me with him. I felt his warm breath on my cheek and his arm slipped around my waist while he spoke. I barely suppressed a little shiver.


  “We have to cross here. Walk forward at a measured pace, and don’t move to the right or the left until you reach that alley there,” he murmured, pointing.


  That route would have me cross the lit street completely in the open. I couldn’t believe what he was saying.


  “That will never work. They’ll see me immediately”.


  “That’s the point. It’s time to draw them out.”


  “I’ll be an easy target!”


  “Vera,” it was the first time he’d said my first name, “Do me a favor. Trust me.”


  Well, it wasn’t like I hadn’t been hurt before for the same reason, and that time I hadn’t expected it. At least this time I knew what I was in for. My whole body tensed at the thought.


  “Fine. But you’d better have my back.”


  The smile he threw in my direction sent little tingles up my spine.


  “Don’t worry. I won’t take my eyes off your back. Ready? Go.”


  I went. I strode at a measured pace, eyes fixed on the other alley, absently fingering my still tender ribs. Behind me I heard a grunt and a snapping sound. I didn’t turn, but kept looking ahead. After all, I could do this one more time, right? And this time it was my choice. I knew what I was risking. I flinched, waiting for the pain I knew was coming.


  I heard footsteps rushing towards me, but they stopped abruptly. A loud thud and a queasy gurgling were the only trace they had ever been there.


  My knees were getting a bit shaky now. What was I doing? What made me think I could trust Roman?


  It was that hint of doubt that made me look to my right just in time to see the assassin leaping towards me. I froze, about to scream, when a hand reached from behind me and yanked the man off his feet. He crashed to the ground and Roman dragged him back up, gripped his face between either hand and then with a muscle bulging twist he snapped the man’s neck.


  I thought I would be sick. Never in all my time with Edward had I seen him kill with his bare hands. He always used a gun or weapon of some kind.


  Roman looked up at me, realizing I had stopped.


  “Measured pace!” He ordered, using his head, since his hands were full, to nod back towards my course.


  My mouth was dry and I felt like everything was unreal as I turned back on course. Of course it was unreal. We were in a program, right? But it wasn’t quite like that. It was more like the time I crashed my hover car into a concrete meridian and completely totaled it. I had been fine, but it had all felt unreal.


  Shock. That’s what it was. I was in shock. I felt better now that I knew what was going on. Why was I in shock this time, when so many other times I had sailed through these exercises without any fear? I already knew what was different before my mind even framed the question. This time I knew what it felt like when it went wrong.


  I hardly even heard the sounds behind me as I finished my walk to the other side of the street. As the darkness of this new alley closed in around me, I felt a breath on the back of my neck. I jumped, only to hear a throaty laugh behind me. It was Roman. I could tell he’d been working hard. His breath was coming quickly, and he smelled of sweat. It wasn’t unpleasant, just slightly outdoorsy, like warm spruce trees.


  “Well done, Matsumoto,” he whispered, and in the half-light I saw a real grin on his face. I returned it slightly nervously, surprised to still be in one piece.


  “You’re different in this simulation than you are outside, Roman,” I said, trying to distract myself from the shock that was still clouding my mind.


  “Yes,” he said, with a more serious look and a smile that seemed slightly reluctant, “Don’t tell.”


  A wave of anticipation washed over me. Maybe he was about to tell me why he’d been so cold the other day. He opened his mouth, and the look in his eyes was intense, but confusing. I had no idea what to call the emotion behind it. Hesitantly, I took a step towards him, but I was too late. With a shake of his head and bitter chuckle he stepped onto the checkpoint.


  The scenario faded and we were back in the arena. The cloudy grey covering the rest of the arena indicated that Albert and Denise were still in the middle of their scenarios.


  “Looks like you’ll win your bet,” I said offering him my warmest smile. Now why had I done that?


  Roman grunted, turning away from me. Annoyed at his brush off, I glared at his back. He’d been so friendly in the challenge. In fact, I’d actually felt close to him after it was finished. Obviously he didn’t feel the same way.


  Theresa was strolling over to us and I waited, calming my breathing as best as I could. I still felt a little shaky and I could feel the tremors in my hands starting. I thrust them into my pockets to hide the stress reaction.


  “Congratulations,” she said. She didn’t smile, though. Theresa almost never does. “You’re wanted in administration, Ms. Matsumoto.”


  “Of course.”


  I was just finishing changing when Denise walked in, caked in sweat and stripping out of her clothes.


  “Isn’t Jared adorable? I wish I could trade Adrianna for him.” Denise had a light in her eyes while she spoke.


  “Then you’d never get any diplomacy done,” I said dryly. I was happy for her, but I felt just a hint of jealousy. Why couldn’t Roman be like that instead of confusing me so much?


  “Oh, I can be very diplomatic.” She raised an eyebrow to make her meaning obvious.


  Her shower was already running, filling the austere locker room with thick clouds of steam. She popped her head out of the billowing mist to shoot a question in my direction.


  “How did you like Aldrin?” That surprised me. Usually Denise prefers her men prettier than Roman.


  “He was good at guarding me.”


  “I let you have him on purpose – my gift to you. You might have your head in the clouds when it comes to anything other than being an Ambassador, but word in the communications net says that Roman Aldrin is the best of the guardian candidates, even if he is the first outlander we’ve ever taken on. After the week you’ve had you could use a little lift.”


  I felt a little rush of gratitude, and my eyes were nearly teary when I smiled back at her.


  “Thanks, Denise, that means a lot to me.”


  Thick or thin, we were family. We were Matsumotos. I left the locker room for administration with absolutely no idea that I was leaving training behind for good and becoming an Ambassador that day. The Matsumotos had issued the call, and it was up to me to answer.


  * * *
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  Could all of that really have happened only a few weeks ago?


  Thinking back made me wonder about who I would be assigned as a guardian. Could it possibly be one of the trainees I’d met that day? I was dying to test out the communication channels, but the direct link wouldn’t be opened until I physically touched my new guardian. At that contact the security protocols would allow formal access. Until then I could only sit and stew.


  I was definitely stewing. The constant stress and near panicky despair made my stomach too sick to eat. The doctor had me on medications that were meant to help my body accept the implant, but they were hard on the stomach. Every moment that I wasn’t actively worrying I was feeling ill.


  Late on the third night of my confinement, my communications unit chirped and I hurried to access it. Someone had left me a video message. Maybe talking to me directly was still taboo. It was Captain Rothsam. He looked annoyed as the video began, as if “messenger-boy” was not a role he felt best suited his skill set.


  “Ms. Nakamura, the Emperor has ordered me to inform you that you will be at his disposal in the Spring Palace at 06:00 tomorrow morning. An armed guard will be sent to escort you.”


  There were no pleasantries attached, no “Hellos” or “Good-Byes” or even a business like “Regards” or “Have a Nice Day”. I almost snickered at the last one. The last thing Captain Rothsam would want me to have would be a ‘nice day’.


  I looked around the room, feeling pent up in it, despite its large size and balcony. I had always felt free and alive here, until this week. Now the light avocado colored walls felt like they were closing in on me. The dark accent walls made my head ache. The bed and chair were too hard, from days of sitting and lying down, the carpet had a ring worn into it from my pacing, and the wide balcony was too claustrophobic. House arrest changed your perspective on your living space.


  I felt like I should say goodbye to my home as I packed the black suitcase I’d found in my closet. Tomorrow I was either on my way to my execution or to a new assignment. I was trying to be optimistic by packing. Presumably it would be best to be prepared just in case the Emperor decided to be lenient. I half wondered if continued life was lenient. At this point I was so numb I hardly knew. I had cried out the last tears I had days ago, and now my eyes were only puffy and dry all the time. There were no more tears left to cry.


  I packed my clothing mechanically, trying to choose clothing that could adapt to many climates, formalities, and social situations. With nothing to go by, I settled on plain but well-made clothing that would require little in the way of care. I laid out a charcoal outfit as well as toiletries and soon found I had done everything I needed to do. 06:00 was an early appointment and I should get some rest. I turned off my lights and climbed into bed, but sleep did not come.
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  I FINALLY FELL ASLEEP AT 02:00, but woke again at 04:00. The bed felt hard and cold and my stomach was churning. I moved like a robot on my way out to the balcony and leaned over the edge with my head in my hands, trying to get a grip. Life sucks when you’re sixteen and you’re facing a possible death sentence. It put stuff like zits, no boyfriend, and annoying bodyguards in perspective. Right now I felt like I had oodles of perspective. Too bad I didn’t have much future to go along with it all.


  My implant was slowly running diagnostics as I leaned there. It had decided to continue with updates. At least the soulless computer chip was still acting like I had a future. Occasionally it prodded me for personal preferences. What color did I want associated with humor? What color for a mental shrug? Did I want a wake up alarm in the morning or a simple chime? It was annoying, but I was so used to my implant that I was able to give it only half my attention as it renewed its settings.


  I had been sent an itinerary. The hover car would come for me with an armed escort at 05:30 planetary time. It would take me to the Spring Palace to wait on the Emperor’s convenience.


  I wished I could say my goodbyes, not that anyone wanted to hear them. Or maybe sit at Edward’s grave, but that was impossible. This was the closest I could get to that. So, I sat down on the balcony, my head in my hands and thought about him one last time. This was my last chance for self-pity. After this I was going to have to face death, or an impossible task, and either way I had no more time for self-indulgence. I don’t know how long I sat there for. I drifted in and out of a half-sleep as I let the soothing roar of the waterfall wash over me. I watched the water pour over the side of the cliff, rushing to the ground and I spent the time crying, thinking and resolving to be strong enough for what I was about to face.


  When I woke the final time, my implant was chirping at me.


  05:00. Your hover car will arrive at 05:30.


  I scrambled awkwardly up onto my knees, glad the new settings were working, and pushed my long black hair out of my eyes. I straightened it absentmindedly, blinking and trying to remember when I had fallen asleep the last time.


  As my mind began to clear my adrenaline kicked in again. I didn’t have much time and I had to be ready. My heart was already thudding to a quicker pace when I leapt up, aiming for the shower. I was racing from the balcony to the bedroom when I was startled by a knock on the door. It was the first real human contact I’d had since the doctor’s visit.


  I glanced down quickly. Was I in pajamas? Yes, black satiny pajamas. It had better not be Rothsam at that door. There was no time to change . I remembered when I got to the door that my thumbprint no longer opened it. Just as I was wondering how to respond, the door swung open.


  I wrapped my arms around my flimsy pajamas, expecting Captain Rothsam. I was not at all disappointed when it turned out not to be him.


  It was Roman Aldrin. He was standing there looking at me with a peculiar expression on his face. I couldn’t read it at first. I thought maybe it might be pity. I shivered.


  It felt weird and almost offensive to see the pity in his face directed at me. I had never in my life been pitied. If people had pitied me after my mother’s death they had never shown it. Matsumotos are expected to be strong, whether six or sixteen or sixty.


  “What are you doing here?” I said.


  “Ms. Matsumoto,” his tone was formal, “I’ve been instructed to escort you.”


  So he was my escort. I supposed that made sense. After all, he would someday be a real guardian. He was probably sent on these little practice runs all the time. He looked so much younger than Captain Rothsam - too young for this kind of assignment. That thought brought me up short. Roman couldn’t be any younger than me. In fact, he might even be a bit older. How did I look to other people? Did I look like someone who was old enough to have destroyed her life already?


  “You’re running herd duty now?” I asked, taunting him just a little. I saw a tiny blush form in his cheeks and I liked it. “I’m not ready yet. I wasn’t expecting you until 05:30. I need a few minutes to get ready.”


  He nodded, a slight movement of the head. The movement reminded me of how he performed in the simulation. Economical. That was the word. His movements were economical. It was a funny thing to notice now, but my head was in a strange place.


  “Don’t take too long. I don’t want to be late,” he said, still looking awkward.


  He wouldn’t have been able to be so demanding a few days ago. What did it have to do with him anyways? It was my funeral.


  I gathered my things and headed for the bathroom, trying not to be embarrassed about how the thin satin of my pajamas rippled as I walked. Aldrin was right at my heels. Apparently when he said “escort” he meant it more like a prison guard than a prom date.


  “Do you have to follow me?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.


  “Actually, I do.” He still sounded formal.


  “You’re worse than Rothsam,” I muttered, throwing my things on the bench and starting the shower. I caught a glimmer of a smile in the corner of his lips like he thought that was a compliment. “You could at least turn around.”


  That caught him off guard. He blushed slightly, and turned his back to me facing the door. His shoulders were narrow with his back to me, reinforcing his youth.


  I waited to make sure he wasn’t going to peek before slipping out of my clothes and into the shower. I was done quickly and in my clothes before he glanced back in my direction.


  “Done?” he asked.


  “Just my hair.” I scowled as I spoke and pulled my hair back, taking care to arrange it properly. The bruises were fading, but yellowish green was still splashed across my neck. I tied a black scarf carefully around my neck to cover them up.


  When I finished I found him appraising me with a look of approval in his eyes. I ignored it. His approval meant nothing to me. He was a prison guard only, nothing more. When I returned to the bedroom I saw that my suitcase had already been removed. Doubtless it had been loaded into the hover car.


  I looked at Roman with a questioning look and he gestured for me to walk in front of him. I tried to march out of the room with dignity, but my toe caught on the Oriental rug and I tripped.


  Roman caught my hand and pulled me onto my feet. Or at least, that was what was supposed to have happened. The second I took Roman’s hand a flash of understanding pulsed through me.


  My implant was racing. It had flicked into high gear the second our hands met and now it raced at the speed of light -quite literally, considering the extravagant technology that was at work here. Roman stood beside me, flexing and unflexing his right hand and staring at it with an uncanny intensity. It was at least two minutes before the buzzing in my head began to stop and my thoughts became clearer.


  Connection set. Please wait while channels are established.


  My implant spoke in that annoying chirpy voice it took on whenever something technical was involved. The initial set up between an Ambassador and her guardian definitely qualified as technical. Then, as quickly as it had begun, the buzzing ceased.


  Channel established. Diagnostics complete. Please resume normal activity.


  I pulled my gaze up and looked over at Roman. He was staring at me wide-eyed as if an alien had just taken over his mind. The chirpy voice should be second nature to him. After all, they should have given a full tutorial when they implanted the chip and told him he was my guardian.
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  MY HAND FLEW TO MY mouth. He was going to be my guardian? One part of my mind was soaring with excitement. They wouldn’t assign me a guardian if they were going to kill me right away. The other side was shocked. Roman Aldrin was a sixteen or seventeen year old boy. How the hell was he supposed to keep me alive to redeem myself? I was being sent out with an untried boy. The logical part of my mind was reminding me that I was a sixteen year old girl, no older than him, but I ignored it. He wasn’t old enough. He wouldn’t be good enough. Heat washed over my cheeks and boiled up into words.


  “You’re my guardian?” I asked, my voice harsh.


  “What?” he asked, his eyebrows jumping.


  “You’re my guardian. The connection was just established,” I said, annoyed at his response.


  “Is that what that was?” He seemed genuinely surprised. That took me off guard.


  “Didn’t they tell you when they implanted the chip?”


  “They told me I was going to be your guardian and that you would be told when we saw the Emperor and that I wasn’t to leave your side. They never said anything about a chip.” He looked panicked.


  “Did they inject you with anything?”


  “Yes, but they said it was an immunity booster!”


  I snorted. “Yeah, it probably was, and it was also an implant chip that worked its way to your brain through your blood stream and then implanted itself. It will never ever leave your brain until you die. Congratulations. You’re a guardian.” I said it was as much cynicism as I could muster. Clearly they didn’t trust him. They hadn’t even told him when they put his chip in, for crying out loud.


  “But that’s illegal,” he said.


  “Legal is different for Matsumotos. We live by a different code and different laws,” I said.


  “Is that what that voice was?” he asked.


  “Yeah. Your implant will tell you the time, wake you up, communicate with space ships, the communications net, and me.”


  “You?”


  “Yeah,” I said, Like this.


  He jumped.


  “Do that again,” he said.


  Like this. I can talk to you in your head. How can you not know about this? They’re supposed to train you in it.


  “I don’t know.” He looked shaken and maybe a bit frustrated. “I didn’t even know about the chip.”


  “I wonder what else you don’t know about,” I said, frowning. “Do you know I’m sentenced to death?” He just nodded, looking like he didn’t really believe it, so I continued, “Do you know that I’m most likely about to be sent off to an impossible mission designed to kill me so the Emperor won’t have to?”


  I didn’t tell him it was my idea.


  “But you’re only a girl! You can’t be more than what…sixteen?”


  “Yeah? So? You’re only a boy!” I shot back, angry at being called ‘only a girl.’


  “But, people don’t do that! They don’t send teenagers off on life-threatening assignments.”


  “Clearly you don’t know the Matsumotos,” I said, but my interest was piqued, “Where are you from anyways?”


  “Off-world,” he said as if that explained everything. It did explain how little he knew about the Matsumotos, but it didn’t explain how he could be a guardian with so little knowledge. I was going to ask, but my implant chirped.


  05:30


  “We have to go,” I said, with an overly deep sigh. Hastily trying to do damage control, I added, “We can talk about this later, and you can do whatever they ordered you to do, but please do me a favor. Do not talk when we are with the Emperor and don’t do anything to make me look weak. Do you understand me?”


  I was on the edge of panic, knowing they had strapped me with a complete newbie, but I made my voice hard, determined to drill this into him. His face hardened and he looked at me coldly, his cheeks flushed a dark red.


  “Fine,” he said.


  I wondered what he thought he had to be mad at. I was the one stuck with a clueless guardian and put in the position of having to save both our hides. This assignment was looking worse and worse, and although I would still grant that it was better than the alternative, that really wasn’t saying much.


  Emperor Nigel Matsumoto seemed to have a real fondness for the Red Room when it came to me, and we were escorted directly to it. Like last time, the guards fanned out into a flower pattern with Roman and I in the center. Roman stationed himself at my back and slightly to my right as if he were planning to defend me rather than guard me like I was a prisoner. I tried not to look at him. Either he really didn’t listen to the news or he was taking his role as my new guardian in a terminally serious way.


  We waited there for a long time. One of the privileges of royalty is the right to make people wait for you. I studied the statues again, exactly the same way as I had the last time. They had not moved.


  Roman shifted impatiently at my side and I shot him a withering glare. The last thing we needed was for him to appear impatient when Nigel arrived. It would only make our bad position even worse. I paused for a moment realizing I had said “we”. I was already including Roman in my fate. That was hardly fair to him, but I couldn’t see a way around it. Unless he thought of a good way to distance himself, he would be tied to me and whatever happened to me.


  You should stand back further. Try not to look like you’re with me.


  I could sense his confusion through the link, but he said nothing and didn’t move. I sighed mentally. Maybe he wasn’t very smart and hadn’t realized exactly how bad it was to be connected to me right now. I wondered what it would be like to be paired with an imbecile, but he had hardly been an imbecile in the simulation we ran. I felt another mental sigh coming on.


  My thoughts were interrupted when Nigel finally arrived. He arrived with the suddenness of a summer storm, launching himself through the doors so quickly that his guards struggled to keep up. Throwing himself down into his chair, he glared at me.


  “I need to get you off this planet,” he said through clenched teeth. I barely noticed the Prime Minister, Everard Oshiro, was standing just behind him, a tiny smile on his usually bland face. “I’ve decided to give you the chance you want so badly. Go. Redeem yourself.” He spat the words.


  “I will go wherever the Emperor sends,” I said.


  “I’ve already sent a diplomat and his staff, a team of Special Forces operatives, and a squad of Marines. If you can do what they couldn’t, then that’s one less problem for me to deal with. If you die trying,” here he almost smiled, “then that’s also one less problem I have to deal with.”


  He scrubbed a hand through his hair and looked me directly in the eyes. I was riveted by his gaze, unable to look away.


  “Your cousin Denise is missing.” It seemed like a non sequitur until he continued after a long pause. “We sent her to Capricornia. Something seemed wrong there, but we couldn’t put our fingers on what. Five years ago the planet was in chaos. Now there’s complete peace, but it feels like the peace before the storm. Do you hear what I’m saying?”


  I nodded.


  “Good. We sent Denise. It was a simple assignment: Find out what’s going on there. Is the planet as peaceable as it looks or not? She’s been missing since a week after planetfall. Her guardian, Adrianna, is missing, too. We’ve heard no word from them, and although the planetary government has been fully cooperative every single one of the people we sent to find her turned up nothing.” He ticked them off on his fingers, “The marines, the diplomats, the Special Forces. I don’t want to declare war on a planet for no reason, but it doesn’t look good for them. If they had something to do with my cousin’s disappearance I’m going to have to come at them with everything we have. We don’t turn our backs on family.” Clearly he didn’t mean me. “You have two weeks to find her and return her here. If we don’t have her back in two weeks then I’ll have to declare war on the privately owned planet of Capricornia, whether the People’s Freehold likes it or not, and to hell with the consequences. You know what that would mean?”


  He looked at me for so long that I finally realized it was not a rhetorical question.


  “It would mean a very long war with the People’s Freehold. Probably a loss of about thirty percent of the worlds we hold in the long run and at least ten years of extended conflict.”


  He raised an eyebrow. Prime Minister Oshiro frowned from behind him.


  “Astute,” was all Nigel said. “That is what my experts project, too. I don’t want to do it, but I will if I have to. And if I have to come to Capricornia with a fleet, you might as well kill yourself right then and there because if I find you I will order your death and if I discover you have fled I will have you hunted down and tortured.”


  “Find your cousin. Return her to me and you will live. Fail, or take longer than two weeks, and feel the wrath of the Matsumotos.”


  He rose.


  “Resources?” I managed to squeak out.


  “I’ll send you on a refitted freighter to get you there. On planet you can have your guardian. You two kids work it out from there,” he said with a smirk. “Oshiro will give you the appropriate documentation.”


  Oshiro sidled over, looking unhappy, and handed over a data chip, before returning to the Emperor’s side.


  “Two weeks,” was all the Emperor said by way of dismissal, and then he turned to the open door and left as swiftly as he had come. His entourage followed him out, leaving Roman and I alone with the guards.


  I shoved the data chip into the handheld computer I kept in my purse, wishing the information had just been flashed to my implant. The first file showed the name of the re-fitted freighter we were scheduled on. It had filed flight plans to leave orbit in two hours.


  “Are you packed?” I asked Roman, feeling my eyes blazing with the combined adrenaline and urgency I was feeling.


  “My bag is in the hover car.”


  “Then we’d better be gone,” I said, glancing once more around the room at the dark warriors positioned randomly throughout. Today I felt more kinship to them than to the Matsumotos. Perhaps that was best. It would take a steel person to survive the days to come.
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  ROMAN AND I WERE THE only two passengers on the shuttle. Roman was all guardian. He checked the shuttle carefully before he allowed me to step a foot on it. I watched while our escorts loaded our bags and left, and then I followed his lead into the shuttle’s interior. It was lush, with creamy leather seating and extra padding in the straps. There was only so much you could do to make a shuttle luxurious – leaving atmosphere was always a rocky trip – but someone had tried their best. I strapped myself in. I’d done this so many times I hardly thought about it.


  Roman slid in beside me, fumbling with the straps and then staring ahead like he could bore a hole through to the cockpit with just his eyes. The way he shifted constantly, like a man who’d just drank five espressos, clued me in to the fact that he wanted to talk about something. He turned to me and opened his mouth, but I shook my head pointedly. Shuttles were notorious for being bugged by the paparazzi, never mind any government microphones that might be there.


  We can’t talk here, I warned.


  He shot me a frustrated look and turned his gaze back to the wall-ectomy he was trying to perform remotely. Whatever. It was his choice if he didn’t communicate. I caught a glance at us in the shuttle window and almost laughed. Here we were, two sulky teenagers, winging our way to stop a war. I remembered a super old movie I’d been shown as a child, “The Dog Who Stopped the War” or something like that. I smiled ruefully until I remembered that it was his death that stopped the war. My smile turned grim. Likely I’d be “The Matsumoto That Stopped the War.” Even more likely, I’d do it the exact same way.


  The launch was bumpy, as usual. I forced myself to relax. Years of travel had taught me that it was a bad idea to try leaving atmosphere with a clenched stomach. This buttery leather wouldn’t be quite so luxurious covered in yesterday’s dinner. Fortunately the launch was quick and we were breaking out of New Greenland’s atmosphere and into vacuum in less than ten minutes. Minutes later we were in queue to dock with the starship that would be transporting us to Capricornia.


  The ex-freighter was the Grey Pelican. Our current Emperor had a fondness for christening his ships after birds, and since all ships carrying Matsumotos come from his fleet, I guess I was just lucky not to be making my last stand in a ship called the Pretty Penguin.


  Our shuttle docked with careful precision, and within moments the shuttle’s pilot was speaking over the com unit.


  “We are now clear to disembark. Please make sure that you leave none of your personal items on board the shuttle. Thank you and enjoy your trip.”


  Yeah, yeah, yeah. The usual spiel.


  I unbuckled and retrieved my bag while Roman waited for the telltales to turn green by the hatch. Moments after it displayed the all clear, the hatch opened from the other side. The stale scent of recycled air dominated my senses as I strode into the cavernous shuttle bay.


  The ship’s complement of marines were about to earn their pay for today. They were assembled along the corridor, at attention. I was surprised to see them there. Marines were standard on Ambassadorial ships, but this was an ex-freighter carrying a disgraced criminal. I hadn’t expected any bells and whistles.


  Roman led the way in the narrow path between their ranks and I followed wordlessly. At the end of the ranks of marines, the Captain of the Grey Pelican was waiting with the marine’s lieutenant. His mouth twisted as he looked at Roman and he barely suppressed a worried sigh.


  “Ms. Matsumoto?” he said. He shifted slightly, his eyes moving between Roman and I.


  “I am Vera Matsumoto.”


  “And this young man?”


  Roman scowled at the Captain, obviously offended that the Captain had mentioned his age.


  “My guardian, Roman Aldrin,” I said, “I was under the impression that you were expecting us?”


  “Of course,” he said, recovering his composure and trying to hide his surprise at being confronted with two scowling teenagers, and his relief that I wasn’t smuggling aboard a boyfriend. “I am Denis Travers, Captain of the Grey Pelican. May I present Second Lieutenant Miro Dale, commanding officer of your detachment of marines?”


  I gave each of them a half-bow of respect, and they returned the courtesy.


  “Please allow me to escort you to your quarters, Ms. Matsumoto. We will be departing presently.”


  The trip to our quarters doubled as a tour. The captain seemed uncertain what to do with us so he stuck to the protocol for welcoming Ambassadors like he was reading it step by step from the manual. They needed to write a new manual on how to deal with disgraced royalty for moments like this. Poor Captain Travers certainly would have appreciated it.


  The majority of the ship would be off limits to us as soon as we were underway, but she was exactly what she appeared to be – an overhauled freighter with the large cargo bay refitted into living quarters for passengers. The result looked like when people try to fit offices into warehouses. It was a bunch of pre-fab units stacked in a cargo bay.


  He finished the tour by leading us to our traveling suites. They consisted of a quartet of sleeping chambers, a dining room and a lounge. Decorated in soft earth tones with calming nature sounds being piped through and a slightly cooler air temperature, they were designed to make us feel like we were on a planet instead of caged in a cargo hold. I may have been on my way to the gallows, but I was certainly going in style. It felt unreal beside the open hostility I’d left on the planet.


  “My chef informs me that this evening’s dinner will be at 20:00. If you are amenable, the lieutenant and I will join you?” the captain said, clearly uncertain about whether to make the invitation. I could tell he wasn’t used to mingling with Matsumotos and no one had told him that he shouldn’t afford me the usual courtesies. Poor man.


  “Thank you, Captain, it would be my pleasure.” I gave him a small half-smile, realizing that it was the first time I had smiled all day.


  He left quickly after that.


  I glanced around the lounge and then headed towards the quarters assigned to me. Roman was in my suite already, checking for whatever threat he expected to find there. I had no idea what he thought he’d find. He came out of the suite a few moments later. He was all business, but at least he addressed me directly.


  “Your suite has been thoroughly checked. I’ll take the one next to it. There is an adjoining door. Please keep it unlocked in case I need access to you. I expect you’ll want to freshen up. I’ll stand watch on your door until you’re finished,” he said, without a pause, as if he had to get the speech over with.


  “Thank you,” I said, looking at him suspiciously. Despite his formal speech he hadn’t lost the look of frustration.


  “It’s my job,” he said, enunciating each word.


  I threw my bag into the suite and went out to join him in the lounge. He was standing against one of the walls, staring at the door with the same angry intensity that he’d had all day, his arms crossed over his chest.


  “Have you ever been to Capricornia, Roman?” I asked, trying to break the ice.


  “No,” he answered shortly.


  “Have you travelled much?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where have you been?”


  “Many places.”


  “Anywhere outside the Blackwatch Empire?”


  “Yes.” He said that one syllable with so much venom that it stopped the conversation immediately.


  Roman was already one of the most confusing people I had ever met and his brief conversations with me weren’t helping matters. One minute he seemed almost sympathetic - the next minute he was rude and gruff.


  “Tell me something,” he said, surprising me.


  “Ok,” I said, folding my arms across my chest to mirror him. “What do you want to know?”


  “Do all guardians get these brain computers sprung on them, or just me?” he asked.


  “All of them do. I still can’t believe they didn’t tell you.” I said a little guiltily. I had to admit that was pretty intrusive.


  “I can hear you talking at me. Is that so you can give me orders and I just have to stand there and take them?”


  I glanced up at his face. It was twisted with emotion.


  “What are you talking about?” I asked.


  “I’m talking about how you just order me around inside my head!” He spat out the words, furious. Now that I looked at him closely I could see he was practically vibrating.


  “Well, you can talk back!”


  He stared at me for a moment, face flushed and mouth hanging open.”


  “If you don’t like what I say, then tell me. I swear I’m partnered up with a mental mute!”


  “I can do that, too?”


  “Of course you can, you idiot.” He really was an idiot, going on about me issuing orders. He hadn’t even realized he could talk to me through the channel.


  “How?” he asked. “Show me how, Vera.”


  He took a step closer, and when I looked up into his eyes I saw a sparkle of fear in them. I tried to imagine what it would be like to be injected with a mental computer you hadn’t expected, to be responsible at sixteen to protect a teenage girl on a death mission, to watch her threatened by the Emperor of your world and then to have her barking orders right into your head. I flushed as I came up with the answer. Scary. It would be really scary.


  I tried to make my voice gentle, embarrassed by how I’d treated him.


  “Let me show you,” I said, taking his hand. “You don’t need to touch me, but this is how I learned the first time.” I didn’t tell him that I was five when I learned. “When you want to talk to me, think of what you want to say like you’re saying it in your mind. Try to think it to me. Squeeze my hand tighter when you do, so I’ll listen more closely.”


  He held my hand loosely in his. His hands were big and lightly calloused like he was used to working. They felt weird. No one I spent any time with had calloused hands. His hand was warm, too, like his anger was still burning under the skin. I hoped for his sake that he wasn’t so upset that this would be impossible. I had a feeling that he didn’t have the patience to try more than once.


  “Ok, here goes,” he said. I felt the pressure on my hand, but didn’t hear anything.


  Try again… please, I encouraged, trying not to order him.


  Another squeeze, but nothing.


  You need to relax, and to trust me. If you don’t trust me, you can’t open the channel.


  Another squeeze, and bits and pieces of thoughts came through with it.


  Trust…Death…Murderer…Death…Trust


  Flushing, I pulled back from his touch, staring a challenge into his eyes.


  “What did you say?” I asked.


  “I said ‘Can you hear me?’”


  One of my eyebrows rose. “I’m hearing your other thoughts leaking through. Try to focus just on what you want to say.”


  He blushed but I ignored him. After all, he was only thinking what everyone else was – that I was a murderer.


  “Try again,” I demanded, taking his hand in mine.


  Trust you…hear me?...Can you trust you hear me?...Can you hear me?


  I nodded as his thoughts sorted themselves out.


  “Better,” I said dropping his hand and turning away. His true feeling about me stung. “We can practice later. I have our assignment files to read.”
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  “I need to read them, too,” he said, looking at me warily.


  I shrugged.


  “Yeah, I guess that would be ok,” I said as I worked on accessing the file. I sat down on a bench nearby and he crammed in beside me.


  “What did you hear in my mind…the first time?” he asked awkwardly.


  “Something about death and murderers. Not surprising, considering the company you keep,” I glanced at him and he looked at me with surprise and hurt on his face. The surprise I understood. He probably didn’t want me to know that he felt the same way about me that everyone else did, but the hurt was puzzling. Shouldn’t I be the one to feel hurt?


  I ignored him and accessed the files. There wasn’t much here. The first page was a picture of Denise with her vital statistics: height, weight, education, communications pathways, etc.


  I already knew all of this, but I paused on this page, looking at Denise’s picture. I felt bad about her. From what Nigel said, Denise was probably dead. She may have already been dead when I tried to call her after Edward’s death. First Edward, now Denise, soon me. Did I even want to be alive in a world where everyone I cared about was dying one by one?


  I stole a glance beside me to Roman. He was peering at Denise’s information like he was memorizing it. It surprised me that he fit on the bench with me. Roman seemed to loom when he was talking, but in real life he was still sixteen and despite his training he still carried the slimness of youth. I felt bad for him, stuck in this situation with me, but I tried to suppress that feeling. I didn’t have time for that right now. We had to focus on Denise.


  “That’s my cousin, Denise,” I said.


  He gave me a strange look and asked, “Are you friends?”


  “I guess,” I said. “We’re the same age. We’ve always gone to the same family events, and the same classes. We’re cousins.”


  He nodded, but he seemed reluctant, like he was still trying to figure something out.


  “And she’s the one who is missing, the one we’re looking for. Wasn’t she the one partnered with Jack when we ran the simulation together?”


  I nodded, flicking to the next document. It was Denise Matsumotos’ original mission directives. She and her guardian, Adrianna, were to travel to Capricornia and remain there until they discovered whatever anomaly was causing the collective nervousness our contacts were feeling. It seemed pretty basic. A letter from the Overseer of Capricornia was included, welcoming her and reminding her of the diplomatic protocols all guests must agree to. The list seemed long and vague. I had a sinking feeling that they would expect the same from me. With only two weeks, including travel time, I did not have time for diplomatic protocols.


  “Why do you think your government was so worried about this one little planet?” Roman asked. “Blackwatch is huge. It has seven planets in the Empire. How could one little planet challenge an Empire?”


  I shrugged, “I don’t know, it could be any number of ways. The bigger an Empire is, the harder it is to keep it safe. We are at the mercy of any idiot with a bio-bomb or any psycho who got a discount rate on a starship.


  “If someone lets off a bio-bomb on one of our planets it could cripple our economy in all seven. A lone starship, piloted wrong, could crash into a planet, destroying a huge part of the population and stalling trade to all the other planets. We’re big and because of that we’re fragile. The larger and more interconnected we get the more fragile we are. Any tragedy in our Empire could result in a complete meltdown on all seven planets. It’s my job to prevent that, and it was Denise’s job, too.”


  “But you’re both only sixteen! Your Empire is guarded by teenagers.”


  “Would you quit harping on age,” I demanded, “I’m a Matsumoto. It’s who I am that matters, not how old I am.”


  He just shook his head. I waited for a moment to see if there would be any other objections. I had not missed the “your Empire” comment. If Roman didn’t feel like he was a part of Blackwatch, then that could be a serious problem. I knew he wasn’t born in the Empire, but I had expected more loyalty than that.


  “How old are you?” I demanded, trying to balance the scales.


  “Seventeen,” he allowed, bitterly.


  I gave him a long look. “Doesn’t sound too different than sixteen, and yet somehow they’ve let you off your mom’s apron strings.”


  He didn’t say anything, just scowled in my direction. I decided to keep reading. Denise had made only one report. It was a basic report stating that they had made a safe planetfall to Capricornia and were beginning the required diplomatic protocols. From what I could tell they sounded like a series of parties.


  The next report was from the ship she arrived on. Denise had been required to report in with the ship every 24 hours. After she missed two reports, they sent a beacon to Blackwatch and reported the absence of both Denise and her guardian, Adrianna. Inquiries with planetary authorities had yielded nothing.


  The next statement was from a group of diplomats sent to follow up on Denise’s disappearance. Again the planetary authorities had been cooperative, but their lack of concern worried the diplomats. They felt further investigation was in order and sent home for help after just four days of investigation. They claimed that by this point all evidence was so contaminated by the locals that they could be hiding anything.


  Apparently Nigel agreed. A team of Special Forces were sent next with orders that could be summarized as “leave no stone unturned”. What they wrote was extensive, but skimming it yielded the following: they had tried everything. They’d interviewed every witness. They’d checked and double checked every item Denise had ever touched, every communication she had sent, every person she had ever spoken with and every credit she ever spent while on planet. The results were nil, nada, nothing. They had gone home.


  Why the marines were sent was anyone’s guess. I figured they were serving dual duty as last-ditch-search-party and scouts in case this really did escalate into war. They were allowed planetside, but their stay was brief. They were unable to uncover anything the Special Forces had missed.


  One thing everyone agreed on was the timeline of where Denise had gone and what she had done while she was on Capricornia. I decided to start there. Tracing her steps seemed like the most likely way to see results, and since we were expected to meet the Overseer immediately after planetfall, I could start right where Denise did.


  I sighed and stretched, working the kinks out of my neck and saw Roman doing the same.


  “Well?” he asked.


  “Well, we start where she started, retrace her steps, and hope we see something they didn’t.”


  He looked at me skeptically but didn’t comment. I was grateful for that small courtesy. If I was going to be honest, I had no idea where to go or what to do. What could I do that would be better than what they had already done?


  When 20:00 arrived our escort came to bring us to dinner at the Captain’s table. Captain Travers, Lieutenant Dale, and the two of us were the only ones in the tiny wardroom, and the meal passed very slowly.


  The ships officers were awkward and desperate to please. Roman and I were so wrapped up in our own thoughts that we probably would have been quiet dinner companions anyways. When you added that to our companions’ awkwardness it only made things worse.


  Thankfully, the Captain didn’t offer to eat breakfast with us, simply promising to have all meals sent to our quarters. His excuse was that he had too much to do running the ship to take time for dinner every evening. Glad to be left alone, I thanked him sincerely for the honor and promised him that eating in our quarters would not be a problem for Roman and me.


  After dinner we headed to bed and within moments the stress of the day and the worry of the night before left me fast asleep.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 16


  I WOKE EARLY THE NEXT morning, struggled into sweats and found the ship’s gym, happy for a chance to get some exercise in the otherwise cramped space. I started a normal routine and was surprised when I was joined by Roman.


  “You should tell me when you are leaving our quarters. I can’t guard you if you aren’t there.”


  “What do you expect to happen on a Blackwatch ship?”


  “I don’t know,” he asked smugly, “What happened to your cousin Denise on Capricornia? What happened to you the last time you were out on an excursion with your guardian?”


  I shot him a baleful glare, and just kept exercising.


  “Fine,” I said, trying to be reasonable only after the silence became painfully awkward, “I’ll let you know.”


  He nodded, like I had finally come to my senses and began his own routine. I watched him from the corner of my eye. Some of the moves he was practicing looked deadly. I guessed maybe work out routines were very different when you were a trained killer. It seemed weird to be working out in our situation, but even prisons had gyms, right?


  “We should practice while we work out,” I said, moving to a treadmill.


  “Practice what?” He asked, punctuating the “what” with a vicious jab at a punching bag.


  Practice this, I said.


  It took a while to get used to someone else in your head, even if that someone was limited to direct thoughts. I needed us to be synchronized before we actually got on mission. His answer was to switch into the channel. After only that small training session with me he was communicating almost flawlessly. He was a quick learner, but even quick learners need practice.


  You know why they sent you, don’t you? he said


  The question took me by surprise...again. It was a relief, though. I’d been dying to talk to someone about this and my new guardian was the best possible choice for this conversation. After all, whether he realized it or not, he was with me in this.


  It’s my last chance, one final attempt to redeem myself.


  Maybe. Even mentally his tone sounded wry.


  What do you mean?


  I know why I was sent here. They say it’s my big opportunity, too, but I’m not a fool. I’m the first outlander they’ve ever given this chance to, and this is my test of fire.


  What was he talking about? This was my test!


  I’m your crucible? Do you get a special reward or something?


  No, actually. I don’t think they expect me to make it out alive.


  Great. That made two of us.


  My parents worked in a factory for a year once. When they test a new prototype, they do all sorts of things to it until they break it. That way they know exactly where the breaking point is in future models. I’m that prototype. I’m not meant to survive this.


  I felt a chill run through my whole body.


  Do you mean that I’m not meant to survive either?


  I already knew the answer...but did he?


  Of course you aren’t. You know their rules. This is just a really roundabout way of doing exactly what you knew they would have to do.


  It was interesting that he never said “we”.


  Why are you here if you know you’re going to die?


  I’m planning on beating the house.


  Just like in the simulation. Did Roman ever follow a predictable course?


  There was a small flicker of gold in his thoughts...like a chuckle. He followed it with a flurry of punches against the bag. I felt my pace speed up on the treadmill. Watching him attack the punching bag so hard made me want to run faster. I wasn’t sure what psychology was behind that, but my appreciation for him was growing with every punch that landed on that bag.


  Plus, I don’t have a choice. My parents were nobodies. Wanderers. No citizenship. No allegiance. Our lives were lives of poverty and constant struggle to make enough money to buy air...air!...and other necessities. I don’t want to live like that.


  Then join the Colony Worlds or the People’s Choice. They’ll take you in without all this, I challenged.


  That would be great, but like I said, I didn’t have a choice.


  Even if it kills you? Maybe he really was on my side...sort of.


  One night we were on our little ship and we drifted into Blackwatch Sovereign Space. It was a calculation error. We were over the line by about a kilometer. He started his story with a stony face, his eyes glued to the punching bag. I felt a sense of relief wash through his words, like he’d been waiting a long time to tell this story. Do you know how big a kilometer is in space? It’s tiny, like a fraction of an eyelash width kind of tiny.


  I felt a chill go up my core. I could guess where this conversation was heading.


  The border patrol ship that found us told us to man lifeboats and that our ship would be shot down in accordance with Blackwatch border regulations. We didn’t have lifeboats, Vera.


  He kicked the punching bag with his full force behind it, grunting with the effort, while flecks of sweat flew off him from the force of the blow. My run slowed to a walk, and then I was still, just standing there, staring at him, feeling the pain slide through our channel with his thoughts.


  I told you we were poor. Dirt poor. Our emergency soft-suits were old. Outdated. We piled into them anyways and abandoned ship. I tried to get my mom to take the newest one, but she and dad insisted I take it. They were so stubborn, and there just wasn’t enough time to fight with them. The klaxon was sounding and the time was almost up, so I got in the good one. We were all roped together when we left the ship.


  He paused for another roundhouse kick that landed so hard I thought I felt the gym shake.


  The patrol ship blew our ship out of the sky. They came back to pick us up as survivors. They were too late. I was watching my parents through their faceplates when their suits failed and they sucked in vacuum. It’s not a pretty way to die. It took border patrol an hour to recover me and cut me loose from my parent’s corpses.


  He turned and looked me dead in the eye, his chest heaving, his breath gasping, and those cinnamon brown eyes boring into mine with fiery intensity.


  I don’t like Blackwatch. I don’t like Matsumotos. Your whole corrupt world stole the only people who mattered to me.


  I swallowed before I replied. I wasn’t sure what to say in the face of a story like that so I tried to keep it simple and to stick to the facts.


  Then why did you stay and become a guardian?


  He gave me a rueful half smile, but didn’t drop my gaze.


  I told you. I didn’t have a choice...or at least not a reasonable one. They shipped me to the marines for basic training, and from there I was chosen for guardian training. The choice I was given was between that and being kicked back out into vacuum in only the suit I was wearing. You tell me, Vera. Is that a choice?


  I swallowed and shook my head, appalled by his story. He finally dropped my gaze and I felt my eyes brimming with moisture before I could stop them. I turned my treadmill back on and started to jog again, absorbed in my thoughts. I could hear Roman return to his kickboxing or whatever he was doing. No wonder he called Blackwatch “them” and “you”. His story was appalling, but I couldn’t help the first question that rose in my mind: what would keep him from betraying me at the first possible moment? I was one of the hated Matsumotos. I swallowed and tried not to think about it.


  I suppose your parents are out there somewhere speaking for the Emperor? They didn’t have anything to say about what you did? He broke into my thoughts.


  I shook my head mentally – a flash of dark grey- denial. The color codes were working perfectly.


  They died when I was small.


  How? he asked, and because of his story I felt like he had the right to know.


  My mother died when a foreign terrorist attacked her. She upheld the Matsumoto code and refused to defend herself. I was proud of that – even though I hadn’t seen fit to follow in her footsteps. My father died for crimes committed against the Empire. Namely my conception, but I wasn’t ready to tell him that.


  His eyebrows shot up and he gave me a wry look.


  Like father like daughter?


  I blushed. Hardly.


  It was a different crime.


  He just looked at me like I was splitting hairs. I tried to plow on.


  I’ve been raised by aunts and uncles for as long as I can remember...and Edward, of course.


  You miss him. The thought was directed with a gentleness, almost a kindness to its tone.


  I didn’t answer.


  You don’t have to answer. I hear it in all your thoughts.


  Of course he did. I’d forgotten. It was hard to block strong emotions from the channel. Oddly enough, I could feel one from him right now. Compassion. I got off the treadmill, wiping a towel across my forehead as if I was fully engrossed in the activity. When I looked up Roman was standing right in front of me, dripping with sweat, and still wearing that look of intensity.


  No pity from you, Roman.


  A flash of suppressed humor with a wry undercurrent came through. He was laughing at me.


  Don’t worry, Vera. I’m not known for my compassion. Particularly for Matsumotos. He paused for a moment like he was replaying what he had just said back in his head. I felt my gaze boring into him. How could I trust someone like this to guard my back? I don’t include you in that list. I aced my guardian tests and despite my feelings about Blackwatch and Matsumotos in general, I will be a good guardian for you. I’ll make sure you don’t die despite what your Empire has chosen for you.


  His cinnamon eyes were hard, and against all logic I felt at that there might be some hope to this expedition. I was going to find my cousin and Roman and I were going to live through the attempt. He might hate Matsumotos, but he was going to help me save one.


  “Roman?” I asked aloud, surprised by the sound of my own voice. Something was still niggling at the back of my brain and I had to ask.


  “Yes?”


  “You acted so strangely when we were running that simulation on New Greenland.”


  He nodded slightly, so I continued.


  “It was like you were two people. The one inside the simulation and the one outside.”


  He nodded again but he looked guarded and he didn’t offer an explanation.


  “Which one was the real you?”


  His mouth quirked up into that funny smile. “Which do you think?”


  I considered for a moment and then ducked my head slightly, peering out from under my long eyelashes when I answered him. I felt sort of vulnerable and I was afraid to let him see that.


  “I thought the one inside the simulator was the real you, but now I don’t know.”


  I hesitated on the last word, hoping not to offend him.


  He sighed and ran a hand through his hair like he was under stress.


  “You’ve put me in an awkward situation Vera Matsumoto.”


  I nodded, fully aware of what that was. After all, I was his death sentence.


  I reached out a hand and took one of his. He didn’t resist, but he watched me with a guarded expression as if he wasn’t sure what I was doing. No wonder he looked worried. I had killed a man. I was a murderer. Anyone in their right mind would be uncomfortable if a murderer touched them. I tried to keep the contact brief.


  “I’m sorry, Roman. I’ll do my best not to make it too difficult for you.”


  He nodded stiffly and looked disappointed. That made absolutely no sense. Why would he be disappointed? I mentally chalked it up as just one more of his more confusing actions.


  “I need a shower,” I said, and left for our quarters without looking to see if he would follow.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 17


  I SPENT THE REST OF the day in my room, thinking and reading the files again and again, trying to memorize every detail. I was going to need them if Roman and I were going to succeed. Who knew what tiny fact might be the tipping point in the end. Roman and I ate a quiet dinner when it was sent to us.


  “Did you ever think of becoming Empress, Vera?” he asked, as we were eating.


  His comment came out of nowhere and I almost choked on my food and ended up coughing before I could answer.


  “Don’t be silly. I’m the Emperor’s cousin, not his child.”


  He smirked at my coughing fit, but put down his fork to continue. “Really? Think about it, Vera. He has no children and you’re his uncle’s daughter. If he died, you’d have as much of a right to the throne as anyone.”


  “Impossible.”


  “You really don’t even see that as a possibility, do you? They’ve programmed you so perfectly.”


  I flinched at his thoughts. I wasn’t programmed. Obviously. If I was brainwashed I would never have killed Haverman. I felt a chill at that. My new identity was based in my crime. I tried to ignore the sick feeling in my stomach, and concentrated on swirling my vegetables around with my fork.


  “You’re all Ambassadors. You’re off planet all the time. You can’t gain a support base or the people’s affections. Whoever designed your Empire was a mastermind. You couldn’t choose otherwise if you wanted to.”


  “I believe I was destined to be the voice of the Emperor and to protect the people of Blackwatch.”


  What was he getting at?


  “I believe in choice,” he said. “Mine was taken away from me.”


  I didn’t answer at first. Finally, I said what kept ringing in my head, even though I wasn’t sure if I believed it or not. “Maybe mine was, too. At least until I broke the law.”


  He looked at me again, one of those long piercing looks, and then nodded as if I had satisfied him somehow. That confused me. Disappointment I understood, but satisfaction made no sense in this situation.


  After that we ate in silence, both consumed by our own thoughts, and I chose to head for bed early for the second time in a row. I felt his eyes lingering on me when I left the room and I wondered if I was somewhere in those deep thoughts of his.


  I went to sleep that night with the first sense of peace I’d had since Edward died. My last thought as I drifted off to sleep was of our last run through the simulations. Thinking about that should have been troubling, but it was oddly calming to me to remember him so clearly. I replayed what he had said, and how he had looked. It had been a hard day for me and a disillusioning one, but it was still far sweeter than the days I was living in now.


  I drifted easily into dreamland. It was one of those dreams that are so vivid you feel like you aren’t dreaming at all. Our starship had made it to Capricornia and I was searching for Denise, except there were two of her in the dream. Both of them were in Capricornia the whole time, though. One minute I’d be talking to someone at the hotel lounge, while one of them was clearly seen across the street. I’d chase after her, only to lose her in a crowd. Then I’d be at a nearby restaurant. I’d walk into the restroom and find them both there, looking at me like I was interrupting something important. I’d reach for them, and they’d vanish. Edward was with me, sharing my frustration, only he couldn’t see them and I could.


  “Edward, they’re right here!” I called to him, but he just stumbled through the dreamy mists like he couldn’t see them. I was torn between chasing them or staying with Edward. His feet moved so slowly, that he constantly held me back.


  I followed both Denises into a shuttle going back to New Greenland, and even though I knew they were on the shuttle I searched every inch of it and couldn’t find them. The shuttle didn’t land at New Greenland, though. It landed in the gardens behind Haverman’s house. I had a strange sense of déjà vu as I looked out over the sea, scanning in every direction for them. Then I caught a glimpse of them. They were drinking red cocktails and threading their way through the crowd.


  I followed after them, but I was blocked on every side by milling guests. They crowded in on me, pushing and fighting to keep me out. I struggled my way slowly towards where I lost sight of them, dragging Edward in my wake.


  “Do you see them? Do you see them?” I kept asking him, the answer was always a negative. His face looked confused.


  Finally we arrived at the huge French doors leading into the library. A part of me was repelled, not wanting to enter, but my feet kept going. Inside both Denises were lying on the floor in a widening pool of blood. I opened my mouth to scream, and Haverman was beside me. He held the gun to my head, smiled a horrible smile and pulled the trigger.


  Edward! I screamed through the channel as hard as I could. Somehow I wasn’t dead. I was lying on the floor with the two Denises. I couldn’t move, but I could watch. Edward walked to the closed library door. He looked horrified, as he pounded on the door. Bang! Bang! Bang! It was loud and staccato. I was willing him to come to me with every thought.


  Edward, please Edward! Help me! Help!


  I saw Haverman creep up behind him. His face grew dark as he pulled the trigger. There was nothing I could do. I saw Edward fall to the ground with a ghastly expression on his face. His blood leaked under the door and flowed into the library to mix with mine.


  I felt my tears begin. I was sobbing violently, not sure whether I was awake or asleep. My head was muzzy. I was dead, wasn’t I? But I couldn’t be dead. I felt strange arms around me and the soft sound of someone speaking my name. My eyes popped open and I squinted in the sudden light.


  Roman was there, holding me…or rather, I was clinging to him, my face pressed against his chest.


  “Roman?” I asked, my voice thick with tears.


  “It’s OK, Vera. It’s OK,” he said, soothingly with relief in his voice.


  I felt like a child – so small, so vulnerable.


  “How are you here?” I asked. How did he know what I was dreaming? How did he know what was happening?


  “You were screaming Edward’s name though our channel. It woke me up.” There was a hint of humor mixed with frustration in his tone.


  “Oh, I didn’t realize. I was dreaming.” That must have been a nasty way to wake up, with someone screaming into your head.


  “I didn’t know you could do that to me.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it could happen either. It never has before.” It wasn’t much of an explanation. What would he think of me? Would he think that I was always this pathetic? I didn’t want him to think I was one of those women, who always needed constant attention and consoling. I was strong and capable, not some lace-hankie damsel in distress.


  “You must think I’m an idiot,” I said, pulling away with an embarrassed flush. “Please go back to sleep.”


  “No.” His arms tightened around me. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep anyhow. You cry yourself to sleep at night, but this is the first time you’ve called to me.”


  “I didn’t know it would happen,” I repeated myself. In fact, now that I thought about it, I realized that I had never heard of it happening between a guardian and a Matsumoto. Maybe we had a different bond somehow.


  “I know what it’s like to lose someone.”


  I nodded, understanding what he meant. His parents. Edward- who was basically my parent. I clung to his chest, so happy for the physical contact that I didn’t care that I looked foolish.


  “I’m so sorry, Roman,” I said huskily, shaking my head side to side, trying to clear my tears. “You shouldn’t have to deal with this. You shouldn’t have to guard a screw up – a murderer. ”


  “What are you talking about?” he asked, as if he honestly didn’t get it.


  “You don’t have to pretend, Roman. I know how you must feel. Your whole life is hanging in the balance and you’re stuck with a traitor and a murderer.”


  He pushed me away, almost violently, holding my shoulders with his hands.


  “Is that what you think, that I hate you?”


  Of course he did! What a silly question. I gave him an aggressive look, trying to cover hurt with defiance.


  “Of course you do. Everyone does. I’m on my way to my own execution and I deserve it. I’m just really, truly sorry that you had to be dragged into it.”


  He looked shocked and then immediately angry.


  “You are such a Matsumoto!” He spat the words at me. “Is that what you really think? Really?”


  He shook me slightly, and I felt a few more tears spill out of my almond shaped eyes.


  “Of course,” I said, humiliated that he was pushing me to state it right out there for him to tear apart. My chest felt heavy and my breathing was difficult.


  “You killed a man?”


  I nodded.


  “In self-defence?”


  I nodded again.


  “After he already killed two other people? And one of them was someone you loved who was supposed to protect you?”


  I was sick of nodding, but I was choked up and couldn’t speak, so I nodded again.


  “What kind of idiot culture have you people created?” He sounded disgusted.


  I looked up at him, trying for defiance, but feeling fear worm its way through my stomach. I felt so wide open, and vulnerable.


  “You’re sixteen years old.” I tried to interrupt, but he kept talking. “No, let me speak! You - sixteen and helpless as a songbird, are thrown in with a criminal like Haverman to do business with him. He kills two strong men and in an urge of self-preservation you kill a truly wicked man who is trying to kill you. And now you are treated like a pariah. You are expected to go quietly to your own execution and not cause a fuss. What idiot invented this culture?”


  I hardly knew what to say. I was stunned that he didn’t hate me. I answered with the only thing I could think of.


  “I’m a Matsumoto.”


  “Damn the Matsumotos!” he spat, “That doesn’t make you a god. It makes you a - yes, honourable, but no, not murderous - teenager who should have been better protected by her family. You made a choice.”


  I cut him off here. I wanted to argue, just to hear him defend me.


  “A bad choice!”


  “No,” he said, and his face was only inches from mine. His hands tightened their grip around my shoulders and I could see the passion in his eyes as he contradicted me and feel the warmth of his breath in my face with every word. “It wasn’t wrong to defend yourself. Deep down you know that. Maybe they condemn you in your Empire because it goes against their tradition, but soul deep it isn’t wrong. Why should you have died so that Haverman could keep on killing? On another world they would have given you a medal.”


  I thought he was exaggerating, but his faith in me was contagious and intoxicating. I didn’t want to let it go. Please let it be true!


  “How can you know that it was right?” I asked, daring him and desperate in the same breath.


  “I know.” His words were like rock, they were so hard. “You know me, and I say it’s so. Trust me, Vera.”


  I didn’t know what to think. Maybe he was wrong, but I was getting tired of trying to figure out what was right and wrong anymore.


  “I trust you.” I said it like a vow, and maybe it was one.


  He nodded, and as the fire left his eyes his shoulders slumped slightly in a way that brought out his youth again. After all his fierceness and certainty it was strange to see a sliver of vulnerability slip out from behind his façade.


  He waited a moment, looking in my eyes with that mix of vulnerability and determination. His lips parted slightly, and with them so close to mine, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to kiss him. A moment later, though, he had pulled away and released my shoulders.


  “You badly need sleep. I’ll be just on the other side of the door. Call if you need me,” his smile turned ironic, “and just so you know, my name is ‘Roman’, not ‘Edward’.”


  I gave him a half smile as I lay back down on the bed, exhausted. I tried to sort out what I was thinking, but in just a few breaths I was fast asleep.
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  WHEN CAPTAIN TRAVERS ANNOUNCED OVER the intercom that we had reached Capricornian orbit, I wasn’t the only one who was excited. Roman had a lighter step as we made our way to the bridge, and there was a feeling of pent up energy in the crew members we encountered along the way.


  It was the first time I had been to the bridge since the tour of the ship. I had tried to keep out from under the crew’s feet, but now Captain Travers invited me to join him. There would be discussions with the planetary security personnel and my presence was essential.


  When we reached the double doors to the bridge, the guards made way for us to go through. One look at their faces reminded me of why I had stayed so secluded. They were trying to look passive, but it was coming off as barely concealed contempt. I kept my head high and tried to ignore them. For a moment, Roman’s words echoed in my head “On another world they would have given you a medal.”


  The bridge was quiet with the quiet that comes from intense concentration and focus. The crew sat at their stations, carefully tapping their screens or manipulating the holo-prompters. I moved towards what I remembered was the communications area. To my right, the navigation and piloting officers were linked into a holo-image and I didn’t want to break their focus. Communications seemed a little less intimidating.


  Captain Travers was already speaking to someone planetside in a video conference and I heard his voice rising in mild frustration.


  “Yes, Officer Cavendish, I am the Captain of the Grey Pelican inbound from the Blackwatch Empire. I have aboard Ambassador Vera Matsumoto who wishes to investigate the disappearance of Ambassador Denise Matsumoto. You should be expecting us. Her trip details have already been cleared by your government.”


  “If the Ambassador is really aboard I will speak to her directly.”


  “Officer, I am more than capable of handling her transportation without her direct involvement.”


  “If you want to put anyone on our planet, you will follow our directives,” the officer shot back.


  Got to love bureaucracy.


  At that moment Captain Travers noticed me and the look of relief in his eyes was obvious.


  See, someone’s glad to see you, Vera. Roman sounded amused.


  “I have the Ambassador here, Officer. Please stand by.” Captain Travers motioned me forward. I sat at the console and tried to convey my most professional, no nonsense attitude.


  “You needed to speak to me, Officer…?”


  “Officer Cavendish, ma’am, Planetary Protocols.” Oh great. The Capricornians love protocols. There was an entire document about it in the files I’d been given.


  “What can I help you with, Officer?”


  “I’ll need a copy of your official letters of transit, miss.”


  Miss? Roman sounded as offended as I felt.


  “That will be ‘Ms. Matsumoto,’ or ‘Ambassador,’ Officer Cavendish. We will send the letters down immediately.” I glanced towards the communications officer, who barely kept from rolling her eyes. Obviously she and Captain Travers had already gone over this.


  “Will that be all, Officer? I am eager to be about my work here,” I said. I didn’t like little snots throwing their weight around. He didn’t need to talk to me or Captain Travers or anyone except the communications officer. Our plans had already been approved by the Planetary Overseer’s office.


  “The Planetary Overseer’s office has sent me a packet to forward on to you outlining where you will be staying and your itinerary for the next two weeks. I am sending the upload now. Any divergence from this plan will have to go either through the Planetary Overseer’s office or through the Planetary Protocols office,” he flashed a slightly self-deprecating little smile, “and that would be me.”


  Jerk. I couldn’t help but share my thoughts through the channel. Roman responded with a quick flash of mental assent. It made me snort lightly under my breath. There were some things we were in one hundred percent agreement on.


  “We will review your packet, Officer Cavendish.”


  “Once you have sent your assent to our instructions you may land on Capricornia, Ambassador, but only those listed may land. Everyone not listed on the guest list must remain with your ship. The ship is to orbit around our sister planet Elflora and must not break that orbit without direct permission from the Planetary Protocols office. Is that understood?”


  Doesn’t the little bug know we could crush his whole planet?


  I assumed that by ‘we’ Roman meant the Blackwatch Empire. It was funny how he trotted out the ‘we’ when it suited him.


  Back water planets always like to throw their weight around when an Ambassador visits. They feel like we have the higher ground and it makes them feel weak and impotent. All but the most civilized get like this.


  That’s sounds annoying.


  You have no idea.


  “Understood, Planetary Protocol. Ambassador Matsumoto out.”


  I tapped the screen to end the connection and looked at the communications officer. She had the packet uploaded and displayed on her largest screen.


  I heard a collective sigh as the crew noted the visitor’s list. I hadn’t realized they were all watching until that moment. Roman and I were the only ones on it. It looked like they’d all be stuck on ship until the assignment was over. I was surprised by their relief. I would have thought that going planetside would be a welcome relief from the everyday routines of ship-board life. Apparently they were willing to make an exception for Capricornia. I wondered how much of the situation they knew and how much of it was just their desire to be away from me. I passed my hand-held unit to the communications officer.


  “Please upload the packet onto this for me,” I said. There was no way I was going to mess with her terminal without her permission. I turned to the Captain, “I’m afraid I’ll have to stick to these protocols, Captain, but I will keep you informed as to our progress.”


  “Of course Ambassador. How soon would you like me to order a shuttle to the planet for you?”


  “As soon as possible, Captain.”


  “Thank you Ms. Matsumoto. Please accept my best wishes for your mission.”


  I gave him a nod of gratitude, which he returned awkwardly, shooting me another one of his sideways glances. He was still uncertain about how to treat a teenage murderer.


  I went with the yeoman to oversee the transfer of our gear to the shuttle. Once we were loaded the pilots began the launch sequence as Roman and I strapped ourselves in.


  The shuttle ride was identical to the one we took just a few days before with only one marked difference. This time Roman didn’t ignore me from his perch beside the doors.


  Ready, Vera?


  As I’ll ever be.


  You’re good at this, you know. If you hadn’t been forced into this situation you’d be on the fast track to becoming the top Ambassador in Blackwatch.


  I couldn’t fully disguise the wave of regret that I let through the channel as I responded, No doubt.


  We waited in a heavy silence and I couldn’t shake the thought that Denise had been in this exact same position just a few weeks ago. She had sat in a shuttle hurtling towards Capricornia, probably reading the same planetary protocols list. I pursed my lips and tried not to think too hard about what it would mean if I couldn’t find her.


  I opened the itinerary with dread. There really were two full weeks of scheduled events listed here, although the river cruise in the first week and surfing demonstrations were not the sort of protocols I remembered seeing on any other ambassadorial trip. The itinerary read more like a debutante’s vacation than a cultural requirement.


  The Matsumoto’s position is to respect all planetary protocols that we can. This was not going to work for me. I had two weeks total, and I had already lost three days in transit. That left me with just eleven more days to find Denise and send word to the Emperor before he brought all hell down on this rogue planet.


  What boring diplomatic party do they have planned for tonight? Roman asked, breaking the monotony of my thoughts.


  Looks like an introduction to the Planetary Overseer and welcome party on the Cajun Sea, South Camry Beach.


  There was a mental chuckle – a quick flash of gold and then Roman said, Doesn’t sound like the usual diplomatic fare.


  No, but don’t get your hopes up. You won’t have time to be looking at the bikini-clad babes, you’ll be too busy guarding my butt.


  Which is exactly what I prefer. His grin added a different meaning to that statement, but I ignored him. After a moment he piped up again. Bikini clad, hmmm?


  Are your ears full of wax?


  Certainly not. I’m just enjoying the thought.


  His cinnamon eyes twinkled at me and I shot him a look full of disapproval. This was not the time for joking.


  I had chosen my outfit carefully, not wanting to look anything but professional, but not wanting to seem too grim when first meeting the head of their government. In deference to the planetary climate I chose a white leather jacket with an orange linen top to go with blue jeans – that’s one tradition Blackwatch has never lost. Whoever invented blue jeans should have been given the Blackwatch Star.


  The outfit was comfortable and utilitarian, but still formal enough for my position. I double checked it carefully, making sure I was put together enough for our first meeting. Any problem with my appearance could reflect badly on me and I needed every scrap of respect I could get if I was going to find a way to cut those planetary protocols short.


  I sighed and pulled my long hair into a ponytail, glancing over Roman’s clothing. Now was our last chance to make any changes. Roman was dressed very simply, as I had come to realize was his style. He wore dark wash jeans, a light shirt and a sharply tailored, army-style jacket. Since the day I’d met him I’d never seen him without the jacket. It was serviceable, and at least he didn’t look homeless, but that was the best I could say about it. After a moment’s consideration I decided not to comment. He was only my bodyguard and he would have to do as he was.
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  ONCE WE BROKE ATMOSPHERE I kept my eyes glued on the green orb of the planet. I’ve seen my share of planets, but this one took the cake as far as green went. It was every shade of green from emerald to sage. I had read up on Capricornia. It was a planet with a very moderate climate and a tendency toward high rain falls. It was predominantly jungle, and that’s what it looked like from above.


  When we finally landed, I could see that the jungle might not be as welcoming here on the surface. A crew of workers and maintenance machines were laboring beside the landing pad to clear excess plant foliage. A small stubbly vine had overtaken two of the pad’s corners


  It felt strange to land on a simple pad. Usually, when we landed on planet it was at a huge spaceport with hundreds of shuttles. Long halls usually led to various shipping lines and passengers and cargo lined the port and blocked the way at every turn.


  Here on Capricornia, we had landed on a simple pad with a small tower to one side and a few land vehicles parked along the side of the tower. I was taken aback. Was Capricornia really so unfriendly that they saw this little outside traffic? The Protocols Officer had been unfriendly, sure, but I hadn’t expected their extreme security to limit interplanetary visitors. With a start I realized there were armed guards surrounding the tower.


  Roman peered out the shuttle door, too. When he saw the guards he slid easily in front of me, as if his body could protect me from them.


  Maybe this is why the crew didn’t want to come planetside.


  You caught that, too? I asked.


  It was a bit obvious.


  We started down the stairs and the humidity hit me hard, clogging my breath with clingy heat. We were greeted immediately by a sharply dressed young man and his entourage. It looked like we were getting the official greeting. A tall guy about two years older than me pushed himself forward.


  “Ambassador Matsumoto,” he greeted me in a rich, cultured voice, “Welcome to Capricornia, the universe’s bounty to us. I am the Planetary Overseer’s son and chief advisor, Ian McIsaac, and I will be liaising with you throughout your stay here. I hope you enjoy Capricornia as much as all of her citizens do.”


  I was surprised by Ian. He was fit and tall, with unusually light coloring. Most people are the brown-skinned, brown-eyed mix of many races combining over hundreds of years, but Ian’s skin was light and his hair had a reddish color that was very uncommon. The coloring made him exotic looking and only added to his muscular build and perfect features. My first reaction to him was attraction and I tried my best to keep any hint of that from entering my thoughts. The last thing I needed was for Roman to catch wind of that.


  Nice, monkey boy matches you perfectly. No one told me there was a dress code.


  Until Roman mentioned it I hadn’t noticed that Ian was dressed almost identically to me, except with a more masculine cut to his white jacket and orange shirt.


  Monkey boy?


  His ears stick out.


  If they did, it was barely noticeable. I frowned mentally, and tried to make my mental voice biting.


  Thanks, Roman, your comments are very helpful.


  “Thank you Mr. Mc Isaac. I am grateful that the Capricornian government has made me such a priority as to send you personally. I’m sure your planet will prove delightful, but this is not a pleasure cruise for me.”


  “Of course not, Ms. Matsumoto,” Ian smiled warmly, “But I’m afraid that our culture demands certain things of visiting dignitaries, and I’m sure you will comply for the sake of tradition.”


  That guy needs to get out more. More helpful comments from Roman.


  Shut up and keep your eye on the perimeter, Aldrin.


  Don’t worry, Vera, I can do my job. Don’t forget yours.


  Roman was much more distracting than Edward had ever been. I rallied, though, and answered Ian McIsaac with an appropriately diplomatic tone.


  “Let me assure you that we do not wish to insult your culture or your traditions, Mr. McIsaac, but my cousin is missing and I must make her recovery my top priority.”


  “You’re concerns are not lost on me, Ms. Matsumoto. We have investigative teams looking for your cousin as we speak. As this is their home planet, they will be far better equipped to find her. Besides, Denise Matsumoto followed our planetary protocols to the letter until the night she disappeared. You will, in fact, be following the path she took. You would want to do that anyways, wouldn’t you?”


  “Thank you Mr. McIsaac. I will be happy to follow the same path my cousin took.”


  I guess we aren’t getting off the hook that easily, I said to Roman.


  Good. Bikinis, here we come.


  “Excellent, then please allow me to convey you to our summer palace where you will be staying while in the capitol.” The grin Ian flashed me was a bit contagious and I found myself joining him in his cheerfulness. After all, I would have had to re-trace Denise’s steps anyway, right?


  Our gear was loaded into a dark aircar with ease and precision, but when I went to enter it, Ian took my arm gently and steered me towards a luxury aircar parked behind the first.


  “Ambassador, you must ride with me,” he smiled, his eyes flashing with charm. “Unless of course, you don’t like driving with the top down?”


  I examined the aircar. It had sleek lines and a smooth platinum finish that glinted in the sun. Perfect. Summer palace. Sports car. I thought this was supposed to be punishment.


  She’s beautiful. Designed off of an old earth Viper. He must have sold the farm to purchase this pretty lady.


  Apparently Roman was an aircar aficionado.


  He owns the planet, or did you forget?


  Is that what all that Overseer nonsense meant? It looks like Planetary Owner Ian is our driver.


  I looked up, startled to see that the rest of the entourage had left with our luggage. Ian was holding the door open and smiling like a real gentleman. I took the seat offered.


  “Are you driving us yourself?” I asked, surprised.


  “On Capricornia we like to provide a personal touch,” Ian said, slipping into the driver’s seat. Roman settled himself in the backseat with a scowl. I guess he didn’t like being an afterthought.


  “Tell me, Ian, do you live at the summer palace?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then we’ll see a lot of you on our visit?”


  He leaned in as if this were an intimate moment and spoke in a velvet voice, “Actually, Ambassador, I am your guide for the entire trip. I will never leave your side.” I almost expected him to kiss my hand.


  Oh great.


  I blinked. Roman and I had expressed the exact same thought at the exact same second. I shot him an annoyed glance, but he looked like he was close to laughter. If Edward was like a father to me, then Roman was like an annoying brother.


  I heard that. You have to be more careful what you let slip, sis.


  That was strange. I’d never had this much leak-through with Edward. He had never heard any of my thoughts except what I expressly put into the channel for him.


  “Did you provide that kind of service for Denise?” I asked.


  “Unfortunately, no. One of our protocol officers was in charge of her hospitality. He is in custody on charges of neglect until this whole woeful situation is resolved. But please, enough of such painful talk. Are you truly royalty, Vera? I’ve never met a princess before.” He smiled winningly.


  “I’m not a princess, I’m a Matsumoto.”


  “Well, your beauty treatments on Blackwatch must be extraordinary. You don’t look more than sixteen,” he said. I should have found it insulting, but the intimate way his eyes traced my face made it sound like a compliment. Taken aback, I could only blurt out the truth.


  “I am sixteen.”


  “Really?” he seemed pleased, “I thought I was the only one to have so much responsibility so young. I just turned eighteen.”


  He flashed me a smile that showed a row of perfect white teeth and then turned to focus on a particularly tricky piece of road.


  We had landed along the coast of one of their oceans- the Cajun Sea, no doubt- and our route followed the winding coastline. On one side of me was gorgeously groomed jungle and on the other side was perfect blue water. You could actually feel the oxygen hitting your lungs. After a few days on a starcraft breathing recycled air, it was intoxicating. I felt more alive than I had in days.


  Ian drove masterfully, with the same assurance that he had in everything. Just a moment I allowed myself to enjoy the ride with the wind flowing through my hair, and the beautiful planet scrolling out before me. Roman saw to it that the moment faded quickly.


  He’s a real piece of work.


  Just to be contrary I countered him.


  I think I’m starting to like him.


  You would.


  What was that supposed to mean?


  “Mr. McIsaac…”


  “Call me Ian,” he interrupted with a warm smile.


  “Ian, where are we headed tonight?”


  “Camry Beach. My father would like to meet you. He is very careful to get to know all our planetary visitors in person.”


  “How can he meet all of them? You must have visitors coming here all the time. This planet is beautiful.”


  Ian smiled, as if he had personally made the planet beautiful and turned his attention fully to me.


  “Capricornia is a closed planet. Only our citizens and our approved guests are permitted here. When the planet was settled by the Capricornia Science and Ecological Harmony Cooperative, we set out to make a world where humans could enjoy the beauty of the planet without harming the ecology in any way. Not everyone shares our vision, so we have to be careful who we invite here.” He said it all with a perfect smile, like he’d said it a thousand times. “Don’t worry, Vera. One of the reasons I am here is to keep you from causing any harm while you are enjoying yourself. Maybe you will fit in here so well that we’ll invite you to become a citizen.”


  “What about me?” Roman asked. I realized it was the first thing he’d said to Ian.


  Ian didn’t respond, turning back to the road, and I wondered if he had even heard Roman.


  My sixth sense was screaming at me that something was wrong, but no matter how hard I tried to think of what it could be, nothing seemed to be obvious.
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  THEY PULLED OUT ALL THE stops for this shindig. Roman couldn’t hide his awe. And I didn’t blame him. The party was incredible. Camry Beach was miles long and packed with people. Even in evening dress they seemed bent on making this the party of a lifetime. As we stepped out onto the beach the fireworks were already starting.


  “Are we late?” I asked Ian, who was escorting me up the long flower-strewn path to the dais beyond. “They’ve already started the fireworks.”


  I’d changed into evening wear at the summer palace. My slinky red dress was short enough to be appropriate for the beach, but sophisticated enough for an Ambassador. Roman was still in his standard jeans and army jacket combo. He looked terrible beside Ian’s debonair linen suit


  “Not at all,” Ian said with a grin, “Those fireworks are to welcome you. It’s not every day that we entertain foreign royalty on Capricornia. A Matsumoto in our midst is a true honor.”


  Suck up.


  I ignored Roman. He was still bitter at having to walk behind us ‘like a guard dog trailing behind his master’ was how he’d phrased it.


  I wondered if they’d had this same party for Denise. She would have loved it. After all her whining about boring diplomatic parties, it would have been great to see the look of shock on her face at this one.


  “I am honored, Ian,” I said, surprised by the gesture. After being a pariah, I had forgotten all about my celebrity status. It was refreshing to realize that these people had no idea about exactly what sort of position I was in now.


  He’s right, you are royalty. You deserve an appropriate welcome.


  I had no idea where that was coming from. I risked a glance back, but Roman’s face remained impassive. I only knew he was setting the stage for a joke when I felt the ripples of gold come through the channel.


  And he’s getting ready to give you just that.


  I’m sure Ian is a perfect gentleman.


  Ian, is it? What happened to Mr. McIsaac?


  He’s being perfectly civil to me, I feel it’s only right to return the favor.


  What business was it of his anyways?


  And I’m sure he’ll remain civil - right up until the minute he’s not.


  His tone came through as ironic. It was a silly thing to say, like one of those stupid chicken-or-the-egg statements. I ignored it, focusing on the party instead.


  Food was everywhere, decorated into beautiful patterns and pictures. Thousands of people were eating and laughing, or dancing on the glittering dance floors set up all along the beach. It was dusk already, but between the tiny lights hovering around the perimeter, the huge bonfires, and the holo-art glowing on perfectly placed platforms, it was more than bright enough to see everything.


  The music was pulsing and harmonizing in sweet strains as Ian and I climbed the dais. There, at the center of the stage, a huge man with the same light coloring as Ian dominated the conversation in a group of well-dressed people. The way everyone gave him a wide berth proved he was of some sort of planetary importance. The man looked up as we crested the stairs and when his eyes met mine I felt a little thrill rush down my spine. For a moment I was frozen in place.


  Now there’s a man! I couldn’t keep my thought out of the channel.


  Now there’s a predator. Roman responded.


  Predator? My eyes were still locked with the sharp blue eyes of the man opposite me. He had a strong magnetism to him. He dominated everything, even from meters away. Maybe he was a predator. He made me think of those vampire romance novels Denise loved to read. He exuded a sense of danger and dominance, but at the very same time the look in his eyes was seductive. I immediately saw his resemblance to his son. His chiseled face and huge frame were more mature versions of Ian’s and his magnetism was like Ian’s, only intensified with age. It poured out of his physical frame and reached out to me.


  You look like a doe in a searchlight, Vera. Wake up.


  Thanks Aldrin, I needed that. With a start, I moved on, glancing at Ian to see if he had noticed my reaction to his father. Apparently he had. He was wearing a speculative look.


  “Ambassador Matsumoto, let me present you to my father, the Overseer of Capricornia. Father, this is Ambassador Vera Matsumoto of the Blackwatch Empire.”


  I gave the traditional Blackwatch half-bow and my gesture was returned by a graceful nod in return.


  The Planetary Overseer moved in close to me with an almost intimate posture, smiling as he drew close enough that I could feel the warmth of his body nearby. He took my elbow in his hand as he spoke.


  “Ms. Matsumoto, let me extend my welcome and my great delight at our meeting. It is not often that we have so rare a gem grace our planet.”


  I felt Roman shifting uncomfortably behind me. He flashed a warning through the channel, but I ignored him. The Overseer clearly got whatever he wanted and never doubted for a moment that I wouldn’t find his closeness appealing. It was, actually. But he couldn’t possibly mean anything by it. I was still in my teens and he was old enough to be my father.


  “Thank you, Overseer. I assure you that the honor is mine. This party is truly extravagant.”


  “Please, Ambassador, it is the least that I can do. Now, let me introduce you to our guests.” He guided me to the edge of the stage and then signaled the technicians. They turned on the amplification system and then gave him the signal.


  “My fellow Capricornians, welcome.” The noise died immediately as the people turned to their leader. He had the same effect on them that he had on me. “It is with great pride that I present to you our guest of honor. As you know, our planet attracts the best and the brightest from every sector of the universe. Our guest is no exception. Let me present to you the Ambassador of the Blackwatch Empire and cousin to their Emperor, Vera Matsumoto. Please join me in welcoming her.”


  The crowd burst into applause and I bowed in acknowledgement, feeling a moment of déjà vu as I felt the crowd’s approval.


  Oh he’s a slick one, that McIsaac. Roman said.


  Let me have this moment. It’s a relief to be around people who aren’t out for my blood.


  Seriously? Are you stupid? There is too much going on here for you to bask in their momentary favor.


  Maybe if I ignored Roman long enough he’d cut it out.


  “Please, enjoy my hospitality to the fullest. Show our guest a good time. Good night and long life to Capricornia.” The last statement sounded like the usual government platitude, but there was an ironic twist to his mouth as he said it that gave me a funny feeling. Overseer McIsaac was a puzzle.


  You may be right, Roman.


  The satisfaction coming through the channel was almost too much.


  The Overseer lifted one hand in farewell, and at his motion the fireworks started in earnest. It was a well-designed and grand show. The politician in me approved. He turned to me and pitched his voice for my hearing alone.


  “I hope your trip here is successful, Ambassador.”


  “About that, Overseer. I would like to begin my investigation into my cousin’s disappearance as soon as possible.”


  “My son, Ian, will handle all that. Speak to him about whatever you need.”


  He left with what appeared to be his usual flair.


  I turned to Roman, hoping to judge his reaction to the Overseer, but unlike his thoughts, his expression was neutral as he scanned the crowds for threats.


  “Would you like to dance, Ambassador?” Ian was already at my side, his intimate smile a ghost of his father’s.


  “I’d be honored,” I said with a smile. After all, I needed to get into my liaison’s good graces.


  We joined the dancers at the nearest floor. Roman looked uncomfortable. He didn’t like being physically separated from me, but this party was hardly high risk. We’d already been assured that every guest was vetted before coming tonight. Besides, dancing was right up there with passing the cucumber sandwiches in the world of diplomacy: a definite must. I’ve always been a competent dancer, though I’m unlikely to win a talent contest for the vids. Ian, however, surprised me.


  “You dance like you mean it,” I said.


  “I do mean it,” he said, with a smile. “Swing dancing is a passion of mine.”


  “Do you have other passions?”


  “Many. Politics, for one.”


  “Politics? If I understood correctly the job of Overseer is not hereditary.”


  “True.” He seemed to consider for a moment before he continued with a twinkle in his eye, “Of course it can’t hurt me to be seen dancing with foreign royalty.”


  I laughed before I realized it.


  “It’s a pity my father couldn’t stay.” His eyes said that he meant the exact opposite.


  “He did seem to be in a rush. I’ve never heard an official speech that was so short.” I really hadn’t and I’ve been attending these boring events for half my life.


  “Oh that!” Ian chuckled and a glimmer of boyishness appeared on his face. “We in Capricornia don’t care much for speeches. We are people of action and endeavor, not words. He probably scored five points in the polls with a speech like that and a party like this.” He waved a hand at the party surrounding us.


  Several acts had started up as soon as the speech had ended, and although we were closest to the old time swing band, there were stages all along the beach with a wide variety of live music and dramatic shows going on. I recognized the ambiance, it was all the rage these days to do things fully ‘authentic’ without digital aid or holographic effects. The live shows were making up for the lack of modern effects with light and color shows. Some of them had large dance crews as part of their acts, too. If I was going to be shown all of them it would be a long night.


  “Would you like to see the rest of the acts?” Ian asked. I really wouldn’t, but as a diplomat I knew it was my duty, so I nodded pleasantly.


  Have some mercy on me and avoid the fire displays, Roman chimed in. He was shadowing us from the edge of the crowd with a constipated look on his face. Oddly enough he seemed to be the only one who did. Usually at these events there were dozens of security personnel.


  Feeling the pinch, Roman?


  He ignored me.


  “I don’t see many security people, Ian.”


  “Capricornia is a safe planet, Ambassador. Don’t worry, we have carefully vetted everyone here.”


  “I would have thought that someone of your stature would have his own detail,” I said.


  He shrugged disarmingly. “I don’t need one. We have people monitoring the party. We are aware of your importance and have taken appropriate measures.”


  His words were perfectly fine, but there was something about his tone that bothered me. I felt edginess from Roman, who was obviously listening in over the channel. He didn’t like the idea of such low security any more than I did.


  At least they seem to be normal people, not charging green aliens or anything, I said to him.


  Green aliens would be better, at least we would know where we stand. Humans are trickier. They could be up to anything.


  I could see his point. For a second my mind flashed back to Ian’s father and Roman’s gut reflex. Predator.


  Ian seemed to be reading my mind.


  “I saw that my father was quite taken with you. You’ve found a true friend in our Planetary Overseer,” he said, smiling. He had to speak loudly. Now that we were closer to some of the heavier bands and bigger shows, the beach was practically booming with sound.


  It was a strange comment-almost jealous -and it made me uneasy, so I tried to smooth it over as well as I could.


  “I’m grateful for the hospitality your planet has shown me already, Ian. I’m fortunate to be so well received and even to have my own liaison.” I looked around at the Capricornians around us, dancing with an intense fervor I’d rarely seen on any Blackwatch planet. “Your people seem very exuberant.”


  “We live in the moment,” he answered, but he seemed distracted as he looked around at the crowd.


  They really did seem to be living in the moment. Every Capricornian around me was at one with the music at the nearby stage. On the stage a man in an artistically deconstructed tux was leading his group in an almost tribal neo-tech R&B number, and with every throbbing pulse of music the crowd spasmed in response. The fire effects across the stage were impressive. I saw Roman’s frown from across the crowd when a particularly bright green flame fountained into the starry sky. The tempo was speeding up and around me the crowd grew more frantic in its almost religious intensity.


  I sensed rather than saw Roman moving towards me, a quiet flicker of red coming over the channel, like he thought there was danger but wasn’t really sure. It seemed like nothing to me. After all, everyone enjoyed music, and this was obviously a popular group. I turned to Ian to comment on it, but the look on his face caught me by surprise. He seemed wary and worried all in one. My eyes ran over the crowd, scanning for the threat, but it was only when I started to notice individuals that I realized what was going on.


  The music had changed to something dark and it was resonating with the crowd. A woman next to me had a bloodlust in her eye that hadn’t been there a moment before. One man nudged another and they both turned to stare at me. It was so strange. The words of the song weren’t about death or destruction, but were along the lines of the hope for society as it passes from one generation to another.


  Confusing as it was, it was definitely provoking a deep reaction. Hands groped out of the dark, and the crowd changed from a group of harmonious dancers to a nervous herd of cattle. People jostled me at unexpected moments, and as I moved to avoid them I was swept in an unexpected direction. This wasn’t right.


  Ian seemed to come to the same conclusion. His arm reached out behind me, not quite touching me, in a protective gesture.


  “Let’s get out of here. I can hardly hear myself think.” His tone was light, but his eyes were sober, and I followed his lead.
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  A FEW STEPS INTO OUR retreat, Roman materialized out of nowhere and led us through the crowd. The look in his eyes was all that was needed to clear a path for us. Roman was that kind of person. If you met him on a dark night you’d try to hide in the shadows. If he looked like he did right now on a sunny day in the middle of a parade ground full of the Imperial Guard, you’d still feel an urge to run. Predator. I guess that’s why he saw that in Ian’s father. It takes one to know one.


  We were out of the crowd and heading up the beach before anyone spoke.


  “I have a yacht not far up the beach. Perhaps a look at the ocean would be a better choice?” Ian was all gentleman and flowing charm again, as if the previous events had never occurred. I spared a cool glance back towards the gathered crowd.


  “You must excuse my people, Ambassador. We’re very much in the moment. Carpe diem and all that. No one means anything by it,” he said, and with a slight laugh he dismissed the entire event.


  “What can we see on the ocean at night, Mr. Mc Isaac?” I asked, gracefully moving to a new subject. If he wanted to dismiss his people so easily then I would let him – for now. After all, hadn’t Denise been at a party like this? But she’d checked in once, so she hadn’t gone missing the first night.


  “Actually, the island of Alouise is best seen at night. It is covered in lichen native to our planet and when the moon is up it glows.”


  “That I would like to see,” I said with a smile, shelving my concerns for the time being.


  “And I will be glad to show you. Please, follow me… your man, too, of course,” he said including Roman with a gracious nod.


  Roman said nothing. I didn’t even want to know what he thought about being called my ‘man.’ We both fell in with Ian and it wasn’t far before we reached a small marina. Ian spoke briefly with the guard on duty and we were promptly buzzed in and began winding our way through the quays to where Ian’s yacht was docked.


  She was beautiful with lines that looked like the latest in engineering. What was with this guy and his toys? Ian paused for a moment to admire the boat, as if it were someone else’s and not his own, and then he reached for my hand to help me in. I paused, mid-step, and turned to Roman.


  “My bodyguard will need to inspect the craft before I can enter.”


  “Of course,” Ian said with a smile, stepping aside as Roman climbed aboard and disappeared into the belly of the watercraft.


  All clear.


  Do you feel comfortable with going on this yacht?


  Since when have you asked my opinion? It’s safer here than you were back there. Feel free to tell your new best friend that your ‘man’ approves.


  So the comment had stung.


  You’ll have to say something or I’ll look like I’m hearing voices.


  You are hearing a voice, and it’s smarter than yours, so pay attention.


  If I ever returned to my former status I was going to have to ask one of my relatives what you did if you ended up with a bodyguard like this.


  “All clear,” Roman called from below.


  “Thank you for waiting,” I turned to Ian, accepting his hand up onto the yacht. “Do you pilot it yourself?”


  “Of course I do. I’m a man of many talents.”


  “I see that.”


  Obviously talking to the ladies isn’t one of them.


  Thanks, Roman. Your comments are oh so helpful.


  It’s my pleasure. I could feel his smugness.


  I’m sure. The wryness left an aftertaste in my mouth.


  “Do you do much boating at home?” Ian asked.


  “A little,” I said, watching him gently maneuver the boat through the marina and out onto the waves. “Enough to know that this is a beautiful watercraft.”


  “I had her custom built. I’m afraid this will be your only chance to ride on her. Our itinerary is planned to the second, but I’ll make sure it’s worth your time.”


  “You don’t need to go so far out of your way to make me welcome,” I said, warmed by his kindness. He gestured to the seat beside his and I slipped into it. The seats were small and close to save room on the vessel and I found myself squeezed hip to knee against him.


  “Nonsense. It’s not only my duty, it’s my delight,” he shot me a glance from under thick eyelashes that smoldered in the moonlight. I felt my heart kick up a notch. Despite the adrenaline and nerves I’d been running on for the past days, that one look seemed to matter to me for some reason.


  This guy sounds like a cheap romance novel.


  Would you knock it off, Roman? Your tender thoughts are not exactly conducive to helping me build a working relationship here.


  They’re not only my duty, they’re my delight.


  Shut up and keep your eyes peeled for trouble.


  Out here on a lone boat, with two against one odds?


  One against one. Remember, I can’t fight.


  Won’t make a difference. If Ian makes a wrong move I’ll be there before you ever need to worry about that little law.


  He sounded dangerous.


  Our captain, despite Roman’s firm belief in his deficiencies, found Alouise quickly and easily. I had to admit it was worth seeing. The glowing lichen danced like the aurora borealis of New Greenland and then the glow was taken up by the waves below in a thousand tiny reflections. I lifted my face into the sea breeze, breathing in the fresh scent and enjoying the wind stroking through my hair. It was like an enchanted wonderland, and in this moment I forgot about Haverman and Edward, and Denise and even the Emperor and it was just me and Ian and the beautiful dancing light.


  Ian was watching carefully for my response and I think he was pleased to see my initial delight.


  “It’s beautiful, Ian, well worth the trip,” I smiled warmly at him as I spoke.


  He took my hand, pulled me up and led me to the prow.He put a hand on each of my shoulders, guiding me towards the brightest point of the island. “The lichen only grows on Capricornia, a little bioengineering present from our founders.”


  “Does it glow like that all year round?” I asked, distractedly. His hands hadn’t left my shoulders and I was very conscious of their warmth.


  “Sure. I come here often to watch it at night and think.”


  He pulled me against him, looking over my right shoulder.


  “It seems so peaceful compared to the shore party.” I nodded back towards the beaches. The revelry could still be heard even from this far out.


  “Everyone finds a different way to fill their desperation.”


  “Philosophical.”


  “It’s true.”


  “How do you fill your desperation, Ian?” I asked, flippantly. The last thing I wanted was to think about desperation. It hit way too close to the mark. If I was anything right now it was desperate. Desperate to make this last chance work. Desperate to find a way to come to terms with Edward’s death. Desperate to make sense of a world that had changed so suddenly.


  I could feel his breath on my neck as he whispered, “However I can.”


  I twisted and looked up over my left shoulder to catch a glimpse of his face. There was something about the moonlight and the smell of the sea and the dancing colors of the lichen that tinted the moment. I just wanted to give in and let it wash over me.


  Ian leaned in closer and the warmth of his muscles against the cool sea breeze drew me in like sleep. His arms spun me around and wrapped around my waist, and our lips were inches from meeting. I trembled slightly, trying to decide if I would let him kiss me.


  With a start I pulled back, my face suddenly warm from what I suspected was an embarrassing blush. That realization made it worse. I carefully reigned in my breathing, increasing the distance between us by one more step just to be safe.


  “What a night,” I laughed with embarrassment. “You should be careful, Ian. On a night like this a girl might take advantage of you.”


  He gave me a look. It was half desire and half complete understanding.


  “I’d like that, Vera. I’d like that very much.” His eyes bored into mine, intensifying my blush and making my stomach flip. Then, wordlessly, he walked back to the steering wheel and started to turn the boat back inland.


  I swallowed at the lump in my throat and returned to my seat. We both sat silently together, an entire conversation playing out without a word spoken. The only actual words came into my head through the link.


  Good girl, Vera.


  I appreciated the thought, but regret was too high up my list of emotions to respond.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 22


  I AWOKE IN MY SUITE in the Summer Palace. It was one of those pleasant wake ups where you feel like just staying in bed all morning feeling the light embrace of the sheets around you and the warm softness of the mattress beneath you. I rolled onto my back and looked up through the window at the sun glinting off the ocean waves and casting long shadows along the beach.


  What time was it? I queried my implant. 06:15 local time. The beach would be fresh and cool before the heat of the morning came, just like that time Edward and I… Oh. Yeah. Edward.


  All at once things didn’t look so bright anymore. I sighed. It wasn’t a sigh of despair anymore. It was more like the long sigh of acceptance that comes after despair, when you finally stop fighting the despair and just know it’s time to live with it, because it’s going to be a part of you forever.


  I let out another one for good measure and then pulled myself out of bed and keyed the shower. The warm water felt good, but the time it took to mindlessly wash let me think over my actions of the night before. It was embarrassing, really.


  That ride back to the Summer Palace had been painfully awkward. Ian and I were pretending there hadn’t been a moment, but Roman knew, and even though he never said anything, I just knew he was snickering in his head. What did he think of me? One minute I’m in disgrace in my homeland, and then while I’m supposed to be redeeming myself I just go ahead and almost fall for the first available prospect. What did that say about me?


  I was dressed for a hot day in a bright teal sleeveless shirt and sleek white pants, but the sun was still low and little goose bumps danced up and down my arms. Roman was already out on the patio, standing watch over my door. Appropriately, given the sun, he was wearing shades.


  He stole the briefest of glances at me and then returned his gaze to the beach. It was quiet save for the lapping of waves against the shore. I couldn’t see a soul closer than three hundred meters. I figured everyone was sleeping off last night’s excitement.


  “Good morning,” I said, hoping to break the ice.


  He was silent. Oh great. He did think I was an idiot. Well what did he know, anyway? He hadn’t just had his best friend die, seen his family reject him and lost all self-respect and hope for a future in a single blow. So what if I was acting a little crazy. Maybe I was entitled. Did he ever think of that?


  “That was some dignity you showed back there, Matsumoto.” His tone was total condemnation.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I answered, trying to play it cool. After all, he couldn’t prove anything, could he?


  “I think you do, Vera. Do you think that starting a school-girl romance with your cultural liaison is going to solve your problems?”


  “No,” I said coolly, as if we were discussing the weather. I wasn’t going to lose my dignity if I could help it, but it was a losing battle. I could feel myself blushing.


  “That’s right, it won’t.” His voice was getting louder. “In fact, the only thing it will do is make you look like even more of a silly sixteen year old girl than you already do. Have you completely lost it? Do you have no self-respect left at all? You are supposed to be a visiting dignitary. You are supposed to be representing your empire here. You are supposed to be investigating the disappearance of your cousin, and instead you’re making eyes at every man in sight and running off to flirt on glow-in-the-dark islands.”


  I wanted to scream out the negative, but honestly, I couldn’t think of anything less dignified than that. I settled for shooting him a frosty glare.


  “I’m disgusted with you, Vera. I really am. I thought you might be someone I could respect, but instead you’re this. Don’t you have any respect for Edward’s memory at all? Aren’t you supposed to be in mourning for him?”


  That was a low blow. I shot a mental blast at him, and saw him physically shake himself. I bet he didn’t know I could do that! Good. There were lots of things I knew that he didn’t and he had no right to say those kinds of things about me!


  “You don’t know me and you don’t know what you’re talking about,” I hissed at him, leaning in close and snatching his shades off his eyes. We were inches apart and I glared directly in his sharp eyes as I spoke. I kept my voice pitched only for his ears. Anyone could be listening.


  “No matter what you think of me, or of my professionalism, I am the Ambassador here and you will show me the proper respect on this mission. That means no more outbursts.”


  “Let’s be honest, Vera. I’m all you’ve got and you have to listen to me. If for no other reason than because I am the only one in the entire universe who gives a single momentary damn about you.”


  His words stung. I was realist enough to know they were true, and stoic enough to accept it. I kept my glare right into his eyes. Not a denial, but not an admission either.


  “Look,” he continued, “I know what you’re thinking, and I’m not going to hold this over your head, but you just can’t pull rank on me in this situation, and I can’t have you going around like you did last night. I need you to admit to me right here, right now that you made a mistake, and I need a promise that you won’t do it again. I need to know that I can depend on you like you can depend on me.”


  It was so annoying that he made sense when I just wanted to be mad and nurse my injured pride. I spent a moment wishing I could rip his head off and spit down the hole, before I swallowed the pride pill and met his eyes with a look just shy of haughty. I could admit wrong, but I wasn’t going to completely lower myself.


  “Fine,” I said frostily, “I admit it. I was wrong. I won’t do it again.”


  He looked satisfied, and maybe even just a bit smug, but I chose to ignore that. There was nothing I could do about it anyhow that wouldn’t be shooting myself in the foot. If I argued I’d look like a child. If I pulled a power play I’d lose his support. He was right that it was all I had right now, as much as I hated to admit it.


  Instead I just gave him a final nod of assent to put a cap on it and marched off towards the main hall. It took me almost the whole ten minute walk to wear off my anger and humiliation and start to feel like a person again.


  I’m ok, I reminded myself. I’m cool and self-possessed and a Matsumoto. I’m going to make Roman eat his words. I realized somewhat tardily that I still had his shades. I thrust them out towards him with one eyebrow raised.


  “Yours, I believe?”


  His smirk and waggling eyebrows should have been funny. I wasn’t in the mood.


  Ian was lounging at the breakfast table when I arrived. Breakfast was sliced tropical fruit, crepes, champagne, eggs, bacon and some sort of crispy pastry I’d never seen before, but the citrus and vanilla wafting from it smelled scrumptious and the white linen-covered table was a work of art. I helped myself to crepes and fruit.


  “Vera,” Ian spoke with complete courtesy. The only sign of last night was the slight familiarity in his tone, “Come eat with us, we have a big day.”


  “A big day that just had to start at the most ungodly hour,” Justin moaned. “I swear, Ian, this had better be worth it. I had plans to go diving with Alice Kenworth today at fifteen hundred, which is a much better time to be awake.”


  “This is Justin Longsley,” Ian said, waving to the complainer. Justin Longsley was draped over his chair like someone who had been up for four days straight and had only managed to haul himself in to breakfast at gunpoint. His hair was in disarray, his eyes red rimmed, and his clothes a rumpled pair of surf shorts and a t-shirt with what I assumed was a band name on it.


  Seated around the rest of the table was the society set of young people. Denise would have loved this. I almost wondered if her “disappearance” might just be a ploy to keep the party going, but then I remembered that her guardian was missing, too. Adrianna would have blown the whistle on that kind of adventure. Plus, there were the three search parties that were all unsuccessful.


  “Pass me the champagne,” a girl my age said. She was showing a lot of cleavage in a metallic bronze top that matched her bronzed skin and copper colored hair. “Do you swim, Vera?”


  “Sure,” I said, a little nervous of this classic ‘bombshell.’ Even her voice purred like a kitten. For some reason I felt an urge to glance over my shoulder and see what Roman’s reaction was to her. He was still behind me, clearly choosing to guard rather than eat, or maybe just keeping an eye on me and Ian.


  “Good. When you’re around Ian most of the activities are in the water.”


  “This is Gretchen Crovier,” Ian said, ignoring her wink and hand that lingered on his arm. “Her twin brother is Martin.”


  Martin waved.


  “When you’re around Ian anything can happen,” a stocky blonde boy added, shooting Ian an approving glance. Clearly Ian was the leader of this gang or clique or whatever it was. “I’m Kenneth Waverly.”


  “Have you all known each other a long time?” I asked.


  “Forever,” said a fourth boy, winking at me as he grabbed a slice of bacon. His charming smile was pretty attractive, but compared with Ian’s right beside him it just felt a bit flat. “Since we were kids. I’m Jack.”


  “Did you spend any time with my cousin Denise when she was here?”


  “Oh, she’s your cousin?” Gretchen asked, but her surprise was clearly fake. There aren’t many of us left with the name Matsumoto, or the facial features that go with the name. “Sure, we partied with her for a bit on Camry beach, and went on the diplomatic protocols with her. She was a blast. A real party girl.”


  The group seemed to be eyeing me speculatively as if to see if I would live up to Denise’s reputation.


  “Did she say anything about going off somewhere on her own?” I asked, trying to appear casual as I poured myself some coffee.


  “No,” Kenneth answered, “She didn’t say anything to me, how about you, Jenna? You two were tight, right?”


  “No, we saw her like a week or so ago and she was all hot to go off somewhere on her own right after we went on the trip. I have no idea where she took off to. That guard dog of hers was pretty aggressive. I don’t think anything bad could have happened to her.” Jenna Blaison wore a tiny hot pink sundress that went well with her blonde, pixie-cut hair and she shot me a sharp look when we were introduced that seemed at odds with her wide smile.


  “Who’s that?” Justin asked, waking up just enough to gesture widely in Roman’s direction, and adding sugar to his coffee.


  “My guard dog,” I replied.


  Ruff Ruff


  Cool it, Roman. I’m just trying to fit in.


  Vera the chameleon.


  I ignored him. I couldn’t get anywhere if I didn’t relate to these people.


  Jenna was slicing into the solitary grapefruit on her plate with quick, precise movements, but she paused and looked at me with startling green eyes, “Have you ever been to Capricornia, Vera?”


  “No, this is my first time.” Her abrupt conversation change took me by surprise.


  “It’s beautiful here. I’m a nature photographer for the Capricornian Scientific Journal. The route for our river cruise will be well worth seeing.”


  “Really?” I asked, interested in her topic, but even more interested in Ian’s choice for our travelling companions. It was usual for these diplomatic events to be seeded with VIPs, and while these people all looked like underwear models they were just teens like Roman and me. They were probably just starting university, or in the middle of prep school, not working as high-up bankers, journalists and politicians. “Do you get these kinds of assignments a lot?”


  “Oh certainly,” Jenna replied. All at once she broke into a good humored grin. “I own the Journal. We are the number one publication on Capricornia for breadth of readership and quality of information and we are the only Capricornian publication to be read across the known galaxy. I have branches in The Federation worlds, in the People’s Choice Worlds, Endermann, Excelsior and Annacord. I’ve been considering putting a branch into the Blackwatch Empire. Which do you think would be the best planet to launch a new branch on?”


  I almost choked and then gave the petite blonde a second look. I had a feeling that this was how people felt when they were introduced to me. If what she said was true, then she was a major player.


  Roman?


  Yes?


  Check our database to verify this, would you?


  You don’t trust her because she is young and beautiful? That’s funny. You didn’t seem to have that problem with Ian. Is there a little gender discrimination going on?


  I didn’t have time for a proper response, so I ignored him.


  “I’d say New Greenland is your best bet, Jenna, and please call me Vera.”


  “Certainly, Vera,” Jenna said with a dazzling smile.


  Verified. Roman shot me the affirmative over the link.


  Hmmm. I glanced around the table wondering about the others. Roman had beaten me to it.


  Jenna inherited the paper from her father who committed suicide last year. Gretchen and Martin Crovier are the children of Javier Crovier, the head of Capricornia’s military. Kenneth Waverly owns the largest bank in Capricornia- also inherited. Jack Ray owns Medi-secure, Capricornia’s planetary health organization, this time inherited from his mother – deceased . Justin Longsley is the Chief Executive Officer of The Capricornian Science &Ecological Harmony Cooperative – the scientific research firm that originally founded Capricornia. I don’t know how he got that role, but there is an obituary for his grandfather, the last CEO, dated two years ago.


  I nearly whistled under my breath. These people were the people that Ambassador’s mix with…but not one of them was a day over nineteen and every one of them was gorgeously good looking. I thought I’d stumbled into a group of playboys and beauty queens only to discover that these were the decision makers of the planet. And almost every one of them inherited their role from a dead relative. That was astounding. No, that was an understatement. It was literally unbelievable.


  And what do you make of that, Mr. Aldrin?


  I think it makes a bit more sense for Ian to be so interested in politics. And it makes more sense that his father treated you like a real Ambassador despite your fresh girlish glow.


  I tried to keep my eyebrows from rising. Roman made some excellent points. It was strange to suddenly find myself in a world where everyone was a lot like me. On the other hand, it was a bit creepy. What was the deal with the adults all dying off and leaving so much responsibility in the hands of teenagers? Of course, Roman’s parents had died young leaving him to fend for himself, and so had mine. Were these people any different than us?


  “The delta plains of the Rimini River are at their best this time of year,” Jenna was still chatting idly to me with no inkling of what I now knew. “You’ll have to watch Jack hydrosurf behind the cruise boat there. He’s pro-class at hydro surfing – Justin, too. Any time they get the chance they’re all over it. Not really my thing. Have you been?”


  “No,” I admitted, giving Jack a second look. He was nodding to me encouragingly and suddenly Justin’s surfer-look made more sense. “Maybe I’ll try during this trip.”


  Why had I said that? Maybe all this beauty and physical fitness was going to my head.


  “Oh, you’ll have to. He’ll want to take you, won’t you Jack?”


  “Absolutely,” Jack shot me a glowing smile from under his dark brows. He was so polished I wondered if he slept in a rock tumbler at night. “We’ll set you up the minute we get to the Delta. It’s an experience you’ll never forget.”


  “Thank you,” I said, now in full diplomatic mode, “I’d love to learn one of the local sports.”


  The breakfast passed in the same rhythm. Every one of my new “travelling companions” turned out to be as talented and well known as the next. Gretchen added to her goddess-looks a world-class talent as a concert violinist. Justin matched his drinking with a propensity for hang gliding. Ian, it seemed had taken some sort of cup for golf three years running.


  Apparently genius came young on Capricornia and those with ability rose quickly to the top. It was strange, though. In most worlds these people would be at least thirty or forty years older than the ones I was looking at. Something was different about Capricornia.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 23


  WE GATHERED OUR POSSESSIONS AFTER breakfast and headed back onto the winding road to the quay where we boarded a small watercraft that brought us out to Ian’s 40 meter yacht. I’d been on week-long adventures and parties on the Matsumoto family yachts. I even owned a ten meter yacht of my own, but Ian’s yacht blew them all away. She was beautiful and designed for comfort and performance. I realized as we came on board that I should have expected a perfect yacht. I was beginning to realize that as Jenna said, it was ‘so Ian.’


  As soon as we set foot on the yacht we were greeted by a butler who whisked us away to our rooms, cases in tow. Roman and I had been assigned the same cabin, but there were two beds. Thank heavens for small mercies.


  “I am so sorry, Vera, “ Ian said while the butler stowed our gear, “I feel terrible that you don’t have your own cabin, but I had no adjoining cabins and I thought you would want your man nearby in case you needed anything.”


  He looked at me from under those heart-skip-a-beat lashes and I melted. I silenced him with a smile and one finger held up.


  “Don’t trouble yourself, Ian, the arrangements are perfect.”


  Your man? At least I’m not your ‘dog’ anymore. Thanks be for small promotions.


  I ignored Roman as Ian smiled and edged closer to me. We were at the rail on the stern of the ship, watching the land grow smaller in the distance. The sun was so bright I had resorted to dark glasses. The blue of the sea set against the azure sky with the white sweeps of the yacht were bold in their contrast. Roman was nearby examining the deck for security weaknesses, no doubt, and everyone else was settling into their berths.


  We cruised through the ocean for a few minutes before we moved into the Rimini River. The first time I had been on the ocean I was five years old. I remembered holding Edward’s hand and staring at the water, trying to see beneath it to where he said all the ocean creatures were. I felt myself smile at the memory. Edward, I miss you, I thought.


  “You like the ocean,” Ian said. He was very close to me – so close I could feel the hairs on his arm brushing mine.


  “I was just remembering my first time on the ocean,” I said wistfully. Ian was silent at that and I glanced up at him. For a moment I saw my own expression mirrored in his.


  “Childhood is like a heaven all of its own. We don’t know it while we are there, but life never gets any better than that. Even if we wish to stay we are forced out, never to return.”


  He sounded so maudlin that I wanted to say something to comfort him, but what could I say? That was my experience exactly.


  Rich kids. You give a new perspective to the word ‘nostalgia’. I’d rather eat my own right arm than return to my childhood. Actually, if I did return I’d probably have to eat my own arm just to survive


  Do you have to ruin every moment for me, Roman? I raged. Do you think my mind isn’t hell right now already without you interjecting on anything that might be remotely happy? I was sounding bitter – even to myself. Besides, I don’t think I believe half of your hard-luck past stories. I think you just say all that for shock value.


  Believe what you want…you do anyhow.


  I wasn’t the only one sounding bitter. I wondered if people started to mirror each other across the channel. It had never happened with Edward and I, but maybe it was because of our age difference. Roman wasn’t as self-controlled as Edward had been.


  Ian gazed into my eyes. I think he took my expression as I communicated with Roman to be inner conflict over my childhood or something. Whatever it was, it had prompted a tender look on his face, and I felt myself warm to it.


  “It will be ok, Vera. We might not be able to go back, but maybe we can relive the good times. I’ll help you.” He took one of my hands and interlaced our fingers.


  I blushed, feeling my heart speed up and a warmth start to build up inside me, but I was spared the awkwardness of answering by a rallying cry from Justin who had just come up on deck. He tossed his long wavy hair back and was tying it into a knot.


  “What ho, good friends? Who’s up for a little hydrosurfing?”


  Roman snorted into the channel, Seriously? ‘What ho?’ Is that how you rich kids are talking these days?


  “I never asked,” I said to Ian, “but what is hydrosurfing?”


  Ian and Justin exchanged an unreadable look, and then Justin replied.


  “Ambassador, let me present to you one of the most enjoyable sports in the known galaxy: hydrosurfing. In essence, it is a battle against the elements and the true test of physical courage. Jack may be at pro-level, but I take the trophy when it comes to personal flare.”


  I was willing to give him that without even seeing the sport. Justin was all flair.


  The others were pouring onto the deck now, sporting swimwear. I felt Roman slide in beside me. He was paranoid, as usual. Apparently that was bred into my guards like meat-eating into a Tyrannosaurus.


  “Let’s show our guest a round or two and then she can decide for herself if she is ready,” Justin said with a perfect white grin. Seriously, with all these model-perfect guys around Roman was starting to look downright homely. I wondered if I was, too. I think I’m a beautiful girl, in an intense, Old-Earth Asian way, but I really couldn’t hold a candle to these girls…which led to a fascinating question: why was Ian so interested in me? Gretchen and Jenna clearly doted on him. I seemed like a weak third prize.


  Justin was hydrosurfing within minutes and what he said about danger became obvious.


  Hydrosurfing involved skimming over the water with a hoverboard. It would be easier than wind surfing if it was left at that, but Justin was pulling stunts at every opportunity. By killing the hoverfan at the right moment he would catch the tip of a wave and use it to propel him into a flip or a spin, only re-engaging the hoverfan at the last second. At the speeds he was going that was incredibly dangerous. If he was off by even a small amount he would be flipped and thrown off into the speeding water beneath. Broken bones would be the lightest he could hope for. Instant death would be more likely at those speeds and he wore no protective gear, unless you counted that tiny bathing suit as protective gear.


  A few minutes into the “fun” a second element was added: Jack. Now the two of them were weaving in and out of each other’s paths, egging each other on to worse and more outrageous stunts. The most recent stunt had Jack hit the nose of a wave, spin sideways, engage the hoverfan when he was perpendicular to the yacht, ride down the yacht’s side parallel to the water, and then do a double flip before engaging the fan again.


  “Hey Justin, eat my spray!” Jack called, only half joking.


  Justin just grinned and then cut in front of him so closely that I thought he’d hit him for sure. Somehow Jack maneuvered out of it and the two of them were back to outdoing each other’s flips.


  My heart was in my throat. There is a cardinal rule among Matsumotos in ambassadorial roles: never let them see you with a yellow belly. If the stunt or sport the locals are playing doesn’t break interplanetary morals or laws and isn’t guaranteed to be life threatening, a Matsumoto must ‘man-up’ and do it. Anything else puts the family and the Empire to a disadvantage. We cannot look like we are unable to compete . To do so, cedes the diplomatic field to the opponent.


  This was my second solo mission, and no matter how I had gotten it, no matter what was going to happen when I returned home, I could not give up that tradition. And anyhow, the wry section of my mind thought, I might be executed two weeks from now anyhow, so if I die hydrosurfing, at least I’ll go out looking like a someone instead of a traitor and a disgrace. To these people, I’ll just be a gutsy diplomat who took one for the sport. I could die like that.


  I can’t allow you to try that sport. It poses a distinct threat to your well-being.


  I guess Roman hadn’t been taught the traditions.


  This one’s not up to you


  It sure as eternity is up to me!


  I could feel a fight coming on and as gratifying of an emotional release as that might be right now, I couldn’t spare the time or energy. I headed him off.


  Sorry, Roman, but this time it really isn’t. Matsumoto tradition. Check on your pad, you’ll see I’m telling you the truth. Now excuse me, I have to change.


  I flashed a bold grin at the assembled group and said brightly, “Let me grab my suit!”


  The answering cheer was enough to tell me I was on the right track. I headed below to my quarters. I was tying up the last strap on my yellow bikini when Roman entered the room cobra quiet.


  “Vera” he hissed, “Forget the damn code. Our mission is important, and it dies with you. Besides, your Empire has done everything in its power to kill you. This is just one more stupid rule designed to keep your cousin as the only one who can lead the Empire.”


  “Don’t be stupid. The code is part of the mission,” I said coldly. He might not think much of me, but I could still be trusted to keep the code! I felt myself blush and I leaned in close to Roman and hissed my answer.


  “I need to do this, Aldrin. I can’t afford to break the code again, and whether you like it or not, it has to be done. Do you think I want to risk my neck in some stupid sport?”


  He looked at me, surprised and taken aback, like he had thought I did want to do this. Idiot. I was so scared I couldn’t get the back tie done up on my bikini top. I covered as smoothly as I could. Licking my lips I whispered fiercely, “Now help me with this tie!” and spun around.


  “I don’t know how to do these things,” he said, but I felt his large, blunt fingers fumbling with the tie on my back. They were gentle against my skin, almost like a caress, and he cinched the strap gently like he was afraid of breaking me.


  The gentleness scared me. The last thing I could handle right now was compassion. I needed to be tough. I couldn’t let him melt me. I needed to be so hard I’d shatter before I’d melt.


  I turned quickly, catching his soft expression. His eyes nearly melted me right there. In them was a depth of understanding that I couldn’t comprehend, and his lips moved like he wanted to say something. Annoying, he might be, but in that moment I could have lost myself in those eyes. I refused to allow it.


  “Be careful, Vera,” he breathed, and his breath was warm on my face.
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  I DIDN’T DARE SPEAK. I just swallowed and nodded curtly, spun on my heel and headed back out the door and on to the deck. I emerged into the bright sunlight once more and adjusted my dark glasses. They had darkened automatically as the sun hit, but I wanted to be sure they were secure before I hit that water. I was going to need every advantage possible if I was going to live through this ‘fun.’


  “Are you ready, Ambassador?” Ian asked, laughter in his eyes.


  “Bring it on, boys!” I said, bravado masking my terror.


  They brought a hoverboard over. Jenna helped show me the controls and showed me how to stand, and Gretchen helped Ian.


  “Are you girls going to try?” I asked, trying to distract myself.


  Jenna laughed. “I’m crazy, but I’m not insane!”


  Gretchen nodded with a snort. Oh great. Looks like I was the only idiot other than those three guys.


  “We’ll cheer you on, though!” Gretchen said, pushing back her glorious long curls. Yes, that would be very helpful. Cheering is an effective way to counter the forces of gravity.


  “Ready to launch?” Ian asked.


  “Ready when you are, sailor,” I responded.


  “Then here’s to fighting desperation!” Ian said, and I felt a heavy shove from behind, and I was over the water, hovering at full speed.


  I shifted my grip on the hover fan control nun-chuck that Jenna had helpfully tied around my wrist so I wouldn’t lose it. Thank you, Jenna. That was foresight.


  I pushed lightly on the accelerator button under my thumb and felt the board spring forward. Touchy. Well, at least just gliding along wasn’t too hard, although I was actually quite afraid of fast moving transportation, especially when you weren’t strapped in and had no helmet or any protective gear.


  Beside me I heard Ian whooping with enjoyment and I stole a glance his way. He was in the middle of a three-sixty spin. Great. Just great. I was going to have to do something more than hover directly behind the boat baby-duck style.


  With a gasp of breath, I braced myself and spun the controls for a three-sixty, killing the hoverfan just in time. The world spun, and I braced myself even harder as I engaged the fan again.


  I was still upright and flying. This was a good thing. On the boat the Capricornians were cheering and waving, and I could just pick out Roman’s profile standing directly in the middle of the stern, arms crossed over his chest.


  At that moment Ian zoomed by directly in front of me.


  “Show us how it’s done, Vera!” he shouted.


  Right behind him was Justin, laughing, and flipping. I bit back a scream, as he cut me off and I had to quickly correct course. We were going so fast that we had to keep looping around to avoid hitting the yacht.


  What made Ian’s friends so crazy? Were all Capricornians such daredevils? If so, that might explain why all my new friends had inherited top positions. But there were some older Capricornians, weren’t there? Ian’s dad was in his fifties. Although, now that I came to think of it, Ian’s dad was probably the oldest Capricornian I’d seen. The only Capricornian over thirty-five that I’d seen. I didn’t have time to puzzle over it. Jack went flying in front of me at that moment.


  “Come on Vera, let’s see a flip!” he shouted.


  I braced myself. It was time. If I could manage this and survive I could gracefully call it quits, I just needed to get it right the first time, because there wouldn’t be another crack at it.


  I pulled myself together mentally, judged the wave and accelerated. I was inches from my target, sailing at the right speed and just about to cut the fan, when a frantic voice came over the link.


  Left Vera! Now!


  I responded before I thought, pulling left and away from the yacht. I caught a glimpse of Justin in front of me, flying through the exact spot I’d been in. I pulled back on the power, settling into a lower speed and choked back a breath.


  A loud smack arrested my attention when it rang out over the river and I looked up in time to see Justin hit the side of the yacht at full speed, his head cracking against the swelling curve of the yacht’s side.


  He slid into the water leaving a horrible red trail on the side of the stark ship. I hit the accelerator, angling towards him, but Ian was there first.


  In seconds Ian was fishing Justin out and hauling him into a stretcher on the side of the boat. He went up right after and I could hear garbled sounds of voices coming from on deck. I had to wait my turn to get on board, they were hauling up Jack next.


  What’s happening?


  He’s dead. They’re doing some lifesaving things, but it’s too late. He hit his head too hard to survive.


  He would know. Guardians were trained on that kind of thing. I felt my mind racing with my pulse, shock already putting a shake in my hands that hadn’t been there thirty seconds before. It had happened so quickly! One minute they were joking and I was trying to work up my nerve, and then next…smack!


  Come up carefully, Vera.


  He felt tense behind his words. I wondered if he had sensed something strange.


  What’s wrong, Roman? Is something happening?


  There was a pause before he continued, like he was second guessing himself.


  The group feels…strange. Too calm somehow. It reminds me of the calm before a riot…before they turn on you. It was like this in the manufactory right before Julin came to tell us we were all evicted. The men got quiet and then all of a sudden they turned on Julin and beat his head in with their spanners.


  I felt a gut wrenching horror. I didn’t know which was worse. The story he’d lived before, or the one we were living right now. I knew I was in shock. It had happened so abruptly, and I felt drenched in guilt. Wherever I went, death followed, like a shadow at the end of a long day. It would never leave me.


  I felt panic rising. I felt like just surfing off towards the sea so I wouldn’t have to face what was happening up above. I didn’t want to see Justin. I didn’t want to see Ian. I didn’t want to see their faces, and know that they knew that this was my fault, just like everyone else knew. I didn’t want to be that person again. The panic was rising, hot and tight and I felt it battering my lungs until my breath was short and quick, and swirling in my head until it felt heavy and dark. I was…


  VERA!


  I shook my head, able to think again now.


  Pull yourself together and get up here.


  Mechanically, I pulled myself onto the lift and keyed the controls. It rose slowly up the side of the yacht and onto the deck. Roman was beside the lift. He took my hoverboard and tossed it to the side and then tugged me off the lift and slightly behind him, like he was going to be my human shield. I could feel what he meant about the atmosphere.


  On the deck in front of me was a scene like the one I had witnessed just weeks ago. Justin was lying on the deck, sprawled and still, a pool of water and blood around his head. The on-board medic, who doubled as the valet, was packing his things away. Everyone else stood huddled around the body in a silent tableau. No one moved. No one spoke. It was like they were waiting.


  I stood still, too, unsure what to do. My training had not prepared me for this. The silence lasted maybe five minutes. They dragged like hours. Eventually Ian spoke and his voice was authority.


  “Go to your cabins. I’ll deal with this. Come back on deck in one hour.”


  They scattered like partridges on a trail, each to their own refuge. Roman and I were the last to go. I couldn’t take my eyes off of Justin until I had to finally turn my back on him to go down the hatch.


  I stumbled to our cabin and sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the floor with my head in my hands. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to think. I felt numb all over and I wanted to cry and to throw up all at once. Was my whole life going to be like this?


  “Talk to me, Vera. I can help you,” Roman said quietly.


  “I don’t want your help.” I said. Why did I say that? I needed help, who cares where it came from? But I did care. If I let Roman help me I would break and I didn’t dare break. I had to hold it together. I had to button up all the way and be strong and be ok.


  We sat in awkward silence the entire hour. I had keyed my implant to tell me when the hour was up. The chime went off in my head and I knew the hour was up. I took a deep breath and prepared myself. It was going to be ugly up there.


  “It’s time,” I said. The tension between us was still thick as a down coat.


  Roman nodded and we both headed up. I felt him behind me. He was so tense he was twanging. I guess that made sense. A mental vision came of them beating me over the head with spanners until my head was nothing but meat paste. I shouldn’t have gone there.


  I was completely unprepared for what I found when I got to the deck. Justin was gone. Any sign of him was cleared away. A table had been set up and the entire party was lounging under a shady umbrella sipping fruity drinks and occasionally checking the fishing rods. The river had narrowed, although it was still deep enough to support a yacht of our size, and people were pointing at the bank and laughing together.


  I was…what? Stunned? Yes. Appalled? Yes! Slightly relieved? Yes. I guess so. I was still wondering when the spanners were going to come out.


  “Ah, Vera!” Ian said, in a jovial tone. “Come join us! You are so literal. Whoever means a whole hour when they say ‘an hour?’”


  I didn’t know what to say and it seemed to be obvious that I was shocked, because when Gretchen made a joke that sent the table into stitches, Ian motioned me over to the fishing rods as if to show me how the planar boards worked.


  “I’m so sorry about your friend, Ian,” I said when we were alone.


  “We don’t talk about that here,” He said curtly. I’d never heard him less than polite before. Ok, so here came the spanner, right?


  “I feel somehow responsible.”


  He cut me off. “I’m serious Vera. We don’t talk about that now. Don’t let me ever catch you referring to it.”


  He looked like he was going to say more, but the valet raised his voice in an announcement, “Dinner is served on the lower deck.”


  The noise of several people getting up and moving masked our next words.


  “Look, I’m sorry, Vera, I know this is strange to outsiders, but please respect our wishes. I will talk to you about it tonight after dinner.


  I nodded mutely, and he abandoned me to join the rest below decks. I followed in stunned silence, and Roman raised one eyebrow at me. He was still alert, but his tension seemed lower. I guess the spanners weren’t coming after all.
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  DINNER WAS AMIABLE AND FULL of laughter and joking. If I hadn’t been there that afternoon I would have thought that nothing amiss had happened. Even so, I could not get the image of Justin’s sprawled body out of my mind. I was the only one of the group who was not pleasant dinner company.


  At the end of dinner, the others were preparing to soak in the hot tub on the forward deck of the yacht. I made the excuse that I had indigestion and went to the stern. I was looking out at the wide wake left by the boat when Ian joined me. Roman was several feet back, but I felt him inch closer with Ian’s presence. He had been oddly silent all night, but his tension had yet to truly fade.


  “I hope you enjoyed your dinner, Ambassador,” Ian said. So, we were back to courteous, were we? How grand.


  “I did,” I said with equal courtesy.


  He stared out a long time over the water before he spoke.


  “There is a bravery to losing faith,” Ian said.


  “What are you talking about?” I asked, both perturbed by the comment and confused by the non sequitur.


  “You grow up believing some things are right and noble and worthy,” He was looking up at the rising moon as he spoke, and his face was stark in the white light. “And you believe in them. You believe in them with all your heart. You believe that life is sacred. You believe each life has a purpose. You see yourself like a bead in a long string of pearls where each one contributes to the luster of the previous and the next.”


  He clamped his hands around the deck rail and leaned out over the edge, still speaking.


  “It gives you a reason to keep living. It gives you a reason to care. It makes you noble and worthy and important. But one day, Vera, you realize that this just can’t be true and you come to a crisis of belief.”


  He moved his intense gaze to me. His pale eyes flashed in the moonlight, half of his face was brilliant and bright, the other side was impossible to see in the shadow, but the one eye that I could see flickered with an inner fire that made me feel the urge to run. I fought it and stared back into his eyes, absorbing his emotions, trying to think with him.


  “When you come to that crisis, you have a choice. You can silence that voice within like so many have, or you can be brave. You can bravely lose your faith. It takes awesome bravery to step out into the unknown, to deny what your fathers taught, to discard their myths and go boldly into the reality that you know must be truth.


  “There is a nobility to facing the unacceptable. There is an honor in choosing to throw off every hindering philosophy and the outdated ideas of what makes us human. It is a despair like no other, but it is the true soul that faces that despair mentally naked, without a shred of our ancestor’s illusions.


  “They preached to us about gods. They told us about our divine souls, they promised us hope and a future. Lies!”


  His voice was so intense it was almost hoarse as he leaned in so his nose almost brushed mine. I couldn’t tell if I was afraid or exhilarated. What he said struck a chord with me. After all, hadn’t it been my ancestor’s beliefs that had brought about my ruin? Without them I would still be whole.


  “Lies, Vera. They promised us what they could not give and all their pretty notions are like frost pictures on the windows, gone in the light of a new day.”


  “Not all of them, Ian,” I said, because I was starting to feel desperate. His musings were hitting too close to home. “Some things are worth having faith in. Some things are worth fighting for. There’s still hope. Maybe the next generation...”


  “Lies!” He turned back to look out over the rail.


  “What about love, Ian, what about honor? What about family?”


  The look he shot me should have seared me to the core. His one eye glared as he hissed.


  “No Vera, it’s all lies. Forget them now. Be brave like us and embrace reality. There is nothing and no one out there who can save you from them. You think you make your own choices? You think you are your own woman? You’re a product of their decisions and values, just like the rest of us. You think you live for honor? For family? For love?” He spat the word. “Lies to manipulate you to do what they want. You are just like us. Nothing. You started as nothing, you live for nothing now, and when you die you will be nothing and leave nothing behind you. Just like Justin. Just like all of us.”


  He fixed me with a long gaze and I stood there shocked by his speech. What could I say? How could I possibly argue against such nihilism?


  He nodded once as if to emphasize the point and then he strode off to the forward deck and in the distance I heard him calling cheerfully to his friends. Of all the things I felt at that moment, cheerful was not one of them.


  What sort of people watch their friend die in a brutal accident, and then just keep on partying? Their indifference was more than chilling.


  I walked through the shadows towards the pool of light that they were in and for a while I just stood there and watched as the river breeze blew through my hair and over my face. The moon was still bright, but the trees along the bank were very tall and they cast thick, rippling shadows over the deck of the yacht. From inside the shadows, I was invisible to them, but they were bright in the colored lights over the Jacuzzi. Their laughter was contagious, their jokes riotous, and drinks were flowing as freely as their words. If it had been another night at another time I would have found their joviality contagious.


  As it was, it put a shiver of fear up my spine. The minutes passed as I debated whether to bid them goodnight, but eventually I slipped away down to my cabin without saying anything to them.


  Roman was right behind me. His padding footsteps were barely audible as he followed me into the room and then carefully checked the bolts on the door. I had almost forgotten about him, and now I did not acknowledge his presence as I sat down on the bed, shucked off my shoes and pulled my knees up to my chest. It was warm and balmy, but I felt so cold.


  Our cabin was spacious and designed by a professional to be breezy and bright, but somehow it seemed bathed in shadows.


  “Tell me that’s not normal,” I said in a leaden voice. I’d never been so shocked by human behavior…not even when Haverman murdered Edward. This was unnatural. It was so wrong.


  “It’s not,” was Roman’s curt reply.


  “I feel…It gives me the creeps.”


  “Yes. And it should. Something isn’t right here, Vera.”


  It was strange. We were still at odds, yet our common fear drew us together in shared consternation.


  “It’s funny, though, Roman,” I said, and my voice felt so distant, like it was not even mine. “Ian is crazy, but his words made so much sense. Who I am was determined by my parents, or maybe not even them. Maybe by their parents’ parents’ parents. I am a Matsumoto. But I didn’t ask to be. I am an ambassador. But I never chose to be. I’m a murderer with a death sentence hanging over me. I made one choice in all my life and it was to kill another person. What does that say about me?” I swirled my fingers through my hair and curled my back so I could look out the porthole up into the huge moon. “Do any of the things I was taught…honor…family…duty…are they anything? I feel like I’ve seen the hand in the puppet and now I still have to watch the puppet show and pretend to like it, even though I don’t really believe in any of it anymore.”


  “Damn Ian and damn them all.” His voice was so calm as he denounced them, enunciating every word. “They’re idiots Vera. They care more about fun and partying than someone’s life. I’ve seen their type before. I don’t even know why you are wasting time with them.”


  Wasting time with them? Didn’t he realize that I had to talk to these people if I was ever going to find Denise? I didn’t have a choice who I associated with.


  “I don’t think Ian’s like that. He had a point. He thinks. He’s a philosopher.”


  “Keep telling yourself that, Vera. The man talks the talk, but he’s a coward. He’s taking the coward’s way out.”


  “What are you talking about? He’s brave. He’s brave enough to face the truth,” I didn’t even realize quite how much I believed Ian until Roman started to attack him.


  Roman snorted at me.


  “Despair’s the coward’s way out. A really brave person faces the failures and the tragedy and tries to change things. It is easy to despair. It is easy to talk about everything around you that is wrong. Don’t you think I could have done that when I saw what my life was destined to be? I was an anchor around my parent’s necks. If they didn’t have that one extra mouth to feed maybe they would have been able to afford quality equipment and they wouldn’t have died like they did.


  “A real man doesn’t do that, though. Bravery is still having faith in spite of what’s happened and working to make your faith a reality. Stand up for something, Vera.”


  “For what? “ I asked him harshly. I needed him to answer.


  “For the truth that life means more than a red stain on the side of a white yacht.”


  It should have made me angry that he was being so morally superior, but I was too tired to fight.


  “I have nothing, Roman.” I said, and as I spoke each trembling word I felt my eyes welling with tears. “There is nothing left inside of me. No convictions. No self-respect. I am just going through the motions and nothing I do now can save my life, and I don’t even care anymore.”


  “I know,” he said.


  I snorted. Yeah, right. He knew. Sure.


  He moved in close so that his knees were brushing mine and he took my chin gently with one finger and turned me to face him. His eyes were intense.


  I know, Vera “I know Vera.” He said it out loud and in the channel simultaneously.


  I could tell that he meant it. The look in his eyes as he focused them directly into mine screamed that it was true.


  “How?”


  “I’ve been in your head. I see your thoughts and how you feel in flickers, as if they were my own, and sometimes you draw me right in to where I am feeling the same things you are and thinking the same thoughts.”


  “It isn’t supposed to work that way!” I was shocked, pulling back and grabbing the hand that had cupped my face. I didn’t know if I meant to hold it for reassurance or to keep it from touching me. This had never happened with Edward and it wasn’t supposed to happen at all.


  Roman shrugged.


  “I don’t know about that, Vera. I do know that you are broken. I don’t know you, and yet I know you completely. I have literally seen you inside and out. I can see what killing has done to you and what everything since then has done to you, too.”


  I could feel the hot tears spilling down my cheeks as he spoke to me. The comfort I felt at having someone else understand me warred with my outrage at his intrusion.


  “You are beautiful, Vera. A beautiful soul. You are naturally so trusting and faithful and devoted. I can see how shattered you are, though. It’s going to take you a very long time to pick up these pieces.”


  Then I finally broke down. I tried to hold back my tears, but my body was shaking as I realized that he really knew. He knew me. I was so angry at his knowledge and so desperate for the intimacy at the same time.


  “I can help you, Vera.”


  I looked at him with hope and anger burning in my eyes in equal parts.


  “We’re a team, and the way I can read you like this can only make me more valuable to you. I can help you sort through all of this. I can help bring an outside perspective so we can find your cousin and get our butts out of here before the time runs out.”


  “Roman, you really aren’t supposed to be able to read me so clearly. You’re only supposed to hear what I choose to tell you,” I said, trying to keep my voice even.


  “I think they broke a lot of rules with us, Vera. I’m guessing they don’t usually link people up when one of them is on the verge of a mental breakdown.”


  That was only half humorous. He seemed to really believe that I was going to have a breakdown. Maybe I was.


  “That could be it,” I allowed.


  “Or maybe it was how they forced this on me without even giving me the courtesy of a heads up.”


  I thought I sensed anger now, and not just in his words, but in the channel, too. He was right. We were both forced in ways we shouldn’t have been.


  “You need to sleep tonight, for once,” he said, looking at me speculatively. “Now is as good as any time to try.” He patted the bunk until I reluctantly settled in and then took one of my hands in his. “I’ll hold your hand until you fall asleep.”


  I blushed, embarrassed by the gesture but unwilling to stop it. Instead I closed my eyes and concentrated on the warmth and gentle pressure of his hand.


  Sleep, little woman.
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  WHEN I WOKE THE NEXT morning the faintest blush of dawn was filtering in through the porthole. I was surprised to find that Roman still held my hand. He must have fallen asleep that way, fully clothed and on the floor and half draped against my bunk. Sleep softened his features and made him look younger. I watched his easy breathing, worried about waking him. I was a mess- still in my bikini from the night before with eyes crusty and swollen from the tears I had shed. I needed a good shower. I tried to slip my hand out of his so I could go find a shower, but his eyes shot open.


  “Go back to sleep,” I said, gently extracting my hand. “I’m only going into the head.”


  He nodded muzzily and I slipped into the attached bathroom, dragging my duffel in with me. I didn’t need any toiletries, the head was fully stocked with all the soaps and shampoos you could possibly want, but I needed some clothes. Rummaging in the duffel bag I found a suitable pair of jeans, a pair of soft leather boots with padded soles and a breezy white top. The jeans and boots would be good for just about anything other than the beach and if the weather remained as warm as it had been I’d be glad for the top.


  I showered quickly, sorting out the tangles in my long straight hair and then stepped onto the drying pad, which made short work of my wet hair and body. In just ten minutes I was clean again. I opted against any makeup. I don’t usually wear it anyhow and with water sports being the flavor of the month I didn’t want to risk it. My hair went into a simple updo, easy to manage and out of the way. I slipped back into our room.


  Roman was awake, having refused my offer of sleep, and was pulling on a new pair of jeans. His t-shirt was already changed, and the jacket he wore was the same he wore every day. I caught a glimpse of the smallest sliver of paler skin at his waist as he buttoned the jeans and looked away hastily before he could see me looking. He was a bodyguard, I reminded myself. Who cared what bodyguards looked like? But it was strange how that glimpse of skin stuck in my mind, more than Ian’s perfect face or chiseled muscles.


  “Sleep well?” I asked, teasing.


  “Just fine,” he said, and his eyes glowed with some emotion I couldn’t sort out. I laughed at the absurdity. No one could have slept well in that position.


  With a nod to me, he opened the door and the two of us made our way up to the silent deck and stood along the port side watching the landscape drift by. The others must have had a late night because the only sign of another human was the valet who was drifting onto deck and then back below engaged in whatever his morning duties were. I felt my eyebrows rise as I realized he was the only adult on the yacht, and he was a glorified servant. It was strange.


  The yacht sailed upriver at a quick pace. The river was very wide and must have been very deep as well to support so large a vessel.


  As it had been all along, the scenery we were watching reminded me of the best of jungle nature photos. Black scars stood out against the greenery today. I watched them distantly, not too interested, until I noticed charred remains of structures in some of the patches. If each patch represented a demolished building, then there was a large settlement represented here. I didn’t remember anything like that in the planetary briefing files. I searched for the file in my implant database. No, there were reports of conflict on Capricornia five years ago, but nothing about any recent conflict, and those scars were new.


  Do you see what I’m seeing? I asked Roman


  Yes. Interesting, isn’t it? I thought the whole planet was under one government.


  It is. Could a brush fire have done this, and only the plant life has recovered?


  I doubt it, he said. Unless their trees grow thirty feet in a few months. These ruins are recent. A handful of months at the very most, but the trees appear much older. You’ll have to ask your friend Ian about them.


  I nodded, surprised I hadn’t noticed that myself.


  I’m more observant than most.


  And more humble, too.


  “Roman,” I said quietly, “Thank you for last night.”


  “Vera,” he said, biting his lip. “You have to realize…”


  There was a stab of annoyance in the channel as his words faded off. I turned to look around and saw Ian coming towards us. Well, no surprise there. Roman’s feelings about Ian were certainly no secret.


  “Ambassador!” Ian called to me, “What a beautiful morning!”


  “Good Morning,” I acknowledged.


  “We missed you last night. Turned in early I assume?”


  “Yes I did. Ian, what are those burn marks along the shore from?” I asked him, avoiding the awkwardness. How did you tell someone that you found their insensitivity to death appalling?


  “Nothing,” he said airily, “just a brush fire last year.”


  Liar, Roman commented.


  I might be a mess, Roman, but I did take Psychology and Interrogation Techniques in school. I can see he’s lying.


  Good, because he is. I guess he just had to get the last word in. Ian brought out the worst in him. And I don’t like the way he looks at you. It’s unprofessional.


  Now that he mentioned it, Ian was looking at me in a very familiar way.


  “Would you like breakfast, Vera? It will be served in just a moment,” he said solicitously, guiding me over to the breakfast table.


  And now he tries to distract us from the evidence, Roman said, glaring at Ian’s back. Something bad went on here. Something very, very bad.


  Thanks Roman. As if I wasn’t creeped out enough by the Capricornians.


  Breakfast was the same as every meal on Capricorn had been – luxurious and perfect. The group filtered down one by one and most of them were tired or hung over, but an air of anticipation still filled the room.


  Jenna looked at me through bleary eyes, “We missed you last night. The hot tub was incredible!”


  “I was tired,” I lied.


  Jenna just laughed, helping herself to another grapefruit and running a hand through her downy blonde hair.


  “Your cousin was better at partying than you are,” she said, as she cut it open.


  I felt a pang of fear, thinking about Denise missing in a world of danger and secrets.


  “Did you bring Denise on this same cruise?” I asked.


  “The exact same cruise. She was a natural at hoverboarding. Way more of a risk-taker than you were.”


  “Maybe today I’ll make up for it,” I joked.


  “You’d better,” Kenneth said through a mouth full of bacon, “We have a wild ride planned for today, “Don’t we Jack?”


  Jack smiled a superior smile and nodded, “Of course we do. I’m going to show you the Weeping Falls. They’re beautiful at this time of year.”


  “Won’t it be dangerous to bring the yacht close to a waterfall?” I asked.


  Martin laughed nastily, but Jack shot him a warning look and replied, “We’ll go in two-person kayaks. It’s down a fork in the river where the yacht won’t fit.”


  I nodded, choosing heavier foods now that I knew that physical exertion would be the order of the day yet again. I saw Roman loading up, too.


  “Did my cousin get to see the falls?” I asked, trying to appear casual.


  “Of course she did,” Ian said smoothly, “All our diplomatic guests do. In fact, I think she found them very enlightening. When we left she was very quiet. Perhaps there will be a clue there to her whereabouts.”


  “And why would you say that?” I asked


  “Because something there changed her life.”


  My eyes widened. “What?”


  “Wait and see,” Ian said with a smile. “I’ll make sure you experience everything she did.”


  Why don’t I like the sound of that? Roman asked.


  I , on the other hand, felt more cheerful. I was sure that whatever struck Denise as significant would matter to me, too. After all, we had the tie of blood in our favor. Maybe I could find whatever had drawn her attention and see if it could lead me to her.


  It was possible that Denise doubled back here and went off on her own. Maybe all these protocols were stifling once she saw whatever it was. If that was the case it might still be possible to find her. From what I could tell there were miles and miles of jungle around us. If someone was out in that there was a pretty good chance that they could go weeks before they were found. But I knew her. I could think like her. I could figure this out. We were already on our fifth day with only nine to go. We had to make them count.


  “Well, let’s make it happen!” I said.


  “That a girl!” Gretchen cheered.


  “Show us the Matsumoto spirit!” Jack said heartily.


  I smiled at them encouragingly and we wolfed down the rest of our breakfast.


  “If anyone needs to grab anything make it quick. We’ll start launching from the stern right away,” Jack said. He was clearly the leader of this little expedition.


  “Does Jack always help you entertain diplomats?” I asked Ian.


  “Well, I wasn’t there to lead your cousin through our protocols,” Ian reminded me, emphasizing the word, “But Jack was, and whenever it is my turn I’m always sure to ask my dream team along.” He looked around the group affectionately and then turned back to me, “I’m very excited to show this to you, Vera. We must ride in the same kayak.”


  For the first time since we’d boarded the yacht, Roman shoved himself forward between Ian and I. Ian jumped back, taken off guard.


  “I’ll ride with Vera,” Roman said quietly.


  “I’m afraid that is out of the question,” Ian said, looking annoyed.


  “I insist,” Roman said, a shade of menace in his low voice, “I’m her bodyguard and my presence is essential.”


  “And I’m sorry to tell you that it just isn’t possible,” Ian rejoined, his gorgeous features taking on a slight scowl. “The Weeping Falls are a national treasure, the one place in all of Capricornia where we are free to honor the spirits of our dead. No foreigner may go there without a Capricornian escort. And no diplomatic guest without their assigned guide. I will be riding with Vera. Some arrangement will be made for you.”


  This is important, I told Roman. Whatever Denise saw here might lead to us finding her.


  Or it could be an elaborate ruse meant to capture you, as well.


  It’s a risk we’ll have to take. Our lives depend on it.


  Roman didn’t answer, except to match Ian’s scowl with his own. He knew I was right. I blinked as I realized that I’d felt his understanding leak through to me. Slowly, he moved back to his familiar place behind my right shoulder. Ian relaxed as he did and turned a brilliant smile on me.


  “Please Ambassador, do me the honor of allowing me to escort you to our kayak,” he offered his hand to me, taking mine in a familiar manner, and leading me to the stern of the ship. Roman didn’t have to say a word. I could feel his anger like a solid wall behind me.


  “Thank you, Ian,” I said, ignoring the stony silence behind me. Really, what was I supposed to do?


  We lined up and Gretchen started to hand out life vests. They were the kind that inflated automatically, and just tied in a simple belt around your waist. I put mine on and was happy that the bright red belt didn’t weigh me down.


  Roman and the others strapped theirs around their waists and then Jack began to launch the Kayaks with Martin’s help.


  The first kayak, a purple one, went to Gretchen and Kenneth. Gretchen adjusted her belt in a way that emphasized her hips and tugged at her shirt until her cleavage was exposed the way she liked. Then, blowing a kiss to Jack, she took her paddle and clambered into the boat. Kenneth was right behind her, adjusting his button up shirt and sliding his stocky frame into the seat. Even grasping his paddle he seemed formal somehow.


  Ian and I were launched next in a red kayak. I slipped into the seat, grasping my paddle firmly in both hands. The kayak was surprisingly comfortable, and I took a few practice swipes at the water with my paddle. I wasn’t much of a kayaker, but I had canoed before and the idea seemed to be pretty similar.


  Jack and Jenna launched next in their orange boat and then Roman and Martin brought up the rear in a yellow kayak. Roman’s face was dark with frustration and whenever he met my eyes his gaze just flicked away. I sighed.


  Ian seemed to notice Roman’s mood, but far from helping things, he made them worse by keeping our kayak on the far left of the group, as far away as possible from Roman and Martin’s on the far right. Martin was in the back of their kayak, in charge of steering, so there was nothing Roman could do but fume.


  Stay close to me, Vera.


  What do you expect me to do, take the paddle from him? Cause a scene?


  His answer was the equivalent of a mental grunt.


  Just try to be reasonable about this, Roman.


  Vera, believe me when I tell you, I would gladly give my life for yours. I’d prefer not do have to give it up just because you decided to go on a little romp with pretty-boy here.


  I’m touched, Roman.


  Don’t be.


  “You look beautiful in the morning light,” Ian murmured, leaning forward. We sat so close in these kayaks that I could smell his aftershave. I pretended not to hear him.


  “How far away is our destination?” I asked.


  “About four hours of paddling, and then the walk to the ceremony will be another hour or so.” He smiled lightly and then consulted his tablet, and I realized it was the first time I had seen any of the Capricornians use a computer of any kind.


  “I think that’s the first tablet I’ve seen on planet,” I laughed.


  “Oh, well, we are a science-based planet, so of course we are up to date on technology, but on ceremonial protocols we try to keep as close to nature as we can. Communication with the outside world is strictly forbidden during our ceremonies.”


  That seemed odd to me. We had hardly been doing anything very sensitive on the trip so far, unless you counted watching one of our entourage die of foolishness and risk taking.


  “I thought you were briefed,” Ian continued, “I haven’t seen you use a tablet yet.”


  “Yes, of course,” I responded, keeping my face blank. Our implanted computers were too secret for me to be able to afford a single slip.


  We returned to paddling, our double-headed paddles flicking through the crystal water in time with each other.


  “I’m fascinated by your planet, Ian,” I said, looking around me and realizing it was true. As much as the planet was full of secrets and surprises, it was also gorgeous. The heavy headed trees and leafy fronds along the bank were wide and lush and where the dew was still heavy on them they reflected back the pink of the still-rising sun. A light breeze rippled through my hair and I felt my spirits lift.


  “And we’re fascinated by you. All of you, apparently,” Ian said and I glanced up to see him scowling at Gretchen who had singled out Roman for conversation. He smiled at her as she spoke. There were flickers of gold in the channel. I felt my chest tighten slightly and I wondered what they could be talking about. Well, he could be as attracted as he wanted to whomever he wanted as long as he did his job.


  Enjoying the view? I asked. I felt a hint of confusion in the channel, but Roman ignored my comment. He must have been really caught up with Gretchen to not notice that dig.


  “If we are paddling for four hours and then taking another hour for hiking and protocols, we will be heading back here in the dark,” I said, trying to think about something other than Roman and Gretchen.


  “Does that worry you?” Ian asked.


  “Of course not,” I said coldly, putting more effort into paddling the kayak and turning back around to face the front, “I’ve slept outside before. Even without gear.”


  Ian laughed and I liked the sound of it.


  “Don’t worry. I won’t make you sleep outside without a shelter, Vera Matsumoto,” he sounded possessive. “All our gear is being brought to the camp. We’ll be staying in the shelters there. You’ll like them. One of our most famous artists designed them five years ago as a synergy between nature and technology. They’re even more comfortable than the yacht.”


  “I find that hard to believe,” I admitted.


  Ian shrugged and smiled. There was a look in his eyes that suggested something. It tickled something in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t remember what it was, only that I wanted to keep looking at those eyes to see if I could find it again.


  “If you love-birds are just about finished,” Jenna broke in, angling her kayak so it bumped against ours, “We have some kayaking to get to here.”


  What’s your plan? Are you thinking that you’ll get the planetary head’s son to fall in love with you so that you can hide out here in safety and avoid the fate that’s waiting for you back on Blackwatch?


  It’s not a bad plan, I said, but more because Roman was irritating me than because I would ever consider that sort of thing. I didn’t believe in marriages for political power - or the idea that women were so weak they needed a man to protect them.


  That thought made me pause. Wasn’t that exactly what was happening here? I was being protected by a man and another man was hinting he’d take care of me too. My mouth twisted into a grimace of annoyance.


  Well, it seems to be working. Roman didn’t know when to just let a topic drop. He’s half in love with you already.
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  I WAS ABOUT TO SHOOT back an angry retort when I realized his tone had been sincere. I cast a worried glance back at Ian and found that he was still gazing at me with that look in his eye. Could that be attraction? Infatuation? I could name every populated world in the twenty settled systems with their largest trade and production lines. I could recall perfectly every form of government, ruler and major company on those worlds and explain the difficulties and advantages each of them faced, but I was hopelessly out of my league here. Everyone in the Blackwatch Empire was either my cousin, or knew I was a Matsumoto and off limits. In my sixteen years, infatuation was one thing I had never had to deal with before.


  After all, if all relationships have to go through the Emperor you don’t really bother looking around at anyone casually. Most of my cousins had arranged marriages. I had always expected I would, too. The few people who had chosen their own partners had been very careful and it had taken years of negotiating to have their choices approved. But if the rest of my life had been thrown out the airlock, hadn’t that part, too? If I was being honest, I had to admit I was a little intrigued.


  I shot a glance back towards Ian, and nothing had changed. Clearly this wasn’t in my head. But what did I feel about that? I was flattered, certainly. Ian was so good looking with those clear blue eyes and that perfectly shaped face, and his height and build were pretty impressive in a universe where most people were pretty similar in height and coloring. Plus, he was older than me by at least two years. I liked that I could attract someone older than me, and probably someone who had his pick of girls on this planet. Gretchen was far more beautiful than I was and even Jenna was very attractive in her bird-like petite way, but it was me he was looking at with those big eyes.


  Confused, I tried to concentrate on putting more power into my paddling, keeping my head down and my mind fixed on the stroke of the paddle pulling the water.


  After a while I realized that all I could hear was my paddle in the water, and my own breath gusting out in the effort of paddling. I pulled my head up and turned around. Ian was leaning back in his seat, his arms crossed over his chest and a huge grin on his face.


  “Oh, don’t stop. We’re going to get there in half the time it usually takes with that kind of effort going into things.” He chuckled as he spoke and I saw a glimmer of affection in his eyes. “You’re a lot stronger than you look.”


  “Yes, I can kayak with the best of them,” I said wryly. I glanced around. We had left the other kayaks behind. A twist of the river hid them completely from view.


  “That’s not what I meant,” he said softly, his blue eyes looking up at me from under the fringe of his eyelashes. He leaned forward, pushing his palms against the kayak so that he could lean those last few inches forward and bring his face up next to mine. Even when I turned my face away we were cheek to cheek. “Look, Vera, I can read the news, even if it’s from another planet. I know about you.”


  I felt an icy chill in the pit of my belly. My face froze.


  “What you did was so brave, even if the people on your planet don’t appreciate it. We on Capricornia prize bravery. We care about people who are willing to look death in the face with courage and defiance. You are so totally that. You’re like…the ultimate Capricornian,” he turned my chin towards him with a finger until I could feel his warm breath on my face.


  The sun was breaking through the trees and its golden beams were powerful. I felt the warmth of them run up my back and Ian’s face was suddenly lit with gold as the current took us out of the shadow of one of the leafy trees. The smile on his face was angelic in the morning radiance and his eyes squinted into two slits as he leaned just a fraction closer to me and his lips met mine. I felt their gentle touch and it was like a wave of warmth was washing over me while something flipped in my stomach like a fish on the dock. One of his hands reached up gently and stroked my cheek.


  When he pulled back after a very long moment he was still smiling.


  “I…” I started to say.


  “I know it’s complicated,” he said, “but just think about it.”


  I nodded mutely, wanting to say so many things at once that I wasn’t sure where to start, but the moment ended as the other kayaks rounded the corner.


  “There you are!” Gretchen called merrily, and Ian raised a hand to wave at her.


  I felt that, you know. If you are going to be stupid enough to play kissy games with that sociopath you could at least keep me out of it.


  Go away, I said, sulkily, and I felt him flinch in the channel like I’d hit him. A moment’s regret filled me. Roman was pretty much my best friend right now and I didn’t want to hurt him, but his prejudice towards Ian made things even more complicated than they already were.


  The next hour was one of the best hours of my life, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Denise had felt the same way when she drifted down this winding river. Jenna and Gretchen had become more animated than usual and were regaling me with tales of one of the ambassadorial trips they had taken with an Ambassador from the original Earth. His shocked responses and general incompetency in a kayak was a source of endless humor to them.


  The only thing that elicited no comment from the group was when we passed another one of those burned-out looking towns or whatever it had once been. As Roman had said at the yacht, it looked very recent.


  I would have expected that to push Roman into saying something, but he was stonily silent for the remainder of the trip. Clearly he was furious that I told him to go away, but I was too annoyed with him to apologize. He would just have to get over it on his own. He was the one who started it anyways, and he was a fine one to comment on me and Ian. Gretchen hardly left his side and after a while she seemed to be making a game out of trying to cheer him up.


  At one point I remarked that this trip seemed pretty docile compared with the rest of the protocols so far, which brought a round of hilarious laughter from the rest of them. I had no idea what that was about, but somehow they found my comment outrageously funny.


  After about three hours, the river began to pick up in current. Where before we had been drifting peacefully, now the kayak was racing along. Birds took off out of the water at the first sight of our flotilla and the trees and leafy plants passed by in a blur. I let a finger trail in the water and felt there was quite a bit of force against it.


  “Is this normal?” I asked Ian.


  “The river is picking up speed,” he replied. Way to state the obvious. He seemed unconcerned, though, so I said nothing more.


  The banks of the river were growing steeper and higher. At one point I realized that if we wanted to get out of our kayaks onto dry land we would be very hard pressed to do that now. The boulders at the edge of the water were smooth and slippery and above them the banks had almost become like cliffs. I felt my breath speed up a bit, but I kept my fears to myself. No one else looked worried, and there was no need to look like a coward over nothing but a bit of speed. The ride was still smooth and easy.


  At one point I looked back at Roman, to see him eyeing our surroundings with a worried look, but he still hadn’t broken our mutual silence. All conversation had died down to nothing but the occasional joke and the sound of the river seemed really loud bouncing back and forth between the cliffs.


  “It seems loud,” I commented. I had to raise my voice to be heard.


  “Well, it’s going to get rough up ahead,” Ian said casually, slotting his paddle into holding clips right in front of him and leaning his weight on it. I followed suit, wondering what he was doing. We were still the lead kayak, but I saw the people in the kayaks behind us begin to do the same thing.


  “When?” I asked, turned backwards to look into his eyes.


  “Now!” he called loudly, and as my stomach dropped I whipped my head around.


  We were freefalling through a world of water. Frothy water and spray soaked me in seconds and spattered across my face. My legs were still inside the kayak but below me was nothing but a straight, fast flow of water into a pool beneath that looked way too far away. The roar of the water drowned out my yells and the horrible feeling of falling was making my limbs heavy with fear while my heart hammered in my chest.


  We were going to die. This was some terrible mass-suicide attempt and it was going to work. No wonder Denise had never made it back. She was probably dead in the pool right underneath us. She could be a horrible half-decayed skeleton that would reach up and grab us the second we hit that hard water beneath. I screamed with everything in my being, knowing I was going to die and feeling like I was the only one in the entire world of water. The only thing that pierced through my terror was a matching scream in the channel.


  VERA!


  We hit the water with the bottom of the kayak first. It made a deafening smack when it hit. I felt it filling with water and my legs slipped from their confines and I fell into the water. I kicked frantically, not sure which way was up or down, but desperate to do something. I was panicking. Rational thought was a thing of the past and only survival instincts were available to get me through. Somehow, my lungs had been smart enough to fill before we hit and I had a mouthful of air, but my world was a dark world of green water, air bubbles and terror. Which way to go? Which way? I was completely disoriented. I felt something hit me from behind, knocking the breath out of me and then I saw stars and then nothing.
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  MY NEXT CLEAR THOUGHT CAME as I was puking up every scrap of anything I had ever eaten. Something soft was under my fingers - mud I thought - and my breath was coming in huge gulps. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, trying to ease the dizziness that had my head spinning so fast. All I could make out was jungle-water-jungle in rapid succession. Someone was shouting over me, and a hand had my collar, but I still couldn’t hear clearly, and my efforts to stand were not a tremendous success.


  I hit the side of my head with a palm, dislodging some of the water from my ears and then I could make out Roman’s voice shouting. He was standing over top of me. I hit my head on the other side, clearing the other ear.


  “Don’t touch her! You’re not touching her!” he raged. It must be his hand gripping my collar. I reached up, trying to loosen the grip so I could stand.


  “Let me help,” Ian was pleading.


  “This is your fault, you fool! What kind of psycho sends people over a waterfall in kayaks?!”


  I glanced behind me to where the waterfall still roared. It wasn’t the biggest waterfall I’d ever seen. It was probably about forty feet tall, but that was more than enough when you shoot over it in a kayak. In the water the purple and orange kayaks still bobbed gently with their occupants looking on at us in horror. The only part of our red kayak I could see was a tiny piece of shattered shell washed up on the beach beside me. I couldn’t see Roman and Martin’s either, although clearly Roman was fine. I felt a flash of relief. I hadn’t realized how afraid I’d been for him before that.


  “It’s not that big a deal,” Ian pleaded, “Everyone’s fine! The kayak wasn’t supposed to break like that, but she’s not hurt!”


  “Yeah, she’s fine, because I dove over a waterfall and pulled her to land while you were still laughing and joking in the fricking lily pads.”


  He’d done all that for me? Wow, that was guardian to the core. I felt a flash of pride in him and gratitude, too. With a sudden burst of energy I clawed my way to my feet and stood beside him.


  Roman was dripping wet, his regular jacket missing, and only his jeans and a white t-shirt still on. He was practically quivering with rage, pulled to his full height, chest squared, hands flexed on either side of him, looking up at Ian’s greater height like he meant to do battle then and there.


  Ian’s stance, on the other hand, looked like a negotiator trying to talk a mad man off a ledge.


  “I’m telling you, Aldrin, it’s no big deal. She’s fine.”


  “And I’m telling you Overseer’s son Ian McIsaac, from now on no more of this. No more deaths or near deaths. Anything dangerous gets run by me first and I will veto it if it poses a threat to the health and safety of Ambassador Matsumoto. Do you understand me?”


  “Sure. Just calm down, okay?” Ian said to Roman and then turned to me, “You alright, Vera? Bit of a rough tumble there, eh?” he was smiling gently.


  I chuckled, surprised at myself when I did.


  “Yeah, I’m okay. What hit me?”


  “Martin’s kayak. They came over the falls a little too quickly after we did.” Ian scowled at Roman as he spoke, but not too much, I noticed. Roman just stood there stonily, unwilling to look at me or Ian.


  I’m sorry, Roman. I couldn’t believe that we’d been fighting over such a silly thing before he saved my life.


  He didn’t answer. His silence stung in a way I hadn’t expected.


  “Come on, Vera, there’s still the protocol and then I can’t wait to show you our camp!” Ian took my hand, without waiting to see if it was ok with me, and led the way to a path that started at the beach. Roman followed ungraciously in our path and I saw the others were docking their kayaks, doffing their life preservers and making their way towards the path, too. I felt around my waist and realized my floatation device wasn’t there.


  “I think it came off in the fall. Piece of garbage,” Ian laughed. If anything Roman’s presence behind us stiffened even more.


  “Just another chance to prove Matsumotos have intestinal fortitude,” I tried to sound as nonchalant as Ian.


  He barked a laugh and tightened the grip of his warm hand on mine. He was soaked to the skin, too, and his wet clothes draped him in ways I couldn’t help but notice. I shook my head forced myself to focus on Denise.


  “Did Denise go over the falls?” I asked.


  “Sure she did,” Ian said, “but her kayak didn’t break.”


  And her skeleton didn’t reach up to throttle me when I hit the water. Theory one down.


  When the others joined us at the path Jack clapped me on the shoulder, “Well done Ambassador!”


  “You should have seen the guy from old Earth,” Jenna said. “He literally wet himself on the way down!”


  “Don’t remind me,” Kenneth said.


  “Kenneth was in his kayak and got soaked,” Jenna said, smirking.


  I shared their horrified look, not at the prospect of Kenneth being peed on, but at the idea that they thought it was funny to drop visitors over waterfalls. The Capricornians were so weird. What had Ian called it? They admired courage and determination. Well, I had that if I needed it – I’d proved that much, but this seemed like a terrible way to make intergalactic friends.


  We started down the path together, Ian in the lead, still holding my hand, and the others trailing behind. The path was worn and wide, made of carefully fitted stones that kept us up off the mud and foliage of the jungle floor. The day was cool, but still humid and I found that my wet clothes were not drying well. They chafed uncomfortably as I walked, and no amount of tugging or re-arranging seemed to help them. Roman and Ian, in contrast, strode along as if they frequently went on walks in soaking wet clothes. Neither one of them made a single adjustment. I envied that.


  The path was winding upwards and soon the level stones became stairs. There was no railing or place to stop. After a hundred steps I felt my leg muscles tightening uncomfortably. I tried looking into the leafy fronds around us to distract me. Small mammals chattered in the trees, multicolored birds swooped and shrieked at us and the bugs in the undergrowth laid down a steady thrum that I got so used to I barely even noticed it after a while.


  After two hundred steps I was feeling winded, but I refused to be the first one to demand a break. My pace was slowing, but I still was right in step beside Ian, with Roman just one step behind us. By three hundred steps, we reached a break in the foliage and stopped for a breather.


  Standing there winded and wet, with my hair plastered to my face and an empty stomach I still couldn’t believe the beauty below me. Where the waterfall was a mist surrounded the whole area, glinting in the sun, and the river looped through the dense trees like a sparkling snake. I noticed that even Roman was watching with admiration. I think it might have been the first time he’d really looked at the planet without assessing the threat situation.


  “Worth it, right?” Ian asked with a smile just for me.


  “Yes,” I said, and felt that I meant it.


  We returned to climbing the steep hill, and the ache in my legs was growing more pronounced when we stepped out onto a stone terrace that was surrounding something that stuck out of the hill like a monument. I stopped, shook my legs out to keep them from cramping, and then eased my way to the structure at the center of the terrace. It took me a moment to realize what it was.


  We were looking at a crashed shuttle, the I.P.S.S. Capricornia if I was reading the insignia right. This couldn’t be more than a part of it, despite how large it was. From what I could tell it was completely undisturbed since it had crashed here, who knows how long ago. The only things that had been changed were the addition of the terrace that wrapped around it and the force field surrounding the shuttle that kept weather and vines from assaulting this heritage piece.


  Everyone had made it to the top of the hill now, and Ian began to speak in a way that sounded rehearsed and formal at the same time.


  “In the days of our ancestors Earth became tainted with the poisons we dumped into her environment and she became toxic to all humanity,” he intoned.


  “Remember this,” everyone else responded in a low chant. I tried to remain inconspicuous. Clearly this was the ritual we had been told about.


  “Humanity scattered to the stars, bent on finding a new home. Empires were founded, Republics formed and Cartels established. Our ancestors were scientists, committed to living in harmony with our environment and bettering our people.”


  “Remember this,” was the reply.


  “We arrived here on the I.P.S.S. Dawnbringer, forty families and our equipment. We boarded two shuttles, along with our meager possessions to settle this planet. One was the I.P.S.S. Alissa which brought our ancestors to the north side of the planet. The other was the I.P.S.S. Capricornia. Capricornia lost control and impacted with the planet at this very spot.”


  “Remember this.”


  “We are here today to honor our brothers and sisters, as we honored them when we named the planet after their sacrifice. They sacrificed themselves for the next generation. They sacrificed themselves that their courage and ideals could be passed from one generation to the next in our constant quest for perfection and achievement.”


  “Remember this.”


  “In their honor we do not speak of the dead except in this place in which to honor them. Let us honor them.”


  “We honor them.”


  Ian produced a knife and flicked it over his palm, squeezing a few drops of blood onto the white stone terrace.


  “I pledge my blood to Capricornia and my energy in her service. I will defend her from harm and protect her people. Today I remember Justin.”


  He handed the knife the Jenna who was standing beside him. She sliced her own hand and repeated the pledge.


  “I pledge my blood to Capricornia and my energy in her service. I will defend her from harm and protect her people. Today I remember Justin.”


  The knife went around the circle, each one pledging their faithfulness and remembering Justin. I felt tears pricking my eyes, remembering the horror of his sudden death and their casual refusal to discuss it. Apparently they mourned in their own way.


  The knife came to Roman, who handed it silently back to Ian.


  “You won’t take the pledge?” Ian asked him coldly.


  “It’s not my battle to fight.”


  “What about you?” Ian asked me, challenging. I felt seven sets of eyes boring into me. Roman’s looked furious, Ian’s demanding, and the others intent.


  “I’m already pledged to one Empire. I cannot defend both,” I replied, clearing my suddenly dry throat.


  “Why not?” Ian asked, in a low voice. “If there is no conflict between the two, how could you not pledge with us? Do you want to dishonor the sacrifice of our ancestors?”


  He grabbed my palm suddenly, holding it open and flat, the knife poised over it. Roman grabbed for his knife hand, but Ian was quick, sending an elbow into Roman’s face. As he twisted to hit him, his other hand jabbed the knife through my palm.


  I bit off a yelp at the sudden pain in my hand, clutching it to my chest. With a grunt, Roman shoved Ian hard and he lost his balance, arms flailing, and fell to the floor.


  The knife had buried itself in my left palm and it was still there. I watched as a drop of blood hit the stone. I winced at the pain, holding one hand in the other. Any movement made sharp pains dart up my forearm. I felt my heart speeding up and stepped back into Jenna, who caught my arm, her eyes watching the blood dripping from my hand and pattering onto the stone below.
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  IAN AND ROMAN WERE STILL fighting. I saw Roman get a quick punch into Ian’s jaw, but Ian was a lot bigger than Roman, and his extra mass was in his favor.


  “Stop it!” Jack shouted, pulling in vain at one of Ian’s arms. “You guys have to stop it, we’re in the middle of the ceremony!”


  Martin and Kenneth pushed themselves into the fray. Martin grabbed Roman, who was thrashing in his arms and Kenneth was trying to push Ian back.


  “Look,” Jenna said. “Look, you idiot, your knife went right through her hand!”


  I was blinking back tears, but I saw Roman’s gaze swivel to my hand, and he stopped thrashing against Martin. Ian’s eyes went to the pool of blood forming beneath my hand. As soon as the fighting stopped Jenna’s attention swiveled back to me.


  “Now you’re pledged whether you meant to or not,” Jenna said, steel behind her words. Everyone remained perfectly still as if a spell had been cast. Perhaps it was shock, or simply curiosity.


  I looked around at them all. There was this feeling in the air, like if I made the wrong choice then Roman and I could say goodbye to ever seeing another sunrise. Maybe this is what happened to Denise. Suddenly my companions seemed more sinister than ever before. I glanced around at their cold faces and made my decision.


  “I pledge to protect Capricornia,” I said, and I heard Roman sigh in frustration.


  The reaction to my words was like a dam broke. Everyone started laughing, and Jenna ran over to help Ian, who had cracked his head on the stone when Roman shoved him. In the chaos, Roman bent over me, examining my hand.


  “I have a kit to help you with this, but we should wait to remove the knife till I have a good place to stitch you up.”


  I nodded.


  “That was pretty stupid back there,” he said, his burning cinnamon eyes boring into me.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, meekly, not sure if he meant the pledge, the kiss or the waterfall.


  “I admire your tenacity, Matsumoto, but please try to stay in one piece,” he said gently, still holding my injured hand.


  “If I died here, Roman, no one would even care.”


  “I would care,” Roman said, looking away.


  “And I still can’t figure out why,” I said.


  “Can’t you?” he sighed, almost as if he hadn’t meant for me to hear, and then Ian interrupted us.


  “Vera, I’m so sorry! It was an accident, I swear.” He was looking at me in that melting way with those gorgeous blue eyes and I couldn’t help but smile my forgiveness.


  “Sure Ian, It’s no big deal,” I said, but I was nervous. Only a moment ago it seemed like he might kill me if I didn’t pledge.


  “Let’s get you to camp right away so we can take care of that hand.”


  It turned out that the camp wasn’t very far away. It was about a half an hour’s hike further down the path, still high on the ridge of the huge hill, but nowhere near the monument site. The most time was spent convincing the others that my hand was fine enough until we got to the camp. It wasn’t bleeding too much and all the fussing over me was making me uncomfortable. For a little while Ian had demanded that I be carried, but when Roman moved in front of me in a way that even I found intimidating he seemed to give up on that at least.


  When we finally sorted things out enough to begin walking again, my hand was throbbing and it was hard to keep the jolting of each step from making me gasp as spears of pain shot up my arm. I gritted my teeth and tried to distract myself.


  “Did Denise take the pledge?” I asked Ian.


  He seemed uncomfortable at the question and he looked away, but Jenna answered for him.


  “We don’t discuss the ceremony after it is complete,” she said simply.


  There were more rules for being a Capricornian than you ever would have believed if you just watched them from the outside.


  As everyone settled I allowed Roman to sit me down on a chair with my left palm spread out over a low table. He carefully cleaned a needle, a small scalpel and his hands, and pulled out other tools and bandages.


  “This will hurt”, he warned me, before easing the knife out of my hand. I bit my lip, holding back a yelp and felt my eyes tear up and he gently swabbed away the blood and inspected the cut. “The knife only hit the meaty part of your hand. A few stitches and a bandage will sort you out right away.”


  I nodded, still trying to hold back tears and he began to stitch my hand. Every stitch was painful, but the tugging feeling of the thread was the worst, and it turned my stomach. I clenched my teeth to keep my nausea back.


  He bit his lip as he stitched, glancing up at me from time to time. I blinked back tears, and when he finished the last stitch he sprayed an anesthetic over my hand for the pain and wrapped it in a bandage. I breathed a sigh of relief, glad it was over. He reached up, oh so gently and wiped the corners of my eyes with his thumbs.


  “You shouldn’t fight me, Vera. We’re both in this together.”


  “I know, but if there is some way that you could be free of me you could pretend you never even heard of the Blackwatch Empire. I know you hate having to serve them. What’s to stop you from leaving right now? You could even stay here. Settle down with Gretchen maybe.”


  He gave me a wry smile, “Besides the fact your Emperor is showing up here in a week’s time with the entire fleet to destroy this planet?”


  “Besides that,” I said.


  “That little vow of yours puts you doubly on the line to find your cousin before they show up and obliterate the planet you just promised to protect.”


  I sighed, “So many promises, so little time. But seriously, Roman, you could go somewhere else, find a way off this planet and away from Blackwatch entirely.”


  He gave me a funny look I couldn’t understand and said, “I don’t want to go anywhere Vera, I’m staying right here.”


  “Well, that’s convenient for me I guess,” I joked.


  “You don’t make my job very easy, you know,” he grumbled.


  “I don’t think you can complain about this one,” I said, “since it was you who pushed Ian into me.”


  “Ian,” Roman said, like it was a curse, “That boy burns my self-control like its reactor fuel.”


  I laughed, and he looked up in surprise.


  “You think that’s funny?”


  “Yeah, don’t you?” I asked.


  “No, I don’t. I’m trying to protect you from him and you think it’s funny.”


  His face twisted like I’d hurt him, and I felt like a deflated balloon. I always said the wrong thing. I reached out and took one of his hands in my good one.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, my eyes welling with tears.


  He nodded, not meeting my eyes.


  “No, really. It wasn’t funny.”


  His hand gripped mine a little tighter and then he released it and looked around, taking in our surroundings in his guardian way.


  The camp was as amazing...as advertised, although it was difficult to fully appreciate it with my injured hand. When we got there, the valet from the yacht was already there, with a bonfire and our luggage laid out and our beds turned down. Ian said he’d been dropped off by helicopter, and the smell of the food he had laid out made me appreciative of the effort. The camp consisted of a common area for eating and the campfire outside. Hammocks were strung between the trees in various places around the edges of the common area and reclining chairs and little wooden tables dotted the area, too. A small pool steamed just outside the camp, that Ian assured me was a natural hot spring. That seemed pretty inviting for later.


  Outdoor showers were boxed off with bamboo woven sides for privacy and outdoor bathrooms were enclosed in a similar manner nearby.


  The bedrooms were where the artist had come in. She had shaped white pod-like dwellings, almost like garlic cloves into the spaces between the roots of some of the most verdant jungle trees I had ever seen. Their branches spread above us, their roots tangled around the pods and the colorful birds from before nestled high in the branches hundreds of feet above the pods. Inside the pods were elaborately designed with every convenience imaginable and stacked bunk beds. As always, I was slated to share one with Roman.


  From the common area you could see over top of the jungle below, just like you could from the stone steps. It seemed like we were sitting at the very Apex of Capricornia.


  “I’m not going anywhere,” he said.
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  AFTER AN EXCEPTIONAL DINNER WE found ourselves sprawled out around the campfire. I was sitting on a flat stump, cradling my injured hand and thinking about Denise. So far this entire expedition was a complete waste of time. After all that I’d been through I still had no idea where she could be or what might have lured her away from her Capricornian keepers. If they were to be trusted, she had just wandered off in the night. According to Jenna it had been the night she had stayed here, right after the ceremony. Sitting in this idyllic location enjoying the warmth of the afternoon sun, it was impossible to imagine what could have whisked her away.


  In my preoccupied state I let my eyes drift over our party. Jack was talking quietly with the valet, likely arranging supper for tonight. Jenna and Kenneth were flirting in a hammock. Gretchen was sunbathing her amazing figure, as if it needed any more attention, and Roman was walking our perimeter, familiarizing himself with the landscape. I took that to mean that he finally felt comfortable enough with our party that he didn’t expect any of them to murder me right here.


  Martin crouched over a stump similar to mine, surreptitiously tapping his tablet screen. He must be trying to keep it from the others, and I hid a grin. It was hard enough for regular people to get away from technology in this day and age. I couldn’t imagine how so many influential people managed it for so long.


  I was turning the whole concept of Capricornia over in my mind like a lozenge on the tongue. Capricornia was settled by scientists with a passion for human development and eco-preservation. Well they’d clearly managed the eco-preservation, except where those blackened fire areas were. What could have been on fire? Towns, like Roman thought? Well then why not rebuild?


  For a country concerned with human development, it was weird that I had yet to see a Capricornian child. I hadn’t seen a single person under fifteen yet. Of course, different people meant different things by “human development.” Maybe they didn’t mean training and conditioning. Maybe they meant something more, like the implant chip currently in my head. Or maybe it meant genetic tinkering. My ancestors had tried a little of that before they were stopped. I knew for a fact that my DNA was full of little scientific trinkets from tinkering four, five, and even six generations back. Maybe population growth wasn’t important because they’d discovered some kind of longevity thing that kept them all alive, beautiful and eighteen forever. That thought gave me the chills and I looked around, embarrassed that someone might notice.


  It was then that I noticed Ian had drawn his recliner close enough for a conversation, but not close enough to startle me. When he caught my eye he started to speak.


  “You’re bodyguard seems particularly rabid today.”


  I shrugged, “It’s his job.”


  “Yeah, because you’re a pacifist, right?” he asked.


  “I guess. Or at least, I was one before. Now I’m not really sure.”


  “What do you mean?” He sounded more like he was leading me to talk, than that he was actually curious.


  “I killed a man. Can you have killed a man and be a pacifist?”


  “I don’t know. I do know that you can’t really be anything you want to be.” He freighted his words with bitterness.


  “I would have thought that you, of all people, would be free to do as you like,” I replied.


  “Are any of us free to make our own choices, Vera?”


  “Our choices make us who we are.”


  “Even the ones we were forced into?”


  “I guess,” I said, with a little sigh, my eyes tracing the ferns on the jungle floor.


  “Then I guess you aren’t a pacifist, are you?”


  “Maybe I’m an ex-pacifist.”


  “Maybe that’s the best thing to be. To be an ex-something.”


  I shrugged, reluctant to get more philosophical.


  “I’ve been sitting here thinking about my cousin Denise,” I said, changing the topic.


  “Any thoughts?”


  “No. I would have thought something here would trigger an idea of where she could be, but so far there’s been nothing. It’s far away from civilization. I don’t see why she would wander into the jungle, but your people said there was no evidence of foul play.”


  “Maybe she went with someone because she wanted to,” he offered.


  “Maybe.” I didn’t buy it.


  “Why don’t the two of us take a dip in the hot spring and you can tell me more?”


  “Yeah, ok,” I said, pulling myself to my feet and following his lead towards the sleeping pods. It was a matter of a few minutes and I was back into the yellow bikini and following him to the hot spring. I’ve been in hot springs before, but this one smelled a lot less like sulphur than most do, it was actually pretty appealing.


  We eased ourselves into the hot spring, placing ourselves carefully on the smooth rock and letting the warm water wash over us. I was particularly careful to keep my injured hand out of the water.


  “What’s going to happen to you after this, Vera?” Ian asked.


  “It depends on how my trip here goes,” I answered.


  He nodded, as if he already knew the answer. “I’m helping you all I can, but as you can see there isn’t anything here to lead us to your cousin.”


  I toyed irritably with my damp hair.


  “If you don’t get what you are looking for, you should stay here. You’ve made the pledge. You might be able to qualify for citizenship. It would be a good idea, a good home for you,” he said, inching closer to me in the water until our knees touched.


  “Oh, and why’s that?” I was starting to feel uncomfortable. I wondered if a deer felt the same sort of itch between the shoulder blades when a hunter had it in his sights.


  “Because I’m here,” he said, as he gave me that same smoldery look that made my heart speed up. He leaned in, and I thought he was going to kiss me again, when a loud splash covered us in hot water.


  With a yell of rage I jumped up, clasping my sodden bandages to my chest. My hand hurt already, but the water made it sting even worse. With a snarl I turned to see who was responsible.


  Roman lounged in the hot water, presenting us with an angelic smile.


  “The hot spring looked too good to resist,” he said innocently.


  I stormed out of the spring to get a new bandage and change. I didn’t want to soak in a hot spring anymore.


  The rest of the afternoon and evening passed without incident and at midnight I found myself aching for the bed in the pod. The active morning had taken its toll on me. Roman followed me into the pod. I was holding the portable lantern in my good hand. In order to make it more rustic, our perfectly designed luxury pods did not have lighting panels installed. Roman took it from me wordlessly and set it on the table while I got ready for bed.


  “You’re in the top bunk,” he said.


  “Why?”


  “Because if someone attacks us in the night, I need to be at ground level to defend you.”


  I was too tired to argue. I just crawled obediently up to the top bunk, wrapped myself in covers and settled in for the night. I was still wearing jeans and a long-sleeve t-shirt, but I was too tired to care. I had just about drifted off when Roman interrupted.


  Still partners, Matsumoto? He almost sounded conciliatory, and like he had something more to say. I was too tired to hear it.


  Still partners, I agreed, drifting off.


  I slept until the screaming began.
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  I JOLTED AWAKE IMMEDIATELY, GLAD I had fallen asleep fully clothed. At least there wouldn’t be the embarrassment of running out of the pods in my skivvies only to discover that the scream was the result of a mouse and a squeamish sleepwalker.


  Roman was already fully alert, dressed, and with weapon in hand, sliding open the pod door just enough to peek out. He shut it just as quietly, motioning for me to join him on the floor. I obeyed without thinking. This was like one of the training exercises. It was one thing I had been trained for, and for once I was reading off the same script as Roman.


  Stay close. Do as I say. Roman was terse in his anxiety. I hugged in tight behind him I could feel the warmth of his body through our light clothes. It reminded me of the first time we did this together.


  We left the pod, Roman leading the way and me creeping behind him. After one step outside I realized I had no shoes, but it was too late to go back for them. We inched through the thick roots of the trees towards the next sleeping pod, Gretchen and Jenna’s. Roman shoved something back at me and I felt cold tubular metal in my hand. A flashlight. I knew better than to just flick it on.


  I couldn’t hear a thing in the jungle around us, except for our own footsteps. Could we have imagined the scream? But then I realized it. I couldn’t hear a thing. The jungle hadn’t been quiet all day. There had been some animal or bird making noise from the first time we arrived until now. Animals could sense danger, couldn’t they?


  We reached the pod and Roman motioned to me.


  You look inside, I’ll watch your back.


  Ok.


  I felt in the dark for the slide-door, and gently pulled it open. The interior was dark. I flicked on the flashlight, trying to cover all but a narrow beam with my injured hand. When my eyes finally adjusted I bit back a scream. Jenna was lying on the bottom bunk, nettles peppering her chest and fresh red blood running from her mouth. I managed not to scream, but the hiss I made alerted Roman. He glanced in the pod, saw Jenna, and then turned back to the darkness.


  Door closed. Light off. Keep quiet.


  I obeyed mechanically, trying to convince myself it was just a scenario we were running in the training center again. I was not fooled. In the dark, my feet finally found the path again, as Roman led towards the next pod. The noise of leaves and branches hitting something to our right alerted me even before Roman shoved me into a tree, with his back pressed right up against me.


  “Jack,” he hissed. I didn’t know how he could tell who it was in the dark.


  Jack stopped running, turning in a circle, and whispering, “Who’s there? Who are you?”


  “It’s Roman and Vera,” Roman whispered, “Where are the others?”


  “Jansen – he’s the valet – is dead, and so is Kenneth. I can’t find the rest. I went to use the bathroom and when I came back to our pod Kenneth was dead!” He sounded like he might be in shock.


  “Ok, stay with Vera, and try to make less noise,” Roman said, as we continued on to the next pod. I took Jack’s sweaty hand in my good one, his movements were loud. He was going to be a liability if he couldn’t quiet down.


  I’m going to circle over our back track to make sure no one is following us. Keep heading to the next pod at a measured pace.


  I obeyed, clutching Jack’s hand. His breath was coming quicker and quicker. Roman’s shadow in front of us faded into the night. Not long after that I heard a grunt from behind me and then a small sigh. A few minutes later something ran right in front of us, followed by a second figure. A small cry was cut off a few moments later.


  Are you ok? I asked.


  Yes. Two down.


  “Where did Roman go?” Jack asked, with an edge of panic in his voice.


  “He’s guarding our backs,” I said.


  Halt. Whatever you do, do not move!


  “Jack,” I tried to put authority in my voice as I pulled us to a halt. “We have to wait here. Don’t move, okay?”


  “We’re sitting ducks!” he whispered. “Roman’s abandoned us. We have to run!”


  “No, Jack, don’t run!” I said. “We have to stay here! Hang in there, okay? Roman is coming back.”


  “No he’s not! He abandoned me here with a helpless woman to protect, while he runs for safety.” Jack was really panicking now.


  “I’m not helpless, and you can’t leave!” I said, grabbing at him with both hands as he tried to tug away. He hit down hard on my injured hand and I hissed with pain, pulling it in close to me.


  As soon as Jack pulled free he sprinted towards the jungle. He made it about ten strides when the explosion went off, right where he was running. He disappeared in a blaze of fire and raining earth. I gasped, my eyes temporarily blind.


  Hands seized me and I tried to fight them off, but I wasn’t able to find anywhere to grab my attacker. He had his hands around my throat and I had a terrible moment of déjà vu as they sank in putting pressure on my wind pipe. Haverman, I thought.


  A shadow from the dark leapt in, and I felt something dart beside my ear and then felt the pressure release. I sank down, hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath, when someone caught my good hand and pulled.


  No time for that. There are dozens of them everywhere in this jungle. We have to get out of here!


  “Vera?” I heard a call from the jungle.


  “Ian, is that you?”


  “It’s me, Gretchen and Martin,” Ian called. I felt a burst of relief. Not everyone was dead.


  “We’re trying to get to the hang gliders,” he said. “They’re right on the edge of the cliff, but if we hang glide down we can get to the beach right near the yacht.”


  That made sense to me, and it seemed Roman agreed. He dragged me by the hand over to where they were.


  “Come on, they’re this way,” Ian urged us, following Gretchen and Martin leading the way. In the dark the two of them looked more like siblings than ever.


  We followed in a snake-like procession that reminded me of line dancing. Except for Roman, who was covering our flank. I heard several grunts as he kept the pursuers off our backs. We had to be getting close to those cliffs.


  It was at that exact moment that I heard Gretchen scream. Ian and I rushed forward into Martin’s outstretched arm. Even in the faint ghost-light I could make out the horror on his face.


  “They’re out of control!” he moaned.


  I looked down. The cliff was right there. Gretchen must have run over it.


  “Gretchen-” I started to say.


  “We don’t speak of the dead,” Martin growled harshly.


  I just nodded, almost used to this outrageous cultural rule after all these unsung deaths.


  We scrambled along the side of the cliff until we found the open patch where the hang gliders were stored. We pulled four down and started to ready them.


  Roman ran our perimeter, and I heard two muffled cries from his direction. Success again. I looked out over the cliff, and saw the yacht below. It looked like a pretty straight shot, but in the dark, with the water, and the high trees this was dangerous at the “suicidal” level on the scale.


  Martin gestured that I come closer and I joined him on the edge of the cliff. He looked nervous. Maybe he didn’t like this any more than I did.


  “You start with the red button. That initiates the hover sequence. Push that as soon as you’ve jumped,” he said, pointing at the button.


  “Thanks Martin,” I said, stepping backwards.


  “Don’t thank me,” he said, and lunged towards me.


  Ian grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back. For a moment I was caught between the two of them.


  “Don’t interfere with this, Mc Isaac!” Martin said. “This was the plan from the beginning.”


  I suddenly remembered Martin playing with his tablet that afternoon and wondered exactly how those killers in the dark had found us. Didn’t Ian say that Martin’s father was a general or something?


  “Are you out of your mind?” Ian asked.


  “Please keep calm,” I said, “No one needs to do anything rash.”


  ROMAN! I screamed over the channel.


  “Let go of her!” Ian sounded more angry than afraid. I was caught between the two of them, each arm being ripped in a different direction. I wanted to struggle, but I was afraid of knocking Ian loose, and he was the only one keeping me from Martin.


  “I can’t Ian. I’m sorry,” Martin said, and for a moment he really looked sorry, and then Ian hit him hard across the face. It was hard enough to bloody him. A spray of blood and spittle streaked across my face. The blow loosened Martin’s grip and Ian and I crashed to the ground. Martin stumbled in the other direction, arms flailing to find something to catch his fall, but there was nothing near. The last I saw was the look of horror in his eyes as he plummeted over the edge, just meters from where his sister had done the exact same thing.


  I pulled myself to my feet, wiping my face with the back of my forearm.


  Roman arrived, huffing beside us. “What the hell just happened here?”


  “Maybe if you were here doing your job I wouldn’t have to!” Ian spit out at him.


  Roman paled visibly, even in the low light, his glance running over me, where I stood shaking, but still in one piece.


  Ian was staring over the cliff. “I’ve known Martin for years.”


  I didn’t know what to say. I was torn between sympathy for him, having just caused the death of a friend and gratitude that he had saved my life.


  Stop blaming yourself every time something bad happens to someone around you. Martin got what was coming to him. If Ian hadn’t given it to him then I would have.


  “We need to go now, before they regroup,” Roman ordered, shoving Ian towards one of the gliders and then working with me to strap us both into a two-person glider.


  I felt my heart start to gallop. Very soon we’d be jumping over the edge of the cliff where I’d just seen two people fall to their deaths.


  Ian launched first. His glider buoyed up on the updraft and sailed into the night.


  “Ok, on three!” Roman yelled, and we started to run.


  As we ran, my peripheral vision picked up a dark shape on our tail. I felt the brush of a hand reaching to grab us, but at the last minute we sailed off the cliff and into the blackness beyond. I breathed a sigh of relief, but my heart was still hammering as the warm night wind blew around us.


  Are you ok? Roman asked.


  Fine, I replied, not mentioning that I had lost the bandage on my hand in the struggle. You?


  Fine. A few nicks and scratches. A nettle to the thigh, but otherwise ready to defend you from another dozen night-killers. He seemed like he might be joking.


  How many did you have to kill? I asked.


  I lost count, nine or ten, I think.


  I felt a pang of remorse for him, then. I had killed one man and it haunted me. I could imagine how hard it would be to kill nine or ten.


  I’m sorry, I told him. Could they have been military?


  They were most certainly military. I found badges on their uniforms and insignia.


  Capricornian military?


  As far as I know.


  Even if we go to the authorities...


  They were probably a rogue group of some kind. A civil war, or terrorist factions could explain the burnt out chunks of land. I doubt the government would endanger Ian.


  We drifted on the breeze, in silence from there on, but Roman was an excellent pilot. He drifted the glider right on to the beach when it came into view and the landing was far easier than I had expected. A few bumps and bruises and we were on our feet again.


  Ian was already there, with his head hanging low, both hands in his hair. I put a hand gently on his shoulder.


  “Thank you for saving me,” I said.


  “He was my friend,” he said.


  “Which makes what you did for me so much more meaningful.”


  He looked up, then, his eyes swimming with tears.


  “We don’t talk about the dead,” he said, and then he collapsed, sobbing onto my shoulder. I held him there, giving him the only comfort I could.


  After a very long time, Roman came up the beach with the yacht’s zodiac boat.


  “The valet must have left it here,” he said, exhaustedly. “We need to get back to the yacht and call the authorities.


  Ian surfaced then, and said, “I’ve already called the authorities. They’re on their way, but we are on our own until they get here.”


  Roman nodded weakly. We were all exhausted. We climbed into the zodiac and I offered to drive. No one argued, so we zoomed across the dark waves under the angry moon until I managed to dock the zodiac against the yacht. We pulled it up after us and tried to secure access to the ship as best we could, and then piled into the steerage house. There was wide, padded seating around the outside wall with the charts and steering on the computer console in the center.


  Ian went to work setting the yacht to autopilot to the nearest city, while Roman secured the locks on the door. After that, without a single word, the three of us spread out across the padded seats and immediately fell into an exhausted sleep.
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  I WOKE UP JUST AS the sun started to peek over the horizon. Roman was already awake, but you could tell by his bleary expression as he gazed at the monitor that he had only just woken up, too. We must have slept only two or three hours. I blinked and rubbed at my eyes, trying to clear them of whatever had collected in the corners. If Roman and Ian were anything to judge by I looked pretty rough. All our bags had been brought to the campsite, and I wondered if I’d be able to find anything to wear if I showered.


  I pulled myself up to a sitting position and slid over to Roman.


  “Well, what’s up this morning?” I croaked.


  Roman had to clear his throat a couple of times before answering. When he did, he looked at me with those cinnamon eyes and smiled.


  “We’re both still alive, so score two for Aldrin,” he said.


  I chuckled and gestured at Ian. “Don’t you get any points for keeping him alive?”


  “Ok, two and a half,” he conceded. “We’re good on fuel, and the auto pilot is still taking us to the nearest city, about twenty-four hours from here. The communications log shows one message from the Planetary Police requesting we make ourselves available for questioning when we get there. None of the ship’s sensors record any security breach. I think we’re in the clear.”


  He rubbed a weary hand through his hair.


  “Maybe we should take turns watching things up here so that the other person can get some sleep and a shower,” I suggested.


  Roman nodded, rubbing his eyes again.


  “I think I’ll take the first shift,” I said, “I’m feeling alert this morning. You go shower and sleep. I’ll take a turn in four hours.”


  He scowled at Ian and then back at me, and then at the instrumentation.


  “I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “Seriously, go to bed. If there’s a problem I’ll call you, ok?”


  “I don’t want to leave you with him.”


  “He’s asleep and he probably will be for hours. Plus, if you are too tired to fight then you’ll be too tired to watch my back.”


  Finally he gave in and went below for a shower and a sleep. I sat at the console, drifting in and out of thought, my mind still blurry. I was awake, but not exactly at full mental capacity. Ian stretched into the space that Roman and I had slept in and his sprawling figure looked obscenely comfortable on the couch. He was snoring loudly enough to keep me from drifting off.


  I was glad he didn’t die last night. I still couldn’t believe that only the three of us made it out of there alive. The thought of Gretchen plunging headlong over the cliff, or of a shaken Jack ignoring me and running off into that explosion, or of Jenna lying so still with that little runnel of blood leaking from her mouth scared the wits out of me. I drew my feet up under me, to keep them off the ground. Somehow the world seemed safer when I was scrunched into a ball.


  Ian slept for two hours before a course change shifted him and woke him up. When his eyes opened he blinked up at me.


  “Hey beautiful,” he smiled at me.


  “Hey yourself, did you sleep ok?”


  He shrugged and I guessed that the unmentionable deaths of his friends weighed heavily on him.


  “I’m glad you’re alive, Ian,” I said softly.


  “Sure,” Ian said, not really looking at me. He was missing his usual confident charm.


  “Why don’t you go take a shower and sleep a bit more?” I asked, “Roman and I are taking turns at the helm, here.”


  He nodded, still not looking right at me and headed down into the belly of the yacht.


  I had two more hours until Roman was due to relieve me. I was thinking about Denise. Someone sent killers after me. Had they sent them after her? Tick tock, tick tock. The days were counting down, and if I couldn’t find her it would mean the deaths of me, of Roman and of Ian and everyone on this planet. The thought made me feel very hollow. I sighed and tried remembering good things instead. Times with Roman guarding my back, times where Ian smiled at me like he had while we were kayaking. Old memories of Denise, happy and acting like her old party-self.


  I was still in that quasi-funk when Roman arrived to relieve me. He was looking better, the shower had done wonders and so had the sleep. He held a cup of coffee and even offered a slight smile.


  “Say what you will about Mc Isaac, at least the man can make coffee,” he said.


  “I don’t say anything about him,” I said.


  “Oh yeah,” Roman said with a chuckle. “That’s me.”


  Roman was wearing some sort of white t-shirt and jeans that were a touch too big on him.


  “Where’d you get the digs?” I was glad that we seemed to be back to our comfortable working relationship.


  “Don’t get your hopes up. I found them in the valet’s cabin, but they were the only clothes there. You might have to spend the rest of the day in your skivvies.”


  I scowled at him and began to head down.


  “See you in four,” I promised.


  The shower was amazing and the sleep was even better. When I finally woke up, I went scrounging through the closets. My clothing from last night was caked with mud, spattered blood, and foliage.


  I actually found something – in my closet of all places. It seemed the valet had missed my evening dress there. As inappropriate as it was, at least it was clean and dry. I slipped into the satiny turquoise gown, lacing up the back with the wide ribbons that held it together. It was as beautiful, if somewhat inappropriate. With the dress on, I took a few minutes to scrub out my other clothes and hang them to dry. I knew I’d be glad to be able to change back into them when I got a chance. I made a makeshift bandage from some gauze and tape I found in a first aid kit for my hand. It was looking better, but I would need to get Roman to help me dress it properly when I woke up.


  Even after three hours sleep I was still tired, so I went in search of coffee. I found Ian on the deck with a pot of black coffee and a stack of mugs. He was staring off into the distance.


  “Can you spare any?” I asked, jokingly.


  In reply he gestured at the pot, but was still lost in thought. I poured myself a cup of coffee. There was no cream or sugar on the table, so I sipped it black as I settled into the deck chair beside his.


  “Are you ok, Ian?” I asked him.


  “I guess,” he said distantly. “Sometimes it’s hard to be me.”


  “I can see that,” I said, although it didn’t seem any worse than being Roman or me. The three of us were all a mess.


  Suddenly he turned to me, and there was an intensity in his beautiful face.


  “I don’t know what happened back there, Vera, but it wasn’t good. I don’t just mean because I lost all my friends. That sort of thing isn’t supposed to happen. I can only guess what was behind it.”


  That last bit rang a little false, like he was saying it for my sake. For a moment I wondered if he did know what was behind the deaths of his friends. Martin, in particular, had clearly been a part of whatever that crazy ambush was, and I’d see him communicating with his tablet earlier that evening. Did Ian know what was going on there?


  “Are you sure you don’t know?” I pressed. “It looked like Martin knew.”


  “Well I didn’t, okay?” Ian spat, his face coloring. “I didn’t expect that at all!”


  I waited silently for him to calm down. I didn’t know what to say. Without knowing who was behind the attack there was really nothing I could say.


  “Listen, you’re in trouble in Blackwatch. You can’t go back, right?” he asked, his tone of voice suggested he was thinking up some kind of plan.


  “Yes,” I said, cautiously.


  “And the entire world is falling apart here,” he continued. I didn’t know if he was exaggerating, or if he literally meant that. From where I was sitting it could be either.


  “Why don’t you and I run off somewhere together?” He grabbed my good hand while he spoke, hope in his voice. “We could do it, Vera. We could just run off to some other part of the galaxy and hide out somewhere.”


  It actually wasn’t a bad plan. I stopped and thought about it.


  “Roman, too?” I asked.


  “Sure, whatever,” he said as if I’d asked if I could bring a pet.


  “I’ll have to talk it over with him,” I said, surprised at my own words. I was supposed to be here to help save Denise! But that tick tock in my head just kept counting down. Nine days left. Was the mission even possible to complete in nine days?


  “Ok,” Ian nodded, and then pulled me in to his chest for a fierce hug. “I just feel like we should stick together. Maybe if we stick together we can figure everything out.”


  I hugged him back, and then tilted my head up to gently kiss him.


  “Maybe we can.”


  We held each other until my coffee went cold and I went to relieve Roman at the helm. He was sitting with his feet propped up on the console and a black look on his face. I realized as soon as I came in that he could probably have seen Ian and I from where he was sitting.


  “Having fun playing kissing games with your new boyfriend?” he asked, acidly, as soon as I cleared the door.


  “No,” I said, irritated.


  “No, it wasn’t fun? I’ll tell him you said so.”


  “Don’t be such a jerk, Roman!” I demanded, angry that he could turn our innocent conversation into something ridiculous. “He was offering to leave the planet with us to find somewhere safe together.”


  “Together? You, Ian, and your pet guardian?” he spat, his face dark with anger. I could tell he’d been working himself up in here the whole time I was out there with Ian, and now he was letting it all loose.


  “No!” I protested, “I just thought that it might not be a bad option when we only have nine days left to do the impossible.”


  “So you went to Ian? What about me? I’m supposed to be your team mate in this! You said we were partners!” He was yelling now.


  “We are partners,” I insisted, feeling the tears start to leak down the sides of my face.


  “If we were a team, then you wouldn’t be slinking around my back making plans like I don’t even matter. But I see how it is, all the rich kids sticking together!” He launched himself onto his feet. I didn’t think he could stay sitting with so much anger inside.


  “That’s not how it is, Roman. Ian just…”


  “Don’t ‘Ian just’ me, I can’t take it from you anymore, Vera! If you don’t want me for a guardian, then just say so, because I’m sick of jumping through hoops for you.”


  “Roman, of course I want you for a guardian!”


  “No, you just want to use me like you use everyone else in your life. You don’t care about how I feel or what I might think about all this. You don’t even care about how I feel about you. You are such a Matsumoto!” He flung himself through the door, slamming it behind him.


  I crumpled into the seat at the bridge, feeling like a fool in my shining evening dress with tears streaming down my face. After everything we’d been through, how could he treat me like this? I could still feel him raging in the channel, and with a burst of spite I turned it off. At least I could be free of that for a few hours. I don’t know how long I sat there sobbing into my hands, but eventually I heard the door open softly and Ian came in.


  “I heard the fight,” he said awkwardly, “Do you want me to take the helm so you can get some rest?”


  I nodded gratefully and stood. He took my hand and looked down at me with compassion in his blue eyes.


  “Think about it, Vera. I could keep you safe just fine without him.”


  I nodded again, managed a small smile for him and then fled to my stateroom. I know I cried myself to sleep, although I don’t know how long it took.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 33


  I DREAMT THAT SOMETHING WAS wrong. My eyes were closed, but no matter how hard I tried I just couldn’t force them open. I could hear voices, but I couldn’t distinguish the words. They were fuzzy and unfamiliar. I could smell the acrid tang of blood in the air one moment, but the next moment there was nothing. I dreamt that I tossed and turned, desperate to wake, but unable to open my eyes. There was something important that I couldn’t forget, but I couldn’t remember what it was. The world felt like it was getting colder.


  When I finally woke my head was spinning and a bright light burned into my eyes. Oh yeah. I had a bad headache didn’t I? I felt like I could hardly move. I was weak, like I hadn’t eaten in days. What was wrong with me? Had I caught some kind of virus?


  I reached out through the link towards Roman and realized with a tingle of guilt that I had severed the connection. Oops. He must be going crazy wondering what had happened. I should get up and talk to him. I tried to move, but I was too tired. What time was it? I signaled my implant.


  6:45 am Capricornian planetary time.


  Oh. Maybe he wasn’t up yet. I’d just reconnect now before he noticed anything was wrong. I thought the command codes. Nothing. That’s funny. It was usually a simple thing. I tried again. Nothing. Starting to worry, I ran a diagnostic. The program was running fine. I was just out of range. In order to re-connect after the connection was severed I had to be within 100 meters of my guardian. Where could Roman be? It wasn’t like him to leave me when he was supposed to be on guard. I keyed the connection code again.


  Searching….


  I opened my eyes. Roman was going to hear about this from me. The light hurt and I threw a hand up over my eyes as I tried to blink away the pain. How did it get so bright in here? It was cold, too. Not cold like when I go elk hunting, but cold enough to make me uncomfortable. I levered myself up into a sitting position and looked around me.


  I wasn’t on the yacht. That was what hit me first. My breathing sped up and I realized that the only sound I could hear was my own thudding heart. Gasping, I took a quick inventory. Hands, two, check. Feet, two, feel fine, check. Face intact. But there were electrodes and wires and pulsing fluid lines running from my body to a series of machines lined up like soldiers around my bed. They were pulsing and flickering silently. The sunny, posh interior of Ian’s yacht had vanished and had been replaced by a scene out of a science fiction novel.


  Everything around me was made out of stainless steel ,from the hard bed or table, or whatever I was laying on to the floor, walls and ceiling. I was still wearing the turquoise evening dress, but it was rumpled and creased and it smelled like someone had been wearing it for a lot longer than just one night. My heart was beating faster, my breathing was heavier. I keyed my implant asking for the date.


  June 22


  June twenty-second? That was four days from now. I keyed it again to verify. The same date registered. My thudding heart was growing so loud I could hardly think. A heaviness filled my throat and I tried to control my breathing with little success. Where was I? Where was Roman? The date had triggered the horrible tick tock I kept feeling. If that date was accurate, and there was no reason not to trust my implant, then I had only six days left, including today, before Nigel showed up to blow us all to the great beyond.


  That knowledge solidified something in me and I forced myself to breathe a little more slowly and look around. Was there a way out? There was a stainless steel door and one wall of the room was a window. A small security cam was stuck on the wall above the door, but there was no light under it to indicate that it was on. Somehow I didn’t think I was supposed to wake up here.


  If that was true, then this might be my only chance to escape from wherever I was. I wasn’t restrained, and unless these monitors gave off an alarm, or those doors were locked, then this was the best time to try. Galvanized into action, I ripped the wires and tubes from my body. The wires were simple enough, but the tubes were stuck in with long needles, and it wasn’t fun trying to remove them. I hissed and gasped as each new needle left my body, until finally I was free and clear, panting and holding onto the steel table for support. It really was cold in here.


  My bare feet hit the cold floor and I ran, holding my dress up to keep it from tangling. I was at the door in a second flat, wrenching at the door release. It opened with a sucking sound that was more like the hatch on a ship than a door. I stumbled out into a long corridor. On either side, room after room stretched as far as I could see. The walls were windows, like in a mall, some were lit and some dark. Which direction? I seemed to be right in the middle, and I’d have to travel just as much corridor in either direction to find something other than this row of rooms.


  On instinct I turned to my right and began to run, my bare feet slapping the floor with each step. It had a textured, rubbery surface like a warehouse or a ship’s deck. I was starting to get a bad feeling about that.


  The first few rooms I passed were dark, but the next few contained a faint glow, like from the machines in the room I started in. I peered into one of them, but the light was too faint and I couldn’t make out anything.


  Finally one room was so bright, that I could see it clearly. I sfroze, studying the scene behind the glass, one palm pressed against it. There were life support tanks - huge cylinders filled with yellow translucent gel and surrounded by lights and readouts. I strained to see what was in them. Inside each one was one individual form, the size of a baby or toddler, but horribly malformed. I felt my heart beating faster, felt the panic in me rising, the fear bubbling to my lips. I clamped a hand over my mouth to stifle a scream, as one dark silhouette, rotated slightly in the supporting gel. The creature’s eyes seemed to focus on me.


  As panicked as I had been before, it was a hundred times worse now. My feet pounded through the passage as I sped up, trying to hold back the screams that were desperate to come out. My body felt electric with fear. Ice cold chills were pulsing at the base of my spine and my only instinct was to run as fast as I could in absolute terror.


  I reached the end of the corridor and realized it was a dead end. The only thing there was a hatch. I reached for the hatch release and then saw the warning signs and the key code bar. I scanned the hatch, eyes flicking over the familiar words. No! I thought. No! No!


  It was an air lock. A tiny porthole was in the center, and I jammed my face into it. All I could see was a field of black with flickering stars.


  With a cry of frustration, I smacked at the hatch with my palms.


  Roman, where are you! I screamed in my head, wishing for someone, anyone to be here with me.


  It’s okay, I told myself, there’s still the other direction, you just have to go back the way you came from and try the other way.


  I turned around, intending to do just that, when I heard the faint tapping sound to my left. I followed it to another wide window, this one dark and thick. I pushed my face until I was nose to the glass, and peered into the dark interior. Suddenly a shape rose in front of me, bringing its face level with mine. I bit back a scream before I realized who it was. It was Denise.


  The glass was too thick to hear what she was saying, but by the way her mouth moved I could tell she was screaming something at me. I ran for the hatch to her room, trying to open it, but it was locked, requiring a password key. I ran back to where she was still screaming, smacking my palms against the window in frustration.


  After all this time she was here! I’d found her, but there was nothing I could do. I had to find some way to free her and to escape from this place.


  “Denise, hold on!” I called, even though I knew she couldn’t hear.


  If only Roman was here, he would know what to do, I thought. But it was up to me. I tried to signal that I would be back, but I wasn’t sure if she could tell what I was saying. The tears streaming down her face increased my desperation. I wanted to rescue her from this place. Who even knew what they had done to her, or why she was here?


  I had to find a way out. I spun on my heels and that’s when I saw them creeping towards me. There were four of them, clad from head to toe in black, their faces masked.


  “I don’t know what you’re doing here, but this has to stop,” I said, boldly. “I am Vera Matsumoto and…”


  It was going to be a great speech, but it ended when one of them shot me with a dart. I slumped forward, suddenly unable to speak, and the world went dark again.


  * * *


  I was on a cot, in one of the rooms with the big windows, but this one was different than the one I woke up in. For one thing, the cot had an actual mattress, although not much in the way of bedding. There was the same stainless steel door, the same small security cam, the same banks of medical instruments, although these were lined up against one wall, and thankfully not attached to me. Beside them was a toilet, also in a stainless steel finish


  My head was ringing, but my bladder felt full. Some time must have elapsed since my foiled escape plan. I tried the door, knowing already that this time it would be locked. Not caring who might be watching, I took advantage of the stainless steel facilities. The toilet seat was frigid, but at least it was functional. A moment later I felt better, but even colder.


  I tried the window again and then systematically explored the entire small room looking for a communication device or a way out. It did not take very long to realize that there was no other way out. I had lost my one opportunity for escape. I cursed my own bad luck choosing right instead of left.


  Seeing Denise had been a relief. She wasn’t dead. She hadn’t looked okay, but at least she was still alive. I had to find a way out of here so I could rescue her.


  I returned to the hospital bed, curling up with my feet under me, trying to warm them. Too bad I was still wearing my dressThe cold was starting to creep into my body.


  I found myself worrying about Roman, so I keyed my implant again. Was there any update?


  Searching….


  Roman! I screamed into the void. Where are you? Please be okay!


  Nothing. It was my fault. If I hadn’t turned my implant off he could have followed me to the edge of the known universe. As it was, he probably didn’t know where I was any better than I knew where he was. Was he dead, just like Edward? Did he die trying to save me? I hoped with all my heart that hadn’t happened. I hoped he was alive and safe somewhere. Somehow the idea of him safe somewhere, happy and managing to find a way to get away from the Matsumotos forever, was an idea that made me feel warmer despite the cold.


  But what if he had died trying to save me? I still didn’t know who had kidnapped me or why they had Denise and I locked in some sort of horror ship. I thought about the assassin team that had killed Jenna and the others. I thought about Martin trying to push me off the cliffs. Someone wanted me dead.


  But then why wasn’t I dead already? A new fear seized me. We had been trained to withstand torture, and I knew that I could not give away any secrets of the Empire. That was one of the functions of my implant. It would self-destruct and take my brain with it if I tried. I’d be left a very well-bred vegetable. I didn’t want pain. I didn’t want to die. I felt my panic rising. How long had I been sitting here, wondering what was going to happen? How long had I been out the last time?


  I keyed my implant. It was June 23rd at seven a.m. It had been twenty four hours. I had five more days including today. Tick tock, tick tock. The days were slipping through my fingers too quickly. I needed more time.


  I lay on the bed, shaking one foot in an anxious rhythm and tried to remain calm. I had been through worse than this, I told myself. Losing Edward was worse. Killing another person was worse, but even both those things, as terrible as they were had never induced this level of anxiety.


  Where was Roman? What could they be doing to him?


  Roman! I called through the implant, Roman!


  Even though I knew he couldn’t hear me, somehow just calling his name seemed to help.


  I got up after a while and paced for as long as my feet could endure the cold of the floor. I tried to concentrate on some sort of plan or strategy to get me out of here, but a second frantic search of the room had uncovered nothing and try as I might my thoughts would not focus. They skittered across my mind like butter on a hot pan.


  Eventually I found myself lying on the cot once more, tears leaking out of my eyes. I felt quick little trembling sobs breaking through every so often. I had to stop this. I had to be stronger than this. With an effort I pulled myself together. Think! I told myself. Think about something else and pull yourself together. So, I started at the beginning and told my own story to myself as if I was explaining it to someone else.


  I told myself what it was to be a Matsumoto and how proud I had been to be one. I told myself about Edward and how he had loved me and what he had done in his last moments to protect me. I told myself about how important it was to get all of that back and how much I wanted to be a Matsumoto again. And I thought about Roman and how he had joined my cause despite his past, and how somehow in all this, with the fear of torture and my cousin’s tears through the glass all I could think about was whether he was going to be ok.


  It was all my fault. I shouldn’t have turned off the implant. I knew that was a really stupid thing to do. Why had I been such an idiot? I supposed that always having someone there to watch out for me had made me soft. I thought I was hard and determined, but I was actually weak willed and soft.


  Well, that time was over. If I ever got out of this mess, I was going to stand up for things. I was going to do what needed doing. My fate may have been chosen for me. But it was only a rough outline. It was up to me to give it life and breath and to choose to use this place I was in for something, because all of this striving and fear and suffering had to be for a reason. I was going to insist on making it useful to me. I wouldn’t just slip into nothing.


  It was in the middle of my mental rant that the door opened.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 34


  I LAUNCHED MYSELF UP INTO a sitting position, and glared at the man entering the room. A set of cold blue eyes glared right back at me. I felt fear stab through my belly as I finally saw clearly what Roman had seen the first time he ever saw him. Predator.


  Ian’s father spoke in the same polished, charming tones as he had the only other time I had met him. He had traded his tux from that night into a white lab coat, but it didn’t make him any less of a predator.


  “Ambassador, I see you’re awake. Please let me welcome you.”


  “Overseer.” I tried to look calm, hoping that my tears hadn’t left any marks on my face. “What’s going on here? Are we on a space station?”


  His chuckle lifted goosebumps on my arms. “Of a sort.” He raised his eyebrows slightly, like he was daring me to do something.


  “A ship?” I said, speaking my worst fears out loud. A ship would be much harder for anyone to find.


  “Veritas III,” he said.


  That name didn’t appear on any space charts I’d studied, and it didn’t sound like somewhere that would be on Capricornia.


  “An orbital?” I ventured.


  Eads Mc Isaac smiled. I noted that his smile was exactly the same as his son’s and this one was easily interpreted as being pleased at my guess.


  “But nowhere near Capricornia,” I said. It wasn’t a question.


  “Of course not,” the Overseer said lightly. “I’m glad to see you are as intelligent as you were bred to be. We don’t accept inferior genetics here.”


  “I don’t particularly care what you accept or don’t accept,” I said. Genetics? What would that have to do with anything? I had to think…


  He smiled as serenely as a painted cupid.


  “Ms. Matsumoto, you have been raised to think your opinions matter, but today begins your disillusionment. You will quickly discover that your opinions do not matter. Your breeding makes no difference to your fate. Your education was a waste of time. Even the careful moral code you follow will not help you here.” He paused momentarily, “I have to admit I was surprised to discover some of your less published ethics. You certainly are a repressed clan, although that will play into our hands here on Veritas III.”


  I felt the blood draining out of my face. I was trying to think, but my thoughts were racing too quickly.


  “What are you talking about?” I stalled.


  “I thought the old sex before marriage taboo was a thing of the past, but not so for you Matsumotos, is it? That’s why your father was executed, correct? For being your father? How ironic.” His tone was still low and light. He reminded me of my Planetary Law Professor. It stood in stark contrast to the predatory light in his eyes.


  “Don’t talk to me about my father!” I demanded.


  “Or that lovely little decree against violence. Priceless. You really are defenseless in my hands,” he steepled his fingers beneath his chin like he was considering something, “Although I must admit that my favorite is that rule about obeying the Emperor. I’d like to make my family take that oath. It would make things so much easier.”


  “How does that have anything to do with why you’ve brought me here? You didn’t go to all this trouble just to discuss ethical practices.”


  “Of course not. I wouldn’t have brought you all the way out here for that. No, no. You are here, like I said, for your genetics. You see, Ms. Matsumoto, I am the Planetary Overseer of Capricornia and I do my job very, very well.” Here he became more sober.


  “When Capricornia was first founded it was founded by a group of scientists who were determined to build the perfect world. It was to be a world free of disease or genetic hiccups for both the humans that colonized it and the flora and fauna already here. We did a masterful job with the natural habitat. You’ve seen it, so you know that it really is gloriously beautiful. The whole world is like an eco-resort. I regret your stay on it was so short.” Here he looked sympathetic.


  “Our people were bred well, too. I’m sure you noticed how beautiful and accomplished they are. I’m very proud of our latest generation…they are nearly perfect. They have only one flaw. Unfortunately, it is the one flaw that really makes a difference and we caught it far too late. Every single person on our planet born after a certain date…everyone under the age of fifty-five… is functionally sterile. There is nothing else wrong with them, and there is nothing we can do about it. Our latest and greatest generation is, it would seem, our last. It’s done terrible things to morale, of course.”


  “I saw the scars in the land from burned buildings,” I said.


  “Yes,” he shook his head sadly, “Not everyone takes disillusionment well. When our people discovered that they would have no children or grandchildren to follow them, some of them took it very poorly. There were hideous crimes, killing rampages, small wars between gangs of rioters. Despair really brings out the worst in us all.”


  “Is that why they take such risks with their lives?”


  He smiled at me like a prize student, “Of course. Why worry about tomorrow, when there really is no tomorrow except to grow slowly older until you die. There are some, of course, who have chosen to live as if this doesn’t matter. They refuse to mention the dead and refuse to acknowledge the future.”


  “Your son.”


  “Yes,” his eyes held a deep sadness, “my son. Dear Ian tries to pretend that nothing is changed. He thinks we can still be normal planetary citizens. It’s such an unproductive thing to deny the truth. I know what is true. I have seen disillusionment and despair and come through to the other side. There is only one thing that an honest philosopher can do in the face of disillusionment. He must struggle to change what he sees. He must find some way to fix it.”


  His words echoed eerily in my head. They were almost exactly the same as Roman’s only days ago.


  “I am fixing my planet’s problem. And that brings us finally to why you are here. If I am going to produce children for my people I need healthy genetics – but not just any genetics. Your genetics have been tinkered with for generations. I’m sure you know that. As an added bonus they are royal. I have to admit that gave me a little thrill. The best of the best and all that.”


  “I haven’t seen any children on Capricornia,” I choked out.


  “No, you haven’t.” His tone was regretful. “It’s taken me a long time to get the support I needed for my project and the experiment has not been as…successful... as I hoped it would be. Not to worry, though Vera…I may call you that?... we won’t waste a single strand of your DNA.


  “We’ve already run a battery of tests on Denise and we’ve discovered that your amazing Matsumoto DNA is so strong that we may be able to synthesize some of what was done with it to actually cure the problem with our own people. I won’t bore you with the scientific details, but let me assure you it is a cure, Vera, not just a stop-gap.


  “It’s something none of us dared to dream was possible, although after combing the known galaxy I started to suspect that if a cure could be found anywhere it would be found in the Matsumotos. How lucky for me that I managed to get two of you. We’ve already used up all of Denise’s eggs in our testing, but then you came strolling onto my planet. Another Matsumoto female. It couldn’t be more perfect. I could have killed Martin Crovier for almost ruining it for us. At least Ian made himself useful and kept you alive. To think that a general’s son would reinterpret orders like that. Tsk. Tsk.”


  I gaped at him, only managing to shut my mouth and recollect myself after a long moment.


  “The Emperor will not be pleased when I get back to Blackwatch.” I guess I shared something in common with Ian. After all, most of me already knew I was never going back there.


  “I think you know how I would respond to that, Ms. Matsumoto. But I’ll indulge you. You won’t be leaving this facility…ever. And now I must leave. We have plenty to do to get ready for you. Please take good care of your health. If not for your own sake, then for your children. You know, there are people in Capricornia who don’t get to have children,” he said ironically. I didn’t see the humor.


  I rushed after him as he strode towards the door, grabbing his shoulder with one hand. The second I touched him he turned and flicked my arm with a whisker of plastic I hadn’t noticed. Whatever it was sent a jolt of electricity into my body and I collapsed to the floor jerking and writhing.


  “That was simply a warning, Vera,” Eads Mc Isaac said with a fatherly smile. “Please don’t touch me or any of the other scientists. We don’t want to have to sedate you more than absolutely necessary.”


  He turned to leave.


  “Wait!” I called between clenched teeth. He paused, his back still to me. I was struggling to get the words out, but I had to know. “Roman Aldrin…my guard.”


  “Oh he’s fine. He’s nothing without you and I’d hardly sink to want the genetics of a space-sucker anyhow. Our insertion team was silent. They spared both your guard and my foolish son and left silently with you. Another missing Matsumoto, such a shame. Your ship left our system four hours ago and he was on board.”


  And with that he left and I was alone.


  I sat on the cot, my knees pulled up to my chest and my arms wrapped around them, in a puddle of aqua satin. I gazed bleakly out at the empty window. Eads hadn’t said how quickly they could harvest what they needed from me or what they would do when they were done, but I was pretty sure I already knew. It looked like I had made one more person’s execution list. I had a real talent for that. I wondered what Roman would say about it. He usually had a smart comment or two up his sleeve.


  I also couldn’t help but wonder what Denise had done to pass the time. I was already going crazy with the long silences and fear of what was to come. It had been weeks since she went missing, and she’d probably spent the entire time either unconscious or in that glass-walled room. Waiting was not easy.


  Eight hours after my visit with Eads someone came with food. He walked in a slumped manner and looked like a technician. He wouldn’t speak a word to me, although one offhand motion at the guards following him made his warning clear enough. This was not an opportunity for escape. I sat obediently in one place and waited for them to leave before going to the collapsible tray. After all, even if I did escape, where would I go? I was on an orbital in the middle of space and my only allies were high tailing it out of the system.


  I slept fitfully that night, dreaming of Roman and Denise and Ian all rolled together. Eads turned out to be Nigel in disguise and I woke in a cold sweat when he shot Roman through the head with a flechette gun. Worry knotted my stomach. If Roman really was going back to New Greenland that could very well be what was waiting for him there. Nigel hadn’t promised him death if he failed, but the last few weeks had proved that he wasn’t exactly merciful when things didn’t go his way.
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  THAT MORNING THEY STARTED TESTING me. A cadre of doctors and scientists paraded silently in and out of my room, always accompanied by black-coated guards and always silent in their duties except to ask me to roll up a sleeve to be stuck with a needle or stick out my tongue. Sometimes they would attach monitors to me or inject me with things that made my heart race and my mind fog over.I bided my time instead of fighting it. Eventually one of them would make a mistake that I could use to escape. I just had to be vigilant.


  When there was no one there testing me my mind wandered, drifting to what Eads had said and mulling over the problem his planet faced. I didn’t know how to solve it, but I knew that his way wasn’t the right way.


  The testing ended abruptly. I was still being fed regularly, but no one was drawing blood or sticking monitors to me anymore. It left me enough time to think and I thought a lot. At the end of another day I found myself pacing vigorously with a battle raging in my head.


  If Eads way wasn’t the right way, than what should he have done? What should any of us do when we’ve lost our entire world? Ian was in denial. Eads had become a devil. What other option was there? Maybe fixing it isn’t the answer, I thought to myself, none of this can be fixed. It has to be overcome. It didn’t make much sense, even to me, but it was somewhere to start.


  I paced myself to exhaustion and fell into a fitful steep.


  I awoke with a start, feeling fuzzy and uncertain. I blinked my eyes frantically, trying to clear the strange feeling in my head. What woke me up? I pulled myself up in the cot, running cold hands through my tangled hair and scrubbed my mouth with the back of my hand. I hadn’t seen a toothbrush in days and it was becoming obvious. If it was morning, then I had just four days left before the full power of Blackwatch descended on Capricornia. A toothbrush wouldn’t do anything about that. Tick tock.


  Search successful. Link acquired.


  My implant chirped at me in the exact same moment as the lights on the other side of the window flicked on and Eads Mc Isaac strode into my view accompanied by two armed guards dressed in black uniforms.


  “Ms. Matsumoto, I’m afraid our hospitality has come to an end.” He said it so kindly that I felt a surge of hope. They were setting me free!


  “Oh, now don’t look at me like that…or are you excited about your own death? I hadn’t expected you to turn suicidal so soon.”


  “Death?” I tried to keep my voice from shaking, like we were discussing the weather.


  “Certainly. We can’t have you wandering off with all of our secrets. It seems your guardian is part pit bull. He just won’t let this go. He’s returned with reinforcements, and of course it would be criminal to deny him. He’ll get what he wants…you. And then he and his posse,” he said the word with distain, “can trot on home. With you dead and the facility clear of any clues to what happened to you he can hardly stay.”


  “Roman!” I said and my mind called Roman!


  “The very one.”


  “Denise,” I said desperately, “Please.”


  “I’m sorry Vera, but while we’ll be able to take your eggs and retrieve the nanites we injected in you before we kill you, we’ll still need a live test subject... But not to worry. You won’t have to go back to your Emperor in disgrace. I’ll give you an honorable death right here and now.”


  The two guards with him were already beside me. I recognized them as the ones who had shadowed him on his first visit. One had a lantern shaped jaw and the other had a face as smooth and round as a baby’s. They held me down against the bed. I let out a shriek of frustration and despair, fighting against them.


  Hold on Vera, I’m coming! My eyes widened in shock. It was Roman! He had heard me! If our connection was back then he had to be really close. My heart sped with excitement.


  Roman! I yelled mentally, and it wasn’t a cry of fear or for help, it was sheer relief. He was ok. He was really still alive. I had never quite been able to believe Eads about that.


  “Stop fighting, Ambassador. It will do you no good.”


  “Killing me will start something that you don’t want, Overseer,” I said forcefully.


  “Oh, I hardly think so, Ms. Matsumoto. In fact, your cousin the Emperor will probably be glad that he doesn’t have to deal with this himself. I’m doing him a favour here. Now please, lie still. I’d like to do this as painlessly as possible.”


  “Painless? You’re taking my life!” I screamed, thrashing even harder.


  His face grew hard. “Fine, have it your way.” He turned to the nearest guard. “When you are finished take the last shuttle. Meet me on the ship.”


  His hurried step when he left told me that he was cutting it close. Come on Roman! I thought.


  The guards let go of me and for a moment I thought I was free, but then a slow smile spread over lantern-jaw’s face. The other simply looked sober, like he was doing a job and didn’t have to like it.


  I sprang away from them trying to escape, but lantern-jaw seized a handful of my hair and dashed me against the wall. My head hit and I saw stars, but I pulled myself up against the wall. I wasn’t going to give in so easily.


  I tried to make a break for it again, but a casual backhand from baby-face sent me sprawling. Lantern-jaw was looming over me as I tried to pull myself up again. His foot smacked down onto my hand and I felt the tiny bones in my fingers snap as they were caught between the floor and his foot. I howled in agony, trying to pull my ruined hand in to the protection of my body.


  “Please!” Please I begged tears streaming down my face. This was worse than when I broke my ribs. My hand hurt so much. He eased up the pressure on my hand and I tried to snatch it back only to have him stomp again on it. I gave a choking wail.


  “Hurry it up, I’m getting nervous. We have to get her over to medical before we finish her,” baby-face said.


  “Too bad, I would have liked to take my time here,” lantern-jaw complained, letting up the pressure on my hand. I pulled it in to my chest, cradling it against me, sobbing and quivering on the frigid floor.


  It hurts so much, it hurts so much. My mind was flooded by the pain. I pulled myself up, thinking maybe I could fight them. It was a silly idea. One more casual backhand sent me sprawling again, this time my jaw ached bone deep. I gasped, my one good hand pulling up to my face to cradle my jaw.


  “Just grab her, ok? Overseer Mc Isaac won’t be coming for us if we get caught here.”


  The guard standing over me sighed and then I saw him moving so quick that I couldn’t even cringe in time. His first kick hit me right in the gut. I grunted – I had no air to scream with - but there wasn’t even time to move before the next one and the next. The pain was like a flood that filled every sense. I smelled blood and urine. A warm pool was spreading around me. It was horrible. I was dying. My last minutes were only pain and humiliation. And then it ended as quickly as it had begun. They must have remembered that they had to get me to medical alive. Eads wouldn’t be pleased if they had damaged what he needed.


  I was in too much pain to move, or even to look to see what they were doing. Blackness swirled around me, threatening to black out every thought. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I was barely conscious.


  Vera, hold on.


  I couldn’t even think to answer. I felt a tear run down my face. I wanted so much to tell him how thankful I was that he was okay. I wanted so much to tell him that he shouldn’t risk himself, especially now that it was too late, but I couldn’t even think. I could only cry as my thoughts spun with my consciousness.


  I was being moved on something, a rolling table, or a gurney or something. They must be trying to get me to medical. There were explosions in the back ground, loud eruptions, bangs of metal crashing into metal, the scream of metal tearing, and then the echoes of boot falls on the hard floor. My breathing was so slow now that I couldn’t even cry. I sighed. Acceptance. Here I go. Where’s the bright light?


  One set of foot falls seemed closer, and then there were screams and the gurney or whatever it was jarred to a halt.


  “Bring the medical team!” It sounded like Roman. His voice sounded high, like he was panicking about something.


  I felt warm hands on my skin. They blazed like fire. Was it really so cold in here? I felt someone pull me up into a strong set of arms.


  “Vera, it’s okay.” His voice was so gentle. I felt a gentle kiss on my forehead and then another in my hair. “I thought you were dead! When I couldn’t find you through the link I thought you were dead.”


  I thought I felt hot tears on my face. That was funny. I’d stopped crying.


  “This is all my fault. I’m so sorry Vera. I’ll never let you out of my sight again. I swear on my life.”


  Someone else was in the room now. A second set of hands was running over me. They felt professional.


  “We need to get her back to the medical bay immediately. Help me lift her.”


  Medical. I couldn’t remember why that word gave me the creeps.


  I felt motion and then something soft under my back. There was a brief pinch in my arm, and then everything finally did go black.
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  I AWOKE TO THE SOUND of breathing. The steady in and out of was soothing. I lay very still and just let the sound of it wash over me. My head was throbbing. My mind felt fuzzy like someone had given me strong medication. I tried to move my head, but I was as weak as a newborn kitten and my attempt did nothing. It took tremendous effort to open my eyes. The bright light that flooded in when I did brought with it a sickening sense of déjà vu. Panicked, I fought to pull myself up, only to lose my purchase and thud back down again, my head heavy like a lead ball on the end of my neck.


  My jostling had disturbed the heavy breather and I heard a long inhale. Then a smell like the outdoors and trees and metal mixed with the light musk of sweat came closer and I struggled to bring my head around to see.


  “Who...?” I managed.


  “It’s me,” Roman’s voice was soft beside me. I felt a gentle hand stroke the top of my arm. “You need to rest.”


  “I’ll rest when I’m dead.” I spoke the cliché far more weakly than I’d meant to.


  “You nearly are dead, or at least you were two days ago.”


  “Two days ago?” My voice was pitched too high, even to me. “We only have two more days. We have to rescue her!”


  “Rescue who?”


  “Denise.”


  “Not right now, little woman. You need to rest.”


  “No I can’t rest. I have to save her. She was there, Roman, she was on the orbital.” I sounded so weak.


  “Easy, girl. Do you want a drink?”


  I was so thirsty. I hadn’t noticed until he asked.


  “Yes,” I said. I heard the sound of water being poured.


  “You are the only one we found on Veritas III. Denise, if she’s still alive, is somewhere else.” His hand reached under my head to support it as he raised the glass to my lips.


  “With Eads McIsaac on his ship,” I croaked, struggling to sip the water. It tasted so sweet and cold.


  “She’s with him?” Roman sounded startled. I tried to nod, realized my head wasn’t moving and whispered instead.


  “Yes. Why am I so weak?”


  “You were...badly damaged.” I thought I heard his voice crack over the word. He put down the glass and lowered me back onto the bed. “They had to put you under and pump you full of cellular rejuvenators. Your broken bones are mostly knit and your wounds are healing nicely, but you’ll be weak for days. That sort of healing acceleration takes its toll.”


  So that was why I felt so fuzzy and had lost two days. It made sense. I had been a mess. I was lucky to be alive.


  “You are lucky to be alive.” He echoed my thoughts. His face inches above mine. He must have been sprawled over the hospital bed beside me because I could see he was propped up on one elbow, his breath gentle against my face. It wasn’t minty fresh, but it was still pleasant. The familiar lines across his face were comforting.


  “Where were you?” I asked, curious rather than accusing.


  “I didn’t realize you were gone at first,” he said, not meeting my eyes. “I crashed into one of the staterooms so angry at you, and I just tried to block you out. I was only planning to be in there a few hours, but I fell asleep, and then when I woke up I went to replace Ian at the helm. I found him unconscious. He claimed he had no idea whether someone had hit him or if he’d been attacked. He’d been there all night. I was trying so hard to ignore you that I never noticed our link was severed until that moment. And then I thought...well, I thought you were dead.” He looked up at me finally and his eyes looked hollow. “I searched for you frantically, but I couldn’t find you and I thought that whatever happened to Denise and her protector happened to you too. I hadn’t heard anything, and Ian claimed he didn’t hear anything, but you were just missing. I called the Grey Pelican and I convinced the marines to help me rescue you.” He blushed here. “I told them we were going to rescue you, but Vera, God’s honest truth - I was sure you were dead. I brought them for revenge.


  “When I found you there...shattered, but still alive. I went crazy. I had to save you. I can’t believe I let this happen to you. I shouldn’t be your guardian. I’ll give it over to someone more qualified the first chance I get, I swear.” His final words came out in a rush.


  “Stop.” I glared at him. “We are in this together, Roman Aldrin. You are stuck with me, and you are my guardian. I’m the one who broke the connection. I knew it was stupid. I’m the one who was too blind to see what was all around me.” How could he go on like this when I was so clearly at fault?


  “You can’t just forgive me like nothing happened,” Roman said, rubbing his forehead into his hand.


  “Shut up, you idiot.” I said weakly, “Do you want me to find another guardian?”


  “No.” He bit his lip.


  “Then stop talking about leaving me. I was so worried about you while I was there. I was worried about what would happen to you if I didn’t come back.”


  “You’re not the one who is supposed to be worried,” he said.


  “Well, I was, so stay alive, so I don’t have to go through that again.”


  I was blinking back tears, but our eyes were locked and shining. With a hiss of emotion I embraced him, and then fell back onto the pillows, exhausted by the effort. Roman swallowed.


  “When I thought you were dead it broke me inside. You have to know that.”


  I looked away, not able to take the intensity of his gaze.


  “You’re my very best friend,” I said, my lips trembling. I knew it wasn’t enough, but wished it was.


  He nodded, as if that was all he needed to hear, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he was hoping for more. I tried to change the subject back to things I could handle.


  “Where are we?” I asked, making my tone as brisk as I could in my foggy state.


  “On the Grey Pelican. We have a total of three ships in orbit here, two were sent by the Emperor as an advance team. The rest of their fleet will be here in two days unless we can settle things before then.”


  “And where is Overseer Eads Mc Isaac?”


  “He escaped in the commotion on Veritas III. We were hell-bent on finding you. We chose not to split our resources to pursue, but we did track his ship as far as our sensors could reach. He is not far from the planet Veritas III was orbiting.”


  “Where are we?”


  “Around Capricornia,” Roman’s voice sounded grim. “There has been some political upheaval there, but it still had better medical facilities than we were equipped with. I thought it would be best to keep us nearby just in case.”


  I must have been closer to death than I had realized.


  “We need to go after Eads and find Denise. Today.” Tick Tock, I thought.


  “Yes, and we will, but there is something else you might need to deal with first.”


  “And what is that?”


  Roman hesitated. “He wants to speak to you.”


  “Eads?” I asked. What could he possibly say to make this right?


  “No.” Roman’s mouth twisted into a sour expression. “Ian.”


  I nodded, trying to process what he wasn’t saying. If there was political upheaval and Eads was nowhere to be found, then it was conceivable that his son was wielding some authority over Capricornia. If so, then I would need to speak to him as Ambassador Matsumoto, not as Vera. It was impossible for me to believe that he had no idea what his father was doing out in the darkness of space.


  “Help me up, Roman. I need to dress and you need to arrange a meeting with Ian Mc Isaac.”


  * * *


  I rechecked my clothes carefully. Dark slacks and my own army-style jacket with a simple white seamless top beneath it. Roman had pulled them out of my bags, seemingly at random, but they were clothes and I wasn’t going to complain. They were better than a satin evening dress. I would never feel the same about turquoise again.


  I had taken over the captain’s stateroom. It was tiny, like everything else on the ship, but it was the largest available room on the Grey Pelican and I needed to make this as impressive as I could. It was surprising how good Captain Travers had been about it. His was still awkward around me, but the entire crew seemed happier to see me than I would have expected. Apparently they were on my side in this battle, even if they’d thought of me as a traitor in the past.


  The stateroom was both office and reception room, but it had never seen the eye of an interior decorator. I situated myself in the chair behind the desk and Roman stood at my right shoulder.


  Ian had been frantically trying to communicate with the ship, and by the time Roman gave him permission to meet with me he had already boarded a shuttle and was on his way to meet us in orbit. I’d had barely twenty minutes to clean up and dress.


  It was not easy with my many injuries, but they were more stiff and sore than anything. Roman had been right, the drugs that kept me out for so long had healed the worst of my wounds already. I could move my broken hand, although the movements were still stiff and painful, and there were fine lines on my cheek where the skin had split and been stitched. They looked weeks old rather than days. Modern medicine. I shivered at that thought, and suddenly a visual image of rows upon rows of deformed babies in yellow gel flooded into my mind.


  Three Imperial Marines were stationed in the room with us. I saw one put his finger to his ear and then look in my direction. The marines on the other side of the door must be telling him Ian had arrived. I nodded at him and the door slid open.


  Ian strode in looking as nervous as a dog before a thunderstorm. His hair was in disarray and he hadn’t taken his usual care in dressing. He stopped in the center of the small room and looked at me. I saw his throat move as he swallowed. I waited, letting the tension build, forcing him to break it.


  “Ambassador Matsumoto,” he started and then cleared his throat. “I represent the new planetary government of Capricornia. As the new Overseer of Capricornia, I wish to convey our sincerest apologies for the treatment you suffered under the former regime.”


  “Apologies?” I made my voice cold and hard. Ian looked terrified. There must be something in my face I didn’t know was there. “I am Vera Matsumoto, the Voice of the Emperor of the Blackwatch Empire. As his Voice I have the power to declare war on any government that raises itself up against the Empire.”


  I did have that right, although whether Nigel would honour it would be a sticky subject. Most likely he would – not for my sake, but for the sake of every other Matsumoto. We can’t allow governments to think they can treat our Ambassadors this way.


  Ian swallowed, his eyes glued to my face, like he couldn’t look away. “I’m so glad that you’re ok. I was so worried. Vera, the…”


  “Enough, Ian,” I said coolly. “Our situation has changed now.”


  He nodded, and I saw disappointment flash across his eyes. I knew what he was thinking - that things could never be the same. No more stolen kisses or talk about running away together for us. Our positions made that impossible now. I felt pity begin to form for him, but first I had to know.


  “Did you know what your father was doing on the orbital, Ian?” I asked quietly.


  “I swear I didn’t,” he said, deflating.


  I nodded to him with sadness and compassion in my eyes. I believed him, but I had to keep going. This wasn’t just about us, it was about both our governments, and some things just had to be done.


  “Do you think that the actions of your Government could be construed as an act of war?” I asked quietly.


  He hesitated. Obviously honesty was warring with the desire to save his planet. After all, I may be a single tiny woman far from home, but Capricornia was a single solitary planet and Blackwatch was an Empire composed of seven planets. When the Emperor sneezed, a little planet like this trembled.


  “Ambassador, Capricornia has risen up against those who have mistreated you. Their death warrants are already signed by the Supreme Court.” His face was pale as he spoke. No wonder. The worst of those who ‘mistreated’ me was his father. This was not a happy time for Ian.


  “Good,” I said. He let out a breath. “But not good enough.” A look of alarm returned to his face. “As the Voice of the Emperor of the Blackwatch Empire I hereby demand the surrender of your planet, Capricornia. Our terms of surrender are this: you will swear fealty to the throne of the Blackwatch Empire and your planet will be absorbed into the Empire with all the loyalties, strictures and privileges that entails. If you do not accept our terms, the full force of our military power will be brought to bear against your citizenry.”


  Ian was visibly shaken. He had just been raised to the highest position in his country only to discover that things were even worse than he’d feared.


  “Listen to me, Ian,” I said, with steel in my voice. “That day at the Weeping Falls in front of the monument you pushed me into making a vow. Do you remember?”


  He nodded.


  “So do I, and this is me keeping it.”


  “I…” he seemed afraid to go on, but then he let out a long breath, as if steeling himself and then sank gracefully to his knees. “As Overseer of the Planet of Capricornia, head of her government and father to her people, I offer you, the Empire of Blackwatch, our full surrender, relinquishing the sovereignty of our planet to his Imperial Highness Nigel Matsumoto and claiming the full rights and benefits to citizenship under his reign. By my own honour and the honour of Capricornia, I so swear it.”


  It wasn’t the official form, but it would do. It had been caught on the security cameras, and with Roman and the marines in the room to serve as witness it was legally binding.


  I answered with the official words, “Enter into our Empire with the blessing of the Matsumotos. We will defend you and yours in so far as law and justice allows. We will keep you and yours in the manner of all our citizens. Our laws shall bind you. Our military protect you. You shall be our vassal, but also our son. By the true honour and the seal of our word we bind you to us today. Welcome.”


  I sat down. I was too exhausted to stand anymore anyhow. Two teenagers had just made a bargain that was going to change the shape of a world.


  Ian looked uncertain, still kneeling on the ground.


  “Oh get up, Ian,” I said. His confusion was obvious as he pulled himself to his feet. “Pull up a chair. You might not realize it yet, but we’ve just saved your planet.”


  “How is that possible?” he asked, taking the chair.


  “In two days the Blackwatch Imperial Fleet is due here to wipe your planet off the map of the galaxy unless I bring back Denise Matsumoto. Now that you are sworn to us, your planet will stay intact whether I can make that happen or not. I didn’t take my vow lightly.”


  He nodded appreciatively.


  “Now that the formalities are over I want to hear everything that happened here. From the beginning.” My face was still stern, but my tone had relaxed. He had to know I meant business, but he was still Ian.


  “The council had been concerned for some time over some of my father’s…activities.” Ian began, settling himself awkwardly into the chair. “They were willing to turn a blind eye, but then both you and Denise Matsumoto went missing. When you disappeared I was concerned. My father had placed you in my care. My reputation was on the line.” He had the grace to blush before continuing. “The council called me in for a full report. By that time your guard here,” he said, nodding at Roman, “was already causing a disruption, insisting that a police investigation was not enough. He threatened war if we did not return you.”


  Roman nodded in the back ground. I felt a surge of pride. That was brilliant. Roman didn’t have the power to make good on that, but seeing as our ships were days away it would have looked like he did. He must have thought there was a chance I was still alive, even though he was so sure that I had to be dead.


  “We insisted that he return to your ship and that they leave planetary orbit. We thought he was taken care of when he complied. We were so busy searching for my father that we did not notice that they were lingering near Elflora. It was only when the Grey Pelican’s marines boarded the orbital that the council realized we were on the brink of war. We didn’t even realize you had been rescued until a day ago, when the Captain of your ship pulled into orbit and demanded that we put our medical facilities on alert. We were horrified by what he told us. If you were dead...” His eyes told the story. He was right. Disgraced Matsumoto or not, Nigel would have razed this planet in reprisal if they had killed me, just like he was planning to do for Denise. Matsumotos are implacable enemies. While we Ambassadors are sworn to personal pacifism, the Emperor has the right to execute or kill anyone he pleases – even entire planets. “The council had already been arguing over a new head of government. With the threat of war before us, a quorum managed to agree for long enough to choose me as successor. They raised me to Overseer and sent me to meet you with the authority to do what was needed to make peace.”


  “They did not expect you to surrender, though, did they Ian?”


  “No. For that there will be…consequences,” he looked shaken. No wonder. This same council had literally ordered his father’s death only hours ago.


  “That will be taken care of,” I said coldly. No need to make him think I was his friend. That ship had sailed. He’d sworn, though, and that made both him and his government my responsibility. “Call a meeting of your Council for an hour from now. It’s time they heard from the Voice of their new Emperor.”
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  THE ENTIRE MEETING TOOK THREE hours. Thankfully, I left them to it after just half an hour. That was all it had taken to convince the council that I meant business and to make them understand that they were now sworn vassals of the Matsumotos or soon-to-be corpses. Their choice.


  Once they were convinced of that I didn’t need to be there. Our protocols people would come with a delegation after the Empire had been apprised of the situation. Until then, there were a few documents to sign and charters for them to review. It was all formality, really. I left them to it, with Captain Travers’ first officer overseeing our end of things. That required little more than handing out and collecting papers and Roman and I had other things to do.


  Well that sorts out most of it, I said to Roman.


  Thirty hours later we were following the last known coordinates of Eads Mc Isaac’s small starcraft. Ian had informed us that the Capricornian navy was missing a ship, the Veritas IV. No doubt that was Eads’ current base of operation, if only we could find it. I was tensed in anticipation, still cradling my broken hand against my chest. Together, Roman and I stood on the bridge watching the main view screen as we gained on the slower vessel.


  I had no idea any of this was happening before he kidnapped me. Some investigator I turned out to be, I said. At least we have some answers. Soon we should have the rest.


  Roman tensed beside me like a hunter spotting game. We were hunting together and the quarry was getting closer.


  “There she is,” Travers sighed, relief in his voice. His heavy hand pointed at the sensor screen. “Get them on communications.”


  “They are sending through a video feed, do you want me to display it?” the communications technician asked Travers.


  “Yes,” he answered, ushering Roman and I closer to his screen.


  The screen shifted from its generic screen display to a live video feed. Eads was standing in a science lab. Behind him, a white coated man scurried back and forth looking at holo-displays and tapping the touch screens. Eads squared his shoulders and glared into the camera. I felt the force of his personality as he loomed through the video screen. He looked so much like an older version of his son.


  “This is Overseer Eads Mc Isaac. I demand to speak to Ambassador Matsumoto.” He waited, frozen in place. I would have thought the screen had been stilled, but the man in the lab coat was still moving in the background. I nodded towards Captain Travers and the camera on the top of his screen blinked red to indicate that the camera was on.


  “McIsaac,” I said, matching him stare for stare.


  “Ambassador, you are trespassing into a closed area of Capricornian space. Please redirect your ship elsewhere.” As if he was still in a place where he could make these calls! His audacity would shock me if it wasn’t so in character.


  “Eads Mc Isaac,” I said. “You have been replaced as Overseer by the Planetary Council of Capricornia, and Capricornia has sworn her allegiance to the Blackwatch Empire. We have full right to be here and to seize both your ship and your person. After the way you’ve treated members of our royal family, you should seriously consider what you intend to say to the Emperor when he renders judgement.”


  “Oh, I don’t think so, Ambassador. You wouldn’t dare attack me with just one pathetic ship, even with your marines to provide the manpower. Not when I’m holding all the aces.” He meant Denise, of course.


  “It’s my cousin that matters to me, McIsaac. Hand her over, and any other captives you have aboard, and you’re free to go where you like. You could join the People’s Freehold, or buy an estate in Endermann. It makes no difference to me.”


  “Ambassador, you are so charming! You almost make me forget that I’m the one in the position to dictate terms. This is how it will be. You and your guardian will come aboard Veritas IV. I will send your charming cousin back to your starcraft. Then I will keep you aboard until we reach the edge of Capricornian space. How else can I be sure that you won’t take me in so your Emperor can judge me? I’m not a fool, my girl.”


  I gave him a long look. Going onto his ship was a foolish risk. There had to be another way, but his starcraft, while not a military vessel, was at least an even match for our freighter, and we would have to get marine penetration teams onto his starcraft before they could rescue Denise. He could kill her before they ever got close.


  “Don’t play coy with me, Ambassador,” Eads said, returning my level look. His eyes were narrowed, but he gestured with hands open and wide, for all the world like an innocent, “Your silence speaks volumes. Let me explain this to you another way. You want your cousin back. She is in my possession. I am headed out of Capricornian space as we speak. You cannot afford to blast me to pieces, because that will kill my hostage. Right so far?


  “Then here are your options. Either exchange yourself for her and I will let you return to your ship the moment I break orbit, or I’ll take Denise with me. You have one minute to decide.”


  His video screen split and Denise appeared on a security cam. She was asleep in a white medical bed. He was being overly dramatic with the sentimental split-screen, but even so it seemed that I had no other choice.


  Don’t do it. He’s trapping you.


  What choice do I have? She’s my cousin, and even if that weren’t the case I’m a dead woman if I don’t return her to Nigel in twenty four hours. You don’t have to come, though. Your life it too valuable, and Nigel might not kill you if this all goes bad.


  The feeling from the other end of the channel was similar to a long sigh. Fine, but I will be at your back, that is non-negotiable. Partners, remember?


  Partners, I agreed, knowing it was no use to argue with him and realizing that I didn’t want to.


  “We’ll meet your terms, Eads Mc Isaac, but know this.” I raised one finger to forestall his growing smile. “If you harm me or kidnap me the Blackwatch Empire will hunt you down and kill you.”


  “Make no mistake Ambassador, I have fully considered that.” He sounded amused and energetic. “We’ll send our cutter over immediately. It will pick you up at the same time that your shuttle picks up Denise from our end. Forgive me if that is overly complex, but I’m a little short on trust here.”


  Really Eads? And who do you think should be the one short on trust? I wondered. How about the girl you’ve lied to and tried to kill?


  That goes for both of us, Roman said. Apparently he could still hear my random thoughts.


  Eads Mc Isaac stepped out of the communication feed, and his com tech took over, as did Captain Travers com tech on this end. They began arranging flight paths for the cutters. I turned my attention to the Captain.


  “Ambassador,” he said, following closely on our heels as we made our way to the cutter bay. “I understand the sacrifice you are making to save your cousin, but this risk to your person rises above the call of duty. There is no guarantee that he won’t harm you, too. I’m sure another hostage will suit his purpose just as well. One of the marines perhaps...”


  I threw up a hand to stop him. “Captain, I appreciate your concern, but this is my duty. I am the one that must go. Safe guard my cousin and make damn sure that you don’t let Eads slip away. Who knows how fast he’ll take off once we’re aboard? Keep an insertion team close. If we need them I’ll call the ship.”


  The Captain nodded. “That I can do, Ambassador.” He sounded resigned, but the way he hovered nearby was anything but resigned.


  I returned his nod with a sharp one and clapped him on the shoulder as Roman and I ducked through the hatch on the shuttle. I keyed my implant. It was currently interlinked with the Hooded Peregrine’s on board computer network. The shuttle pilot ducked his head into the passenger area. He was standard military issue right down to his expression.


  “Ambassador, Captain Travers says we are clear to launch.”


  “Excellent,” I replied. “In that case we’d better get moving, Lieutenant.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  The familiar sequence of the last security protocols locking down the shuttle flashed through the monitors. A moment later the gravity disappeared and with the usual lurch we were off. The seconds ticked by slowly, but after about five minutes the pilot spoke again over the com unit.


  “The Veritas IV shuttle just passed us.”


  Well, so far Eads had held up his end. Ten minutes later I could feel the shudder of the shuttle docking and a moment later gravity returned. The lieutenant popped his head into our compartment again. “Their shuttle docked at the Grey Pelican right after we docked here. Captain Travers ordered me to tell you that your cousin Denise is now aboard his ship. I have orders from Veritas IV to depart as soon as you disembark.”


  His gaze held a question and I answered it, “Then do as they wish Lieutenant. Thank you for your good work.”


  I nodded to him in approval and then followed Roman out the cutter hatch. Time to face my fears. I felt a knot forming in my stomach and steeled my face in response. Matsumotos don’t let anyone see them sweat.


  Last chance, Roman, I said, through the channel.


  Whatever happens I want to be with you, he replied.


  Uniformed men stood a casual guard outside the cutter. One stepped forward to frisk Roman and remove his weapon. I stared at the wall beyond them, acting like they weren’t there. There was no need to frisk me, I was a Matsumoto. They frisked me anyways. My face grew hot and it was all I could do to keep from slapping their hands away. When they were finished they escorted us further into Veritas IV. She was a slick starcraft, not much larger than the Grey Pelican, but more modern and almost clinical in her cleanliness. She reminded me of Veritas III and I barely suppressed a shudder.


  Deeper down the rabbit’s hole.


  I don’t like this, Roman said. No surprise there.


  Neither do I, but what choice did we have?


  I felt his assent. Eads had left me with little option if I wanted to free Denise. This was the only way.


  I could have left you with the Hooded Peregrine. I reminded him.


  I’ve already told you that I’ll never leave your side again.


  That was sweet. Unnecessarily chivalrous, but sweet.
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  WE WERE HEADING EVEN DEEPER into the belly of the ship, through the yawning corridors that seemed darker than standard lighting conditions should allow for. Finally our escort pulled up in front of a pair of bay doors. They had ‘Medical Bay’ stamped into the composite. That was strange. The doors swished open, and again I was greeted by the soft white of a sterilized environment. I felt my pulse speed up.


  The room was large and packed with complicated equipment, lab tables, stools and computer arrays. Even the floor was made of glowing white light panels. Eads Mc Isaac was standing in the middle of the room tapping at a touch screen and beside him was the other man who had been in the background of the video feeds. Eads looked up, and our escort indicated that we should enter. They filed in silently behind us.


  “Ambassador. How good of you to join us,” Eads was smiling at me with that same smile of assured control. “As you’ve doubtless heard by now, I’ve upheld my end of the bargain. Your cousin is safely at the Hooded Peregrine and we are heading ever more swiftly towards Freehold space.”


  I nodded, uncertain, but trying not to show it.


  “May I present to you Dr. Fritz Wehr, a fellow scientist and a great boon to Capricornia. And your companion must be Roman Aldrin.”


  I gave Fritz a long look. He was obviously as deep into Eads ‘research’ as the former Overseer was.


  “I suppose we should get on with what we came here for,” Eads smiled. The doctor nodded in agreement and then looked behind me. If my reflexes were faster, I might have been able to see the guards move. Instead, I was jerked off my feet as both my arms were seized from behind. I heard Roman grunt behind me and the sound of clanging instrumentation told me that he wasn’t felling charitable about the attack. I swivelled in the grip of my captors, and saw him overturn a table of testubes as he fought them off, but there were too many attackers. While he was fighting one of them another laid him out with a length of black steel. I signalled my implant preparing to radio the Grey Pelican.


  “Call them in and I’ll kill him right here and now. You wouldn’t want that, would you Vera,” Eads said calmly from across the room. He knew about my implant. “I knew you wouldn’t, because you are a kind and decent person, like me.”


  “I’m nothing like you!” I spat.


  “On the contrary. You are willing to put yourself at risk to save your cousin. I am willing to do the same for my people. Do you think I’m insane? Do you think that I expect to live beyond this crisis? Hardly.” His voice had been passionate and ironic before. Now it turned arctic cold. “But I have finally found a way to save my planet and I will see it launched before the end.”


  I twisted back towards Roman. He was conscious, but a trail of blood ran down the side of his face and his hands were securely fixed behind his back and three guards were holding him upright and in place. His scowl showed anger and determination.


  Are you ok?


  Sure, he replied, fury imbedded deeply into that one word.


  “What can taking us as your prisoners possibly accomplish?” I asked.


  “I need a little more time and some of those incredible genetics of yours. We had a chance to process the samples we collected when you were our guest. It seems you were a greater find than we had even hoped.” He turned to Wehr. “Tell her doctor.”


  The doctor was a small man with sandy blonde hair, olive skin and a distracted air, like someone who was playing a vid while speaking to you. “He’s right. Your genetics are fantastic – even better than your cousin’s for some reason. I have to say I was surprised. I would have thought you would be very close, but they must have done more tinkering with your side of the family. Your genetics show obvious signs of extreme engineering. Not only can we use them to build our children, we can build them stronger and better than the last generation.” He looked up finally and his tepid brown eyes locked onto mine. “That was a bit of a surprise. Both you and your cousin’s DNA are the first to even survive the genetic re-shift process. It’s incredibly resilient. I had almost given up on the theory altogether before Eads harvested a sample from your cousin. But yours is just that much better than hers. It’s perfect.”


  “Perfect or not, you won’t be able to use it. The moment the Emperor realizes what you are doing he will send the entire fleet against you. Our empire is much larger than your single system. We will destroy you.”


  “Yes. Which is why we needed you here,” Eads explained. “You are going to go back to him and tell him that all is well. You’ll bring your cousin back with you - she’ll have no memory of what has happened here, we saw to that – and then you will return to us at our special request to discuss bringing the world of Capricornia into the Blackwatch Empire.”


  “We won’t tolerate what you’ve done here.”


  “Oh don’t worry. We already assumed you wouldn’t want to do it willingly. But my dear,” and here he sounded fatherly again, “I suggest you consider it, if for only a moment.”


  “I won’t,” I said.


  “I hate it when I’m always right.” Eads sighed. “That brings us back to why you are here. We assumed you wouldn’t come willingly or do as we wished. Fortunately, we are good at our research and we’ve uncovered one of your family’s dirty little secrets – your link to this man. The doctor believes we can hack that link and use it to control you. We both regret that we need to proceed this way, but our people’s future is very, very valuable to us.”


  The doctor nodded. It didn’t make it any better.


  “How…”


  “Never!” Roman cut me off.


  “You don’t think so? Neither did we when we first discovered it. The system seems impregnable, but there is one weakness. Where you can get in, we can get in.”


  “I’ll never allow it.”


  “Of course not. You’d have to be insane.” Eads smiled.


  Roman was nodding. I felt a moment’s triumph. Their plan was useless.


  “And we’ve thought long and hard about that,” the doctor said. “We have roughly twelve hours. It will be tight, but manageable.”


  “What?” I said.


  “In the next twelve hours we will reduce your human pit bull to a wobbling mass of mental jelly.”


  “I’ve been trained to resist torture.” Roman said. There was steel in his voice.


  “Then we will see how your training has paid off,” the doctor said calmly, motioning to the guards. In a moment they had his jacket and shirt off and the doctor was sticking tiny circuit boards with a single sharp needle in the middle all over this chest. The guards cuffed him to a chair, hands and feet both. The chair was made of heavy metal and bolted to the floor.


  “We’ll start with something simple and work our way up. Pray you crack under the physical pain,” he said, giving Roman a pitying look.


  “Why?” Roman breathed, real worry behind his eyes now.


  “Because we don’t want to have to break you psychologically. We can and will, but we prefer to keep her undamaged. I think you can guess what we could do to break you that way, yes?” His words took a moment for me to register. I had never before been threatened in such a moderate tone, but when they did register my face swung from Eads to Roman.


  I had never seen Roman panic, not when he held off assassins for me, not when we made the terrifying drop off the waterfall, not even when he was first assigned to be my guard and his future dangled in the air lock, but the look on his face now seared me. What I saw was true terror.


  What are they talking about? I demanded.


  If they touch you, Vera - if they torture you - I really will break.


  They won’t do that, they need me intact. Not that I cared. It was him I was worried about, but I didn’t want him worrying about me.


  There are things they could do to you that would leave you physically intact, Vera.


  His tone sounded ominous. I felt my breath coming faster.


  Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.


  There was no way he could. Not with what they were planning. Eads nodded to Wehr who started to tap on the touch screen. When they started, Roman’s screams ripped through me like a buzz saw. I screamed in response, straining at the guard who held me. Please, not Roman! Not Roman!


  Eventually the screams died down, and Roman’s head lolled to the side. They were done with electric jolts. They were planning something else. I thought he was unconscious, but his thoughts cut through mine.


  Hurts. Hurts so much.


  Come into my head, Roman, escape the pain. You’re always in here anyways, listening to thoughts you shouldn’t be able to hear. If you could just break the barrier and come in here with me, then maybe you could avoid all of the pain out there. Please.


  I can’t Vera. I have to let them do this. I have to let them break me, or they will break you, too.


  They’re going to take over my brain anyhow and make me do what they say. It doesn’t matter. You matter to me Roman. Please, I need you to stay with me, I was pleading.


  I can’t. What they’d do to break me would be so much worse. I have to let them drive me mad.


  I had been ignoring them, with my focus on Roman, but a harsh smell pulled my attention towards the doctor and the guards.


  One of the guards had ripped the leg of Roman’s pants up to the waist. The other two had brought something from outside the door. It looked like a heating console with an iron on it. It was just a basic clothes iron. What could they possibly use that for? You know exactly what they could do, I thought, and a wave of nausea washed over me.


  “I’m sorry my boy,” Eads said, and then he scooped up the searing iron and rammed it against Roman’s exposed thigh. Our screams joined in pain and fury and all at once I felt him inside my head.


  I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, he said from inside my own consciousness. I meant to be stronger.


  My first reaction was shock. In my panic I had offered this to him, but was he really inside my head with me, right now? I felt the same, I couldn’t tell he was there, except for a tiny flicker feeling and his words I would never have known.


  Is that you? I marveled.


  I…I can go back. I can.


  No! They can’t do this to you! They can’t.


  They are. I’m so sorry. I felt him leave again into his own head. They were heating the iron again.


  I had to do something. I had to fight them. I felt the Matsumoto in me fighting against it, but I had to save him.


  You can’t fight them, Roman said, as if he could read my thoughts. Maybe he could.


  I have to. I’m not even tied up.


  No, I mean you can’t. I saw you when we found you. Defensive wounds only. You can’t fight, and even if you could you don’t know how to.


  They were back again. Again the iron was pushed against his already seared flesh. The bacon smell of searing flesh filled the air and I choked out a sobbing scream to join Roman’s hoarse cry. He had fled back into the sanity of my head again.


  Roman, Roman, please! Stay here, don’t go back.


  I have to go back. For you. Even mentally he sounded raw.


  Wait!


  If I wait it will only make it worse.


  His thoughts suddenly stopped coming to me and I realized he was back in his body and he had passed out from the pain.


  “You’ll have to wake him, Doctor,” Eads was saying, “We only have twelve hours.”


  “Leave him alone, please!” I begged, “Please!” Tears poured down my face and I struggled in vain against the man holding me. No one paid me any attention, but my wails went on. “Please, please! Oh please, I’ll do anything.”


  “That’s what you say now,” Eads said wearily, rubbing both palms over his face. “You’ll change your tune if we stop.”


  The doctor snapped a capsule under Roman’s nose to wake him.


  He looked horrible, sweat was pouring out across his pale forehead. His leg was charred and red like smoked meat and I thought I saw a glimmer of bone through the flesh. If they pushed that iron to his flesh one more time there would be more.


  I felt like I was shattered into a million pieces. I would do anything to save him. I would happily take his place. I would betray my Empire. I would kill again. Anything.


  “Please, please,” I sobbed, and with a flash he was conscious again.


  A groan slipped through his lips before he could stop it.


  Roman!


  Vera, my Vera. He seemed barely aware of what he was saying.


  Please Roman, you have to listen to me! I begged. I felt like I did that day in the Red Room with the Emperor. I had no idea how to get us out of this, but I had to somehow. A flash of inspiration hit me and I was saying it before I even thought it through. Listen, I have an idea! We’ve done things that no two people have done. I mean, you are in my head…actually here. I think…I think if I went into your head instead of you, that maybe you could take over this body of mine. If you could take over me you could fight to free us, couldn’t you?


  That’s sick, he said.


  But could it work? I insisted. I could see they were readying the iron again.


  Maybe…


  Then you have to!


  He was screaming again and again the horrible smell of burning flesh filled the air, and I felt his consciousness flee back into my brain.


  This was going to be horrible. It was going to be pain like I’d never imagined. I held my broken hand closer, terrified but determined, and then I pushed at our mental channel with all my strength and with what felt like a leap I entered his head.


  I didn’t have time to be surprised or to think about it. The pain was so severe that I mentally recoiled and it was all I could do to make myself stay. I screamed with his voice, joining him in a way no human ever had before. They removed the iron then and I felt my head fall forward. I had to hold out and cling to consciousness. If I fainted now it might sever our links and snap us both back…or worse… no one had ever done this before. Anything could happen.


  I pulled my head up searching for sight of my body through the haze of Roman’s red vision, gasping and panting with the agony of every breath. Strange, a bit of Roman must have still been in this body, because I was able to pick myself out immediately. I was so tiny and vulnerable between the guards, my large almond eyes rimmed with red and tears trailing down my cheeks. I looked fragile physically, but on my face was an expression I’d never seen there before. Violence and vengeance roared within.


  The Vera out there clenched her broken fist and hit the guard in the kidney, sweeping around with a foot to trip him up and seize his gun in a fluid movement. She looked like a tiny angel of death, long hair and flechettes flying as she shot two of the other guards.


  She flew behind an exam table, dodging the flechettes of the guard who was behind me.


  “Don’t shoot her!” Eads yelled.


  She was so graceful . That must be Roman affecting my body. I was never that graceful. She fired again, precisely and with a look of great concentration, and the firing stopped. The fourth guard went down.


  The doctor screamed in a high hysterical register. He had burned his hands in the chaos and the iron was on the ground beside him. I wanted to scream, too, the intensity of the pain had not let up, but I gripped my lips together determined not to distract the avenger from her work. She was reborn. No longer was Vera simply the Emperor’s Voice. She was his Hand. I almost laughed, my pain must be making me hallucinate. She seemed a million miles tall and glowing with light. Maybe I was going insane just like they wanted. Or was that someone else?


  Eads was striding forward. Shoot him, shoot him! I mentally urged her. Eads was unarmed, what was he thinking? Apparently he was better at counting than I was. I watched as her finger squeezed the trigger, but nothing happened. Out of ammo.


  I pulled at my bonds trying to rush to the other Vera’s aid. She looked too small in my body. What could she do against Eads? Pulling and struggling only made the agonizing pain worse. I hissed and moaned simultaneously, freezing in place to avoid further damage to my ruined thigh.


  Eads was charging Vera. She swung the automatic rifle around, so she was holding the barrel and drilled him in the breastbone with the butt of the gun. He choked, grasping at his chest. The breath was knocked out of him. She followed it up with a flurry of blows to his head and gut. He fell to the floor, gasping and choking, and she flew past, swift and graceful as a dancer, but streaked in blood.


  I felt her pull at the binds that held me and then with a snap I was back in my own head, working my own fingers to free Roman, tears blurring my eyes. He had a strained half-smile on his face and as his bonds loosened he slumped across my chest. I cradled his head against me, my tears soaking into his hair.


  “It’s ok, you’ll be ok. I’ll protect you,” I crooned, holding him gently. He felt hot, and he was laughing hoarsely. I didn’t blame him. I remembered what it was like in that hallucination-inducing pain.


  A groan from beside me reminded me it wasn’t over.


  I called the ship with my implant, trying to keep the panic from my voice, “Send the team immediately. Make sure there’s a medic.”


  Everyone but Dr. Wehr was still down so we would be ok until help arrived. The doctor was sitting there with shock painted across his face looking like the lab coat he wore everyday had attacked him. Which I suppose it had in a way.


  “You can’t,” he kept repeating. “All the studies said it was psychologically impossible. You just can’t”


  I didn’t. But Roman did. I wondered if it really was sick, like he said. But I didn’t regret it. I just wanted him to be ok.


  “Roman,” I said, gently stroking his hair, “hold on, they’ll be here soon.”
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  I HELD HIM CLUTCHED TO my chest listening to the breath rasp through his lungs, desperately listening to his heart beat. Would he be ok? How much can a human body take before it just shuts down? A distant clanking and clattering suggested a boarding action. No doubt the Imperial Marines had arrived and with them the medics.


  “Hold on Roman, just hold on,” I whispered, urgently. I knew he couldn’t hear me, the agony had pushed his brain past the threshold of consciousness, but I couldn’t help myself. We were both sprawled across the floor. If any one of Roman’s opponents had been able to move there would have been nothing I could do to stop them, but they were as motionless as he was.


  Only the doctor was still conscious and he was wailing and calling in a bubbling voice for someone named Hans as blood ran down his face. He seemed unaware of where he was. I refused to offer him comfort.


  It seemed to take forever for the Marines to reach us, but eventually the doors swished open and they were filing into the room, flechette guns in the ready position and fanning out to surround Roman and me.


  “Room secure,” one of them barked out. A second figure went down on one knee beside me, yanking off his helmet with its distorting face mask. It was Lieutenant Miro Dale.


  “Ambassador?” he asked, concern in his eyes. No wonder he was concerned. To his eyes I was a tiny woman soaked in blood, clutching a dying man and surrounded by fallen enemies. It was like something out of a horror novel. For all he knew, I could be deranged, or worse, demon possessed!


  That deserved a mental laugh – after all, I had been possessed, though more by an angel than a demon. I steadied myself before I spoke, trying my best to sound in control and authoritative.


  “Lieutenant Dale, your arrival is fortuitous.”


  A tiny smile hovered in the corner of his mouth, “This starcraft is secured, Ambassador.”


  “Medics?” I asked.


  “On their way,” he said. “What would you like done with him?” He motioned towards Eads. He was still motionless on the floor. His expression made his preference clear. Who would have thought two weeks ago that he’d gladly kill for me?


  “He comes with us,” I said, taking a deep breath and gently shifting Roman in my arms to get a better grip. “The rest can be kept here. Give them the medical attention they need, put them in the brig and ask Captain Travers to send a prize crew over.”


  “Already done. Capricornia is requesting that we leave the prisoners in their custody.”


  “Give them all of them except for Eads Mc Isaac. He comes with us. The Emperor will want to see him in person.”


  Lieutenant Dale nodded and rose again, just as the medics came rushing in. Two of them squatted beside me, laying out their equipment, while a third brushed light hands over Roman, checking for a pulse, looking at his eyes, examining his wounds. They were babbling in medic-speak.


  “How long ago did this happen?” one finally asked me.


  “Minutes,” I said numbly, my eyes swelling with tears. Would he be ok? He’d risked so much to protect me.


  “He’s in critical condition. Can you give us more space please?” The last comment was directed at the ring of guards around us. They loosened their ring slightly, but were still tensed. It was almost comical. Mere minutes ago my life and sanity were in danger, with only a tortured guardian as protector against my enemies. Now, among friends, I had a full complement of guards.


  “Pulse is erratic, let’s get him on the stretcher,” one of the others said. They passed a light sheet under him and then activated the control screen on the side. The stretcher expanded and flexed slowly, so as not to disturb its contents, and then rose into a hover position a meter from the ground. The medics gathered around it, alternating between concerned looks and running diagnostic tools over him.


  “We need to get him to the Grey Pelican. Now!” the first medic said.


  Lieutenant Dale gave a nod and I saw a portion of the guard detach to lead the way for the medical team. Dale lent me a hand and I scrambled to my feet.


  “Do you have this situation in hand,” I asked him gravely.


  “The ship is fully secure, Ambassador. You are the only loose end we are trying to tie up.”


  “My cousin?”


  “Safe aboard the Grey Pelican.”


  “Her guardian?”


  He shook his head, “No sign of her guardian, ma’am,” he cleared his throat. “One of the prisoners indicated that she had been executed some time back.”


  I sighed. If they could torture Roman to force me to do what they wanted, what would keep them from killing Adrianna? I felt a moment’s remorse. I hadn’t known her well, but she was one of ours and she hadn’t deserved to die here.


  I looked around the room. The marines had already removed all of the guards, Dr. Wehr, and the fallen Overseer. We really were the last.


  “Then I’ll leave it to you, Lieutenant,” I said, forcing a smile.


  Turning, I stumbled after the stretcher determined not to let Roman out of my sight. I was not surprised when a string of marines peeled off to surround me. Second Lieutenant Miro Dale was not taking any chances.


  The shuttle ride back to the ship seemed to take far too long, but it was nothing compared to waiting outside the Grey Pelican’s medical bay. I was still there when we reached Capricornian orbit. The room outside the medical bay was designed for utility more than comfort. There were two mid-back poly armchairs and a tiny table in what was more of a corridor than an actual room. After so long sitting in one of the chairs I could tell it had not been designed for long-term use.


  I had used my time well. A brief meeting with Captain Travers ensured that everything was prepared for the Emperor’s arrival. We took too long on our mission, and his fleet was already inbound with an eta of forty-eight hours. That was two days later than he had threatened me with, but still much too close for comfort. We were to wait in orbit here for his decision.


  The prisoners – all but Eads- had been returned for judgment to Capricornia, where we made a brief stop and picked up Ian. If he was going to remain as Overseer he would need to stand before the Emperor, and Nigel’s orders had been to keep him aboard the Grey Pelican until his arrival. Considering his shaky standing with the council, the sooner that happened the better it would be for him. He was currently situated in one of the guest suites. Ironically, his father was just one deck below in the secure brig quarters that Captain Travers had generously given him. Generous, because what he really deserved was an airlock. He would stand before the Emperor, too. In his case it would be for judgment.


  I sighed and put my head in my good hand. The other one had been re-set by the medics. We’d accomplished our mission. Denise had been rescued, the mystery on Capricornia had been solved, and all that was waiting was for the Emperor’s decision on what to do with the inhabitants and the ‘medical facilities’ that Eads had left behind. I should feel better about everything, but with Roman’s life still hanging in the balance, I could hardly breathe, never mind celebrate.


  I took one break from the corridor to visit Denise. The medical staff hovered just outside my view. They were very worried that her memory didn’t seem to be coming back


  “What are you doing here, Vera?” Denise asked.


  “You’ve been missing for weeks. Nigel sent me to find where you’d gotten to,” I said gently.


  “The last thing I remember was kayaking off a waterfall. You’re telling me that was weeks ago?”


  “Yes, but don’t worry Denise, you probably don’t want those memories.”


  She nodded distractedly. “I love Capricornia, Vera. It’s the most amazing place. You should see the parties!”


  I cast a worried glance towards the medic, who shrugged. Maybe she was still in shock. Or maybe Eads had done worse to her brain than just erase a few memories. My brow furrowed.


  “Will you be ok here, Denise?” I need to get back to Roman.”


  “I’ll be fine,” she said, settling into her cot. “Thanks for checking in on me! I’ll be sure to ask Jack to invite you to the next party.”


  I left her to go back to my waiting. Someone settled into the chair across from me and I looked up to see Ian sprawled there. He smiled at me.


  “You look tired, Ambassador.”


  “Mmmm,” I said, rubbing at my eyes. When did I last sleep?


  “You should get some sleep.” I could hear tension in his voice, but right now I had more on my mind than easing his fears.


  “I’m waiting,” I said shortly.


  “Oh yes, for that guard of yours, right? I always forget about him.”


  Yes, Ian, you do. Funny that, when you thought about it. Roman had been so much a part of my thinking in the last weeks that I could hardly think at all without thinking of him, but Ian never seemed to notice him. How could the man be so blind? Sure, Roman was quiet, but it was like not noticing mountains just because they don’t make a lot of noise. Silly.


  Ian cleared his throat, obviously realizing that I wasn’t going to provide the conversation. “Your Emperor is coming here?”


  “Our Emperor, now,” I corrected. After a moment I relented. “Don’t worry, it’s standard protocol.”


  “What will he do with us, Vera?”


  I knew what he was asking.


  “He’ll give you hope in a more legal manner, although you might find that it dents your pride some.”


  He nodded. “You mean he’ll expose us.”


  “Yes, but he’ll also save you.” I leaned forward, trying to summon what energy I had left – this was important. “Overseer, your people do need scientific help. Your father was right about that, but you need a legal, ethical kind of help. The Emperor will give you that, and more. Our associated worlds enjoy certain privileges. You may not feel like it now, but this is good for your world.”


  He smiled a soft, tentative smile.


  “Afterwards, where will you go?”


  “Where I’m sent.”


  “And what about me?” he asked, chewing a lip nervously.


  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But Nigel has always been fair. I’m sure that whatever he decides will be just.”


  “What about my father?” Ian had the grace to blush. “I still care about him, Vera, but I was smart enough to know that this is what would happen if he kept messing with things he shouldn’t. You know I had nothing to do with all of that.”


  I nodded, too tired to argue.


  “Sure Ian,” I said. “We’ll talk about all this later.”


  He looked uncomfortable and I realized I still hadn’t answered his first question.


  “I’m not sure about your father. Nigel is just, but he isn’t known for being very forgiving.” I tried to give him a compassionate look, but I wasn’t sure if it came across that way. I couldn’t deal with this right now, so I leaned back into my uncomfortable chair and closed my eyes. A moment later I heard a light footfall, and when I peeked between my lids Ian was gone.


  After a while I caught myself nodding to sleep. I tried to fight it, and I thought I had succeeded, but the next thing I knew a gentle hand was shaking me awake. My eyes shot open and I was instantly alert.


  “Yes?” I asked, trying to get my bearings. The man in front of me was dressed like a surgeon.


  “I’m Doctor Rubinez, the Grey Pelican’s surgeon.”


  I nodded blearily.


  “We have him stabilized. He’s still in serious condition, and we can’t have anyone going in there, but we’ll keep you updated, Ambassador.”


  I nodded again, dumbly.


  “You should go to bed, Ambassador. The anesthetics I’ve given him will keep him under for eight hours at least. He’ll need that as his leg is being rebuilt.”


  “I have to wait. I have to see him.”


  The doctor sighed. He must have seen the stubbornness in my eyes. “Usually it’s the guardians that won’t leave your sides. I suppose once in a while the tables turn, eh?”


  I nodded mutely.


  “Fine. But only for a moment.”


  I stumbled along behind him as he led the way into the medical bay. Roman was in a room of his own. It was silent except for Roman’s labored breathing. I crept to his side.


  “Please don’t touch him.”


  His warning came just in time and I drew my hand back, tears running paths down my face. He looked…broken. There was no sign of him in my head. Unconscious he looked like a vulnerable teenage boy instead of the fierce guardian I’d come to know. I felt an urge deep inside me to protect him. I stepped back until my back was against the wall, eyes fixed on him. I was so tired, but I couldn’t leave. After a moment I felt myself sliding to the floor, unable to leave, but unable to stand.


  Rubinez sighed.


  “Just don’t touch him, ok?”


  He shut the door behind him. I pulled my knees to my chest and cradled my head on my good arm, unable to take my eyes away from him.


  Be ok, Roman. Please be ok,” I whispered, and then drifted off to sleep.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 40


  WHEN I WOKE UP I was still on the floor, my head cradled in my arms. I pulled myself up with alarm, worried that I had missed Roman waking up, but when I rushed to the side of his bed I could see he was still asleep.


  The bio-enclosure on his leg contained it in a healing nanite gel that was rebuilding it. I was careful not to knock it as I crept over to his side, sitting on the side of his cot and taking his hand. We were alone, except for the medical technology that surrounded us and it felt like it had been so long since we could just sit somewhere without being desperate to get somewhere or do something. Now I was only desperate for him to heal.


  I didn’t know what would happen when Nigel arrived. We’d done what we came to do and my death sentence would be cancelled, but he would probably send the two of us to some sort of out of the way place for a while. That sounded really good right now. We could rest somewhere and I could watch Roman heal and then maybe we could even have a day of fun without the threat of death hanging over our heads. It felt so good to know that was a possibility.


  I stroked the side of Roman’s cheek gently, ignoring the doctor’s warning not to touch him. It must have been long enough by now. His eyelids fluttered slightly and then opened all at once. Warm cinnamon stared up at me through a foggy haze.


  “Hi, soldier,” I said, coyly.


  He half-smiled in response.


  “The doctors say you’re going to be ok. They’ve sped up the healing process. You should be fine in a few days. Denise is ok and the Emperor’s en route to make his judgments, so I’m fairly sure my death sentence is lifted and that you’ve beat the house, just like you promised.”


  “Mmmf,” was his reply, but his smile was broadening.


  “I was really worried about you Roman. I can’t believe you did that for me. It was way more than you ever owed me and way more than duty called for,” I said softly.


  “You know why I did it,” he whispered.


  “No, I don’t,” I shook my head gently, still stroking his cheek lightly.


  “Then you’re pretty stupid, Vera Matsumoto,” he whispered, his eyes half closed. I wondered if he knew what he was saying or if it was the drugs talking. “I’d do anything for you. Anything at all.”


  “And I would for you, Roman.”


  “Anything?” he asked, one of his eyes squinting open again.


  “Of course,” I said, surprised that he was pushing this.


  “Then give this old soldier a kiss,” he said, flushing.


  “Roman!” I laughed, “Be serious.”


  Then he really looked at me and his hoarse voice rose above a whisper.


  “I thought that no matter what I did I would never see you again. I thought they were going to torture me into insanity and I was ok with that, because a least you would be okay. I can’t live an hour anymore without thinking about you in it. I would go with you anywhere. I would do anything with you. I was even willing to trade bodies with you for a few minutes, which seriously weirds me out, so Vera, I think at the very least you could give me is a little kiss.”


  I stared at him for a moment without speaking, and then very, very gently let my lips brush over his.


  “No, a real one,” he whispered, reaching up a hand behind my head and pulling me gently down to where his lips could caress mine. It was a very long moment before I could breathe again. While he had been kissing me I had heard his thoughts and they were still echoing in my head.


  Vera. Vera. Vera, his thoughts sang, and I realized he wasn’t meaning to send them, that for the first time since this whole thing began I was hearing him like had been hearing me all along. I stopped trying to listen, but I could still hear the echo coursing through his mind and I wondered if he could hear my thoughts singing Roman, Roman, Roman in response. I was surprised that they were. Where had that come from?


  “Yes, I can hear them,” he breathed, and the smile he gave me was so beautiful that I wondered how I could ever not have noticed him, or thought he was just average looking, because it was like that smile burned itself on my retinas in a way that would never go away.


  I kissed him again, and his hands tangled in my hair and ran down my back. It was a few more minutes until the beeping of the monitors beside him warned me that we had to stop if we didn’t want company and I broke away.


  “We have so much to talk about,” I said.


  “Like how I looked like a half dead zombie when I saw myself from your eyes?” he joked.


  “I hope that can’t happen by accident,” I said, my eyebrows lifting as I realized that we may have opened Pandora’s box.


  “Of course not,” Roman choked out a laugh. He turned to me in mock seriousness. “If you ever try that again I will require you to get my express permission. In writing.”


  I smiled and looked at him awkwardly. It felt strange to be sitting here with him, just talking, not stressing about the future or arguing, but just talking, and I couldn’t stop the thrumming in my chest that kept repeating his name or the blush that came with it when I realized that I was starting down another forbidden path. We would have to have a talk about this.


  The door opened just then and the doctor came in. It was the same one from the night before.


  “I suspected you were the reason his vitals were spiking.” He shot a frown at me.


  “Sorry Doctor Rubinez,” I managed.


  “He needs more rest, and you need a shower, young lady. Don’t tell me you slept on the floor.”


  I gave him a haughty look. What did he care if I slept on the floor?


  “I’ll be back, Roman,” I promised, “and then we’ll discuss everything.”


  “Promise me,” he said, reaching for my hand, and there was such an intense look in his eyes, that I was worried for a moment.


  “Of course,” I said, searching his face, but the intense look was gone, and with a last smile he closed his eyes and dropped my hand, already falling back to sleep.


  I allowed Doctor Rubinez to escort me out of the room and then I went back to guest quarters to freshen up. I had just finished in the shower when my implant pinged with a priority message. I accepted it as I was toweling off.


  The message was from the Golden Eagle, a Blackwatch Imperial Ship of the line. It was very brief, but I felt a moment of panic when I realized that it had been sent by Captain Rothsam. Our fleet was on approach to Capricornia, and the Emperor had instructed me to be ready to receive him in one hour.


  I finished my preparations as quickly as possible, pulled my black hair into a severe updo and changed into an all-black ensemble. I needed Nigel to take me seriously today.


  The crew of the ship were continuing to treat me with deference, which was very helpful when it came to pulling together a space to greet the Emperor in. The Captain suggested his quarters, but they were too small for Nigel’s entire entourage, as was the Bridge. The officer’s wardroom was barely larger, but at least it was more formal than a cargo area and still large enough for the bare minimum of people to fit. The crew began preparations immediately.


  I called Ian and Denise on the communications unit and told them to be ready. I tried a foray into Roman’s room again, but Dr. Rubinez was insistent that I leave him alone unless the Emperor specifically asked for him.


  “I had to give him something for the pain, Ambassador, and he won’t be conscious for at least another hour,” he said.


  I sighed in frustration, as I scrambled to the next task. Everything was finally pulling together, when we had word from the Golden Eagle. The Emperor was in orbit and he had changed his mind about a few things. We would come to him.


  A shuttle had already been sent by the time Denise, Ian and I, along with Eads and our escort of marines, entered the shuttle hangar. I felt uncomfortable about leaving Roman here. He wasn’t in the position to be moved, and he wasn’t conscious to say goodbye, but it felt wrong to be leaving him behind. A horrible gnawing sensation gripped my mind as I tried to pull everyone together. Roman, Roman, Roman. I tried to silence it. I would be back in a few hours and he would be fine, I assured myself, but the feeling persisted.


  Ian and Eads were separated by only one guard, but neither one of them looked at the other or spoke. There was more than just bad blood there. I wondered what game the two were playing.


  It was easy to see that Denise’s memory had been wiped. She didn’t acknowledge Eads or pay any attention to him. She was busy the entire time answering communications she had missed from friends in the time she was away. I wondered how she had made so many friends over the years when the only friends I had ever made were Edward and Roman. I wanted to say she was lucky, but one look at her vacant expression and hollow smile made that impossible. Eads had done a real number on her.


  I wondered if Nigel was torturing us on purpose, putting us all in this shuttle together. Three weeks ago I wouldn’t have believed that. Now, I suspected I might be dead on. I remembered the conversation Roman had with me on the way to Capricornia. “Have you ever considered being Empress?” he had asked. Maybe Nigel really did try to keep the other Matsumotos down.


  Ian edged in towards me and I saw his hands were shivering slightly with nerves.


  “This is a real mind-scrambler, Vera. I thought you said the Emperor was a fair man.”


  “I did, but if you’ll recall, I said he wasn’t big on compassion.”


  “Clearly.” Ian said, coldly, looking directly at his father for the first time.


  I was tense with worry, and I had nothing to say, so I kept my mouth shut. With every second of our shuttle flight, my mental agitation increased. Roman, Roman, Roman, my brain insisted, nagging at me like a ghost limb. By the time we arrived at the Golden Hawk I could only think one thing: Nigel is doing this to me on purpose.


  THE EX-PACIFIST: 41


  WHEN WE ARRIVED ON THE Golden Hawk we were escorted up to a conference room on the deck above. All the furniture from the room had been removed except for a single armchair, bolted to the deck at one end of the room. Behind the chair was a large viewport, showing the black of space and the edge of Capricornia. It was all very dramatic and so very like Nigel. It was clear who the chair was meant for.


  We were left waiting for about twenty minutes. I wasn’t surprised that Eads, Ian and I were left waiting, but I was annoyed for Denise’s sake. She should have been shown more respect than that. For her part, she seemed unconcerned. Eads stole all the sharpness that my favorite cousin ever had. I felt my fists clench as I watched her wander over to the viewport, humming softly to herself and looking out over the stars and the blue rim of Capricornia.


  When Nigel arrived it was with his usual gusto. His guards trooped into the room, surrounding the seat meant for him and fanning out into their flower-pattern. Nigel entered at his half-jog pace, clearly meaning to go right to his seat at the front of the room, but changing course to join Denise at the viewport at the last second. He took both her hands in his.


  “Cousin, I’m so glad to see you safe,” he said warmly.


  Denise squealed in delight, throwing her arms around Nigel like he was her best friend. If all of our situations had not been so precarious, the look on Nigel’s face would have been hilarious. As it was, I schooled my face to stillness when his gaze swiveled immediately to mine. He gave me an angry glare and then gently removed Denise.


  “What can you remember from your time on Capricornia, Denise?” he asked.


  “It’s the most beautiful planet, Nigel,” she gushed. “I just loved it there. The parties were fantastic. Adrianna thought they were too much, but I kept telling her to enjoy herself.”


  “And where is your guardian, cousin?” he asked quietly.


  “Oh, I can’t seem to remember,” Denise said, her brow furrowing.


  “Can you remember any of the time since you disappeared?” he pushed.


  “No, Vera told me I was missing, but I don’t remember any of that. All I remember was that we were having so much fun. The first night I was there we had this party where…”


  Nigel raised a finger to cut her off and her voice faded off.


  “I’m afraid I can’t spare the time to reminisce at the moment, cousin, although there will be plenty of time on the voyage back,” he smiled kindly. “Run along with Enzo here.” He motioned to one of the guards. “He’ll get you all settled in your quarters.”


  Denise smiled happily and let Enzo usher her out. I felt myself blushing for her sake. If she were still in her right mind she would be humiliated by her actions.


  I quickly pulled my chin up higher when I saw Prime Minister Oshiro and Captain Rothsam entering the room. My spine stiffened.


  The Emperor turned his gaze to me, as he leaned over the back of the chair, both hands gripping the thickly upholstered back.


  “So, you return Vera, and you have succeeded in the mission I gave you…to some degree. I sent you to bring back your cousin, and you have brought me…what?” The word was left hanging in the air.


  I felt the need to clear my throat, but resisted.


  “I’ve brought you Denise Matsumoto, your Imperial Majesty,” I said, my back stiff.


  “Damaged and completely useless to me,” he said. “Does her doctor expect any kind of recovery?”


  I shrugged. “Perhaps, on New Greenland in the hands of professionals…” I began.


  “Enough!” Nigel shouted, his voice bouncing off the bulkheads around us. “I wouldn’t exactly count that as a success. Tell me, who are these others you have chosen to bring with you?”


  It hadn’t been my choice. It had been his. I let him tell it how he wanted. Beside him, Prime Minister Oshiro was smiling like a cat who hadn’t just eaten the canary, but the canary’s entire family. I could tell who had engineered this little moment.


  I spared a brief glance for Ian and Eads. Eads looked spring-fresh, staring at the Emperor as if he was weighing him in the scales, and Ian’s jaw was clenched. No wonder. It must look like I had trapped him, bringing him into this, but that wasn’t true


  “This is Ian Mc Isaac,” I said, trying to rectify the situation, “Planetary Overseer of Capricornia.” I saw Eads smirk when his son was named with his title. “Capricornia has sworn allegiance to the Blackwatch Empire and has promised to be her vassal.”


  “And this is your tribute to me?” Nigel asked in a low, dangerous voice.


  “It’s been one hundred years since we’ve had a vassal planet join our Empire,” I reminded him.


  “Yes, and why do you think I would want the trouble of a new planet, now?” Nigel asked me.


  I gaped. I had never considered that there could be a downside to this. I thought he would be pleased, proud even. I remembered Roman’s words about a different situation, not too different from this one, it seemed, ‘On another world they would have given you a medal.’


  “I thought it would be a great honor, your Imperial Majesty,” I managed.


  “Hmmm,” Nigel said, and it came out almost like a snort. “And this other piece of refuse?”


  “Eads Mc Isaac, Planetary Overseer,” Eads said, in a cold, dead voice.


  “Well there can’t be two Planetary Overseers,” Nigel said with a raised eyebrow. He cocked his head in a question.


  “Don’t play games with me,” Eads said, in the same hollow voice, “You know exactly who I am and why I am here.”


  For a moment, despite all that he had done to me, I admired Eads’ courage.


  Nigel seemed to only be annoyed by it.


  “I know everything,” he confirmed. “Your execution is scheduled for twenty-four hours from now. Until then you will be in the brig. Since you can’t show even a hair of respect for your betters, this is the last time you will see me.”


  He motioned a hand, and Eads’ guard began to move him towards the door. I felt Ian shift at my side, his gaze following his father, but I snatched at his arm, squeezing it hard in my grip. Anything he did now could only make things worse. When Eads was gone, he stood staring forward at the Emperor, refusing to even look at me.


  “So that leaves only the two of you, and what will I do with you?” Nigel said, a small smile playing at his lips.


  “Cousin,” I said, “Can I provide a formal introduction for your vassal? I’m sure you are eager to welcome him into our Empire.”


  I knew I was pushing my luck, but I could hardly believe that he was treating Ian with such indignity. It was not the Matsumoto way. Nigel should know that.


  “Cousin?” he asked in a low voice, moving two steps closer to us. His guards shifted subtly along with him. “Cousin? Do you think that you have the right to address me that way again?”


  One of my hands was twisting the fabric of my shirt and the other rose unconsciously to smooth my hair. This was not going the way I had expected.


  “You are a problem that I thought I had a neat solution for, Vera Matsumoto, but now I discover that you have made me even bigger problems.” He ticked them off on his fingers as he continued, “I had a flighty cousin in need of a little seasoning, or failing that, needing to go away. You return her to me in even worse shape.” Tick. “I had a neighboring planet on the verge of self-destruction giving me an excellent excuse to conquer her outright and resettle her how I pleased. You’ve given that planet full vassal rights.” Tick. “On top of that you’ve left me with a sociopath to dispose of.” Tick. “His son to deal with.” Tick. “A troublesome bodyguard who failed to die when he should have.” Tick. “And after all that I still have to get rid of you. You are very bad at dying, Vera. I hope that next time you’ll be better at it.”


  All the blood drained out my face, and my knees began to feel like they couldn’t hold me anymore.


  “The Blackwatch Empire isn’t the Pollyanna place you seem to think it is, Vera, and if you value your continued existence you will find a way to fit into the new Empire in a way that makes me less inclined to see you dead. Do you understand?” Nigel asked.


  I nodded, my mouth still open in shock.


  “Until that time,” Nigel continued, “You’ll go and help Captain Vincent and his crew establish a colony on Planet 70010563 in the Syver system. It’s too far away for you to cause much trouble, and if I don’t have to look at you, maybe I can forget how furious I am with you. Captain Rothsam will escort you to the colony ship immediately following this meeting.”


  I nodded, my mouth dry. Immediately following this meeting? I scanned the room in concern. Did he mean, without Roman? I cleared my throat and Nigel glared at me as if daring me to speak.


  “My guardian?” I asked, breathlessly.


  “Take him,” Nigel gestured to Ian, “I wouldn’t send a professional to die with you and I’m at a loss as to what else to do with him. A Planetary Overseer is the last thing I need around here while I fix this mess of a planet. Even an ex-Overseer.”


  “But-” Ian started to protest, and was cut off when one of Nigel’s guards hit him. I saw Rothsam smirk and I suddenly knew exactly what the escort to the colony ship was going to be like. Ian lapsed into silence.


  “Roman Aldrin,” I said, defiantly. It was a demand, not a request.


  “I think he’ll make a decent marine. That was what he was before he was chosen as a guardian, yes?” Nigel said, and the smile he gave me would have looked at home on a python.


  “No!” I shouted, ignoring the guard that seized my arm.


  “It’s that or shoving him out an airlock, and I thought you would be too fond of him by now to want that,” Nigel said, as I kicked and struggled against the guard. “All that violence is very un-Matsumoto of you, Vera,” he said, crossing the rest of the way to me and holding my chin in two of his fingers. “You may have forgotten every other rule, but there is one rule that you can’t afford to ignore: ‘Obey the Emperor as if he were your own conscience’. If you forget that one there will be nothing I can do for you.” He released my chin. “Enjoy your life as a colonist. It’s an exciting time to be a Blackwatch citizen, and colonists are so busy. I’m sure you’ll never have the time or the means to return to New Greenland. But don’t worry.” He winked here. “I won’t hold it against you if I never see you again.”


  With that parting shot he strode out of the room.


  “No!” I screamed at his back, kicking at the guard and flailing in every direction.


  “Bring her!” Captain Rothsam ordered, ushering both Ian and I under heavy guard back down to the shuttle bay.


  Roman! Roman! I screamed through the channel, hoping he had regained consciousness, and could hear me say goodbye.


  I fought the entire way to the shuttle bay, and into the shuttle, until they threw Ian and me into seats and strapped us in place, our arms secured to the seat arms. Ian still hadn’t looked at me, which was quite a feat, since I had been in his line of vision several times.


  Roman! I screamed as the shuttle launched.


  Roman! I screamed as we docked to a small, fast ship, and we were ushered into secured quarters and locked inside.


  Roman! I screamed as I pounded against the locked door of my quarters and heard the engines firing up.


  Roman! I screamed when the Captain announced we were leaving Capricornian space and preparing to jump to the Syver System.


  Vera? I heard so faintly that I could barely make it out.


  Communication link lost, my implant chirped.
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  THE SPLITTING: 1


  “Things are getting really bad over here!”


  The voice crept up in register as it reached the end of the sentence. A medical saw buzzed in the background and a loud banging and thumping sporadically drowned out everything else.


  “Put pressure on it, and I’ll get there as soon as I can!” That voice was baritone.


  My eyes flicked open. I hoped it wasn’t me they were talking about – or Roman.


  Roman?


  All at once, I remembered that our connection was lost. Now that the Empire had declared us mortal enemies, I’d probably never hear my bodyguard’s thoughts again. A horrible sick feeling filled my stomach.


  I still had my implant. They couldn’t remove it without rendering me catatonic. Otherwise, they would have stripped me of that little gem in a second.


  It wasn’t me they were talking about, thank God. It was a ruined man held down on a metal table. His leg was mostly severed and spurting blood. A wild-eyed woman held a cloth pad to the wound, applying pressure.


  “I can’t stop the bleeding. He needs you, right now!” she yelled.


  She grabbed for more cloth pads, but her movements were uncontrolled. They spilled out over the table and were quickly soaked crimson.


  “Keep pressure on it.” The baritone sounded distracted, but authoritative.


  I tried to turn my head to find him in the room, but my head wouldn’t move. My last clear memory was of being dragged away from Roman with the Emperor’s sentence still ringing in my ears. Where was I? I couldn’t quite remember.


  “He’s going to bleed out!”


  She wasn’t lying. The man looked half dead already, his thrashing had stopped and only one finger was still spasming. I tried to help, but my body was immobilized by something.


  “For the love of God, help him!” the woman said, her body rigid.


  “I can’t!” the baritone snapped, “I have four others in critical condition. I have to follow triage protocol.”


  Where was I? Why couldn’t I move? Was I dying, too? I tried to call out for help, but it came out as a faint moan.


  What time is it? I asked my implant.


  The time is 06:45 planetary time.


  The woman was shoving soaked pads into a garbage receptacle. She rubbed her drawn face with the back of her forearm and then locked her eyes on mine.


  “Another one’s waking up.”


  “Reinforcements,” the doctor muttered. “How far along is she?”


  “Just starting to wake up.”


  “Press her button.”


  She stripped a set of latex gloves off, pulled wisps of blonde hair off her forehead and then fiddled with something at my knee level. She left smears of blood behind her. She couldn’t have been proper medical personnel. They’re trained better than that.


  With the press of the button a female voice spoke with the calm of a recording. The message was eerie against the activity of the room.


  “Welcome to the planet of Baldric, Planet 70010563 of the Syver System. We are so pleased to have you, colonist. You may be experiencing temporary short term memory loss. This is normal, and you should not worry. Your memory will return as you wake up.”


  The bulkhead across from me crumpled inward with a boom. We must have been in the medical bay of a starship.


  “They’re at the doors!” the woman yelled – somewhat redundantly. “Where’s Captain Vincent?”


  “Busy. Hit all their buttons. We need them lively.”


  “You may also be experiencing temporary muscle stiffness. This is also normal. Try not to panic. You are safe and in a controlled medical environment. Our colonists are important to us.”


  “Oh my God, have you seen the monitor? They’ve got us surrounded!”


  “What about Sergeant Cross and the security team outside our door?”


  “Dead.”


  “So’s this one. Take him. I’m moving on.”


  “Forget them! We need to get out of here.”


  “I’m a doctor, Charlene.”


  “Your doctors are nearby and will soon aid you in your recovery from cryogenic sleep. Don’t worry, you are their top priority. Your muscle stiffness and fatigue will soon fade and you will begin to be able to move. Please remain calm and avoid stress or worry. You need time to transition slowly to your new home.”


  “How long until we can get them out of those medical cocoons?” Charlene asked.


  “Who knows. Some will be able to move sooner than others. You can’t rush the process. Damn.”


  “Another one?”


  The doctor didn’t bother answering.


  “As we have said, you are a valuable colonist. The planet Baldric is a challenging environment, but you will ease slowly into your new role here. You have been selected for the role of…” another voice, more harsh and bored than the first, cut into the recording “…Native Relations…” the voice cut back out and the canned script resumed. “Don’t worry, you will be fully briefed on your duties before you are asked to fulfill them. Now, let’s go over some basics.”


  Bypass recording and download essential information, I ordered my implant. I was sick of the smug voice already.


  Accessing system. Downloading…


  I had a hidden computer in my brain that no one knew about. It was convenient that it had access to all of my enemy’s computer systems, but not surprising. My enemy was the Empire where I once was considered royalty.


  I didn’t remember anything of my journey here – yet – but I did remember one thing. I didn’t want to be a Matsumoto anymore. I would no longer fight for their approval. From this moment on, I was an implacable enemy of the Empire of Blackwatch. They just didn’t know it yet.


  With a ear-splitting screech the bulkhead tore right across, a green fungus bubbled through the gash.


  “We can’t stay here! Look at the monitor. There are thousands of them! They’ll tear us to pieces!” Charlene yelled.


  At least she worked while she panicked. She flew from one corpse - or almost corpse - to another, following prompts from their med patches.


  “Calm down. Don’t do anything rash! We have to wait for these other colonists to wake up. We need the reinforcements.”


  “Where’s Captain Vincent?”


  “He’s coming. Now, shut up.” The doctor sounded like he wouldn’t mind a hull breach if it would get rid of Charlene.


  My finger begin to twitch, finally responding to my wishes. Soon I’d be able to move again.


  THE SPLITTING: 2


  Download complete, my implant chirped.


  Priority information?


  Arrival at Planet 70010563 occurred at 5:47, local planetary time. The ship is disabled and crashed at the current location. Current location is 90 km south of colony outpost. Crew survival percentage 95%. Current surviving crew is 35. Captain Vincent remains alive.


  The crashing outside the room grew louder. I struggled to free my hands. What would I do if I was still inside this pod when the door finally opened?


  “There. He’s stable. Put him on an e-stretcher.”


  “Why not in a pod?”


  “Who do you expect will be carrying a 1000 kilo pod?”


  You are a Native Relations Facilitator. Your role includes interfacing with local society…


  It looked like that might happen soon. Two more huge crashes left dents in the wall.


  …gathering intelligence on Native weaponry and technology…


  A blast rocked the room, and I watched a hatch crumple in a scream of twisting metal. They had access to something deadly. It didn’t take much intelligence to see that.


  …and facilitation of peaceful relations between the human colonists and the Native inhabitants.


  Nice. So I had already failed at my brand new job and I wasn’t even out of my cryopod.


  Interface with cryosleep pod and activate any stimulant injection available, I ordered.


  Stimulant injection this soon after reactivation is against protocol.


  Override protocols.


  Override successful.


  A needle injected something in my upper arm. My heart began to race.


  The crumpled door in my view burst open with a hellish scream. Humans in black marine skinsuits with insignia blazoned on their chests poured into the room, weapons at the ready.


  “Doc, we’ve got two more for you,” a marine said.


  “Charlene, run the triage unit over them and I’ll get to them as soon as I can,” the doctor said. “Where’s Captain Vincent?”


  “Right behind us.”


  Planetary environment? I queried.


  Planet 70010563 atmosphere is primarily an oxygen- nitrogen mix. The oxygen content is higher than Earth normal. Humans breathing Baldric atmosphere risk oxygen toxicity if exposed for prolonged periods. Plant life is edible, but contains heavy metals and lacks appropriate amino acids. Studies continue on the effects of ingesting large quantities. Colonists are advised to remain on e-rations until the studies are complete.


  So, priorities: Survive. Pack e-rats. Pack some sort of breathing filter or I’ll die a slow death of oxygen toxicity.


  For now, let’s start with survive. I surged forward, willing my body to move. With great difficulty, my muscles responded. I released the straps holding me to the pod, but I couldn’t find the catch to open the door. Where was a girl’s bodyguard when she needed him?


  Ian McIsaac has been assigned as your bodyguard going forward.


  I froze for a moment. I forgot Nigel had done that. It was needlessly cruel since he intended that I would die here – again! (this is getting old, by the way) – so why did I need a bodyguard? Or was he teaching poor Ian a lesson the way he’d tried to teach Roman Aldrin one? I suspected that Ian wouldn’t take it as well as Roman did. After Capricornia, he had every reason to hate me. Hopefully, they hadn’t given him an implant. That would complicate things.


  The door to my pod opened and a marine pulled me out by my skinsuit.


  “Going somewhere?” he asked, his voice obscured by a partial mask. A breathing apparatus, perhaps? All the marines had one, making them hard to distinguish.


  I didn’t answer. I was a prisoner, not a colonist, whatever fiction the chipper voice in that recording played at. I would only be going where I was allowed to go, and in this mayhem I had no idea what that might mean.


  “Keep an eye on her. The Captain’s ETA is two minutes,” another marine said. He had a set of raised, black stripes on his sleeve. It marked him as an enlisted officer.


  The first marine shifted his grip to my bicep, completely enclosing my tiny arm in his big hand. I didn’t object, choosing to get a look at my surroundings.


  We were in a large medical bay, lined with cryogenic pods, about sixty in total.


  A cryogenic facility, not an emergency one, I figured. Each pod along the row was lighted and inside were sleepy faces, some with eyes closed and some with them open to a small slit. I felt my own eyes trying to close, but I forced them open. Between my will and the stimulant, I managed to stay upright and awake, but the lethargy was still strong. The process must be lengthy, but they were rushing it with us.


  From the open, marine-lined door, the sounds of nettle guns and screams continued. Great. It was going to be another one of those planets.


  The original doctor worked on the marines who were brought in by their fellows. He had a washed-out look like he was more of a memory than a person, and he grimaced and frowned like he was experiencing internal conflict.He had neither the tools, nor the staff, that a proper emergency medical bay should have. Did they locate him here to guard the cryo-sleepers?


  I figured Charlene was the woman staring at the viewscreen beside the doctor. Everything about her spoke of surface and sparkle. People who make themselves look cheap, usually are cheap. I dismissed her internally.


  The marines inside the safety of the medical bay were filling rucksacks with emergency rations (or e-rats) and evenly dispersing the other gear. I noticed a contraption I felt sure was a water filter, along with basic tools, communication devices, firestarters, survival equipment and the other usual suspects in a long-term survival situation.


  My stomach flipped. I was not used to physical scarcity or having to survive in the wilds. Without Roman, I had no physical ability that could keep me alive if things got difficult. Thanks, Matsumotos. You bred me for a life of luxury and then threw me into the Amazon River. Beautifully done.


  I was wearing a skinsuit like the marines, except it was grey with a barcode stenciled in white paint on the front of it. At least skinsuits were practical. This one fitted well and moved easily. The durable fabric required little to keep it clean. Fittings worked into the fabric allowed for starship exo-gear hookups and loops for a techbelt or tool belt. The marines’ belts bore a variety of tools and weapons. Unfortunately I hadn’t been granted a similar arsenal.


  Everyone turned when a heavyset man entered in marine blacks. He stripped off the breathing mask, and donned a fleet cap with captain’s insignia on it. Captain Vincent.


  “Report,” he said.


  “Sergeant Spencer reporting,” a marine said, stripping off his mask to reveal a handsome, but tough face. “Major Reynolds is two minutes out. He says he has combed decks 1-20 looking for survivors and gathered up any who were found. He is currently engaged in a shooting battle to join up with us on the lower decks.”


  “Any cryo-sleepers awake?”


  “Just one,” he said, gesturing at me, “but we’ve started the Wake Protocol for all. We are currently packing supplies for the pris…colonists to carry with them.”


  “E-rats?”


  The sergeant nodded. “As many as we could find.”


  “Good.” The Captain looked at me for a long moment, barely containing the contempt in his eyes and then turned to the doctor.“How many patients need to be transported, Dr. Daniels?”


  “Transported to where?”


  “The colony, of course.”


  The doctor looked up for the first time, his eyebrows climbing. “Ninety kilometers?”


  “Yes.”


  “I don’t know. None of our casualties are walking. We’d need a stretcher squad. On top of that, at least half of those I’ve saved will never be able to make that journey. They can’t leave the ship’s medical support.”


  The captain frowned. He spun around and seized me by the front of my suit, just like the guard had.


  “Why did we crash? What was that thing that shot us down?”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” I said, with deliberate slowness, trying to keep him calm. “I’ve been in cryo-sleep.”


  He shook me, which wasn’t hard. I’ll be a petite woman when I’m fully grown and I’m only sixteen now. “Willowy” would be a generous way to describe my figure.


  “We all know who you are. You’re the only one on the ship anyone would want to kill. Who shot us down? Why did we crash here? Did they stir up the alien population? Tell me.”


  “I don’t know,” I repeated.The man must be close to a mental breakdown if he thought I could possibly answer these questions. I didn’t even remember being put in the cryopod. I was trembling in his grip, and I tried to take deep breaths. Fear was not the answer right now.


  “What was that thing that shot us down?” he asked again, shoving his face right in front of mine.


  “You tell me,” I said. “You’re the Captain, and you were there to see it.”


  I earned myself a full armed slap for stating the obvious.


  “Captain?” A voice said, curiosity and wariness in equal parts.


  The captain turned to the voice, and I risked a glance. Its owner was broad shouldered and huge. Judging by the textured insignia on his skinsuit, this must be the Major. His breathing apparatus hung loose from a loop on the skinsuit and his hard-lined face came from an Old-Earth South American strain.


  “Reynolds. Thank God. I was just trying to get some intelligence out of our prisoner.”


  “Colonist,” Reynolds corrected, his face and eyes unreadable.


  “Whatever,” the Captain said, shaking his head and then turning to the man just behind Reynolds. “Lieutenant Chavers, I’m glad to see you are ok.”


  Chavers saluted. “The marines are showing me the ropes. I never expected to fight planetside, sir.”


  “None of us did,” Captain Vincent said, his mouth twisting with the sour words. “Please assist the other…colonists in their waking. We need to leave this wreck of a hull. Any objections, Reynolds?”


  “None, Captain Vincent. The sooner we move the better.”


  “Most of them are still sleeping,” Lieutenant Chavers said.


  “Give them a shot of stim,” Captain Vincent said.


  “Not recommended,” Dr. Daniels said from the far side of the room.


  I surreptitiously rubbed my aching cheek. There would be a bruise and I’d be lucky if it didn’t swell, but at least Captain Vincent had forgotten me in the business of sorting out his ruined ship. He was insane to think that I would have any information for him, but some Blackwatch citizens persist in seeing the Matsumotos as demi-gods. Maybe that was what was going on here. Or maybe we did something to him or his family in the past. After getting to know Roman, I would never again discount that possibility.


  I stood up with great care, hoping not to incite anyone to stomp me back down.


  “Forget recommendations,” Captain Vincent said. He must be very rattled. Fleet officers were joked about for their need to follow regulations by the letter.


  “You’ll lose half of them if you do,” Daniels said, as he sewed a man’s arm back together with an e-suture machine. The technology did most of the work, but it still required a skilled operator to do it well. His fingers moved rapidly as he spoke, and his tone had a far-away quality.


  “How much time do we have before we need to get out of here, Major Reynolds?” Captain Vincent asked.


  Reynolds spoke quietly into a headpiece, waited a moment and then answered.


  “We’ve routed the main force for now, but we think this was an opportunistic raid. If we give them time, they will amass greater numbers and then we’ll be trapped in the bottom decks of the ship. We need to leave as soon as we can, and head straight for the colony. If we keep moving they won’t have time to call reinforcements.”


  “My engineer is dead and the ship isn’t responding to Bridge control. I can’t launch her back into space. I’m afraid we’re stuck on the planet.”


  “If you’d seen her from the outside you’d already know that, sir.” Reynolds shifted on his feet. “I’d be happier if we were already gone. One hour might be too long. My men are ready to cover a running retreat.”


  “Use the stims,” Captain Vincent ordered, rubbing his chin. “Start putting any who can live without ship support onto e-stretchers, Daniels.”


  Daniels muttered something that might have been acknowledgement, but I thought it probably wasn’t. He knew, the same as I did, that the Captain would abandon anyone too injured to come with us. I tried to breathe quietly. Something told me that I wouldn’t want any more attention from Captain Vincent. He already had it out for me, and I had yet to do something stupid.


  The stims were administered and the pods opened. The marine beside me shoved my arms through a rucksack more than half as heavy as me, tightening the straps at my waist and chest and then roughly strapped the breathing apparatus around my face, cinched the straps, and yanked my skinsuit’s hood over my head.


  “Thank you,” I said through the filter.


  “Get your butt to the front of the line.”


  “Line?”


  He pointed to an actual line painted in red just inside the door. I shrugged and stood on it. Gee. Who would have thought I’d get a front row seat to the marathon of death. Exactly how far could a group engage in a running battle with aliens? On their home turf? With wounded and huge supply packs to burden us? My guess was: not far. My legs, already weak from cryosleep, were close to buckling under the weight of the pack. Well, at least I’d get to see Baldric. Ecotourism at its finest.


  I could hear other cryo-sleepers being fitted with equipment and lined up behind me. I turned to look, but a barked order of “eyes forward” was clearly directed at me. I went ahead and obeyed…for now. I felt like something was off…like I was waiting for someone.


  Roman. I miss you, I thought. Imagine how perfect you would have been in this environment. I felt a strange – well, almost an echo I guess – after I thought that. I’d never felt that in my implant before. Maybe it didn’t like me speaking to people it couldn’t connect to, even if I wasn’t trying to connect at the time.


  I didn’t try to stop the waves of sadness that washed over me at the mental image of him. If I was going to die, I wanted to die missing Roman. When you only have one friend in the universe you don’t want to forget him.


  “All formed up and ready to go, Captain,” Lieutenant Chavers reported.


  “Vera,” someone behind me hissed.


  I risked a look. It was Ian McIsaac. The pieces clicked into place. He was the one I’d been subconsciously waiting for. He was his usual self, looking at home and comfortable in a military-style skinsuit like he did this every day.


  “I’ve got your back,” he said, but the glint in his eye gave it a different meaning.


  Yep. Called that right. He wanted vengeance. There’s nothing like disappointed hopes to sour a man. Or his father’s murder, I supposed. Or being sentenced to a prison planet for no reason…


  Well, his reasons were valid enough, which didn’t make his hatred any less bitter of a taste on my tongue.


  “Take them to the front. Put one marine ahead to guide them, but I want them to shield the rest of our ranks. We don’t want to lose anyone important, and it might get rough out there,” Captain Vincent said to Major Reynolds.


  “Might?” the Major muttered under his breath, but I don’t think the Captain heard him. “Just wait till you see how bad it’s already been.


  THE SPLITTING: 3


  GREAT. “HUMAN SHIELD” WASN’T WHAT I’d have bet on if asked to guess how I’d die. My knees shook like willow saplings in a breeze.


  A marine with ‘CONRAD’ emblazoned on his skinsuit studied us from his place at the head of the column. His expression turned to disbelief when he saw me.


  “What did they have you slated for on this planet, colonist?” he asked.


  “Native Relations,” I said, keeping my face straight.


  We shared a look.


  “Well, then I guess it’s time to do your job,” he said wryly.


  “Do we get weapons?” asked Ian, from behind me. I could hear the squeak of his shoes on the slick floor as he shuffled in place.


  Conrad’s laugh was as old as the ages.


  “Move ‘em out, Corporal,” said Major Reynolds, from behind us.


  I missed having a bodyguard. I wish they’d packed my implant full of the violent goodness they must fill theirs with. Of course, I’d never asked what I might have available. Maybe I should.


  Is there any sort of military or engagement software available? I queried my implant.


  Tactical Interface Loading …


  Interesting. I wondered what this little goody contained. It was yet another thing in my head that I knew absolutely nothing about. Roman would probably have something snide to say about that.


  Corporal Conrad led us in a jog through the medical bay door into a wide ship’s corridor. The floor angled slightly, likely due to crashing on uneven terrain and marines lined the halls in ready positions with weapons drawn. Apparently, we would be their vanguard. Nice. What an honor. The tang of blood swirled in my nose and splashes of it pooled under the marine’s feet and stained the bulkheads. A shiver rippled through me.


  “What did they attack you guys with?” Ian asked, his voice sounding strangled.


  “This is mostly from the crash. Some from projectiles they hurled at us when we routed them.”


  Native Relations must be a hazard pay post.


  The hatch neared, and the four-marine team guarding it greeted Conrad. They bristled with weapons and adrenaline.


  “Secure, Corporal. Proceed,” a husky woman with Sergeant stripes said.


  My Tactical Interface software booted, throwing up a transparent image over my vision. At least my implant was pulling its weight. In the top right corner a tiny map appeared, showing our location and that of the colony, with some landscape drawn out in elevation lines if I focused on it. A green inverted caret hovered over Corporal Conrad’s head. I assumed that meant he was friendly – or at least not an overt enemy.


  On the left of my vision, a scrolling line showed marine communications. Somehow my system was linked with theirs, so I could see their sub-vocal communications. Flashy features notwithstanding, I didn’t have the expertise to follow it and run at the same time.


  I chose to run. Conrad’s brisk jog had turned to a run as we exited the crash. I followed in his shadow. I risked a look behind me at the ship.


  We emerged from what had been the lower half of the splintered ship. She was sheered across in a ragged line. The upper half wasn’t visible from my vantage point, but only something horrible could have severed it. The top of the lower half was charred and some flames still licked at flammable scraps. It had skidded across the floor of Baldric, digging a deep channel into dense foliage. Piles of uprooted trees, boulders, and other debris flanked the rut and formed a bank under the forward edge of the ship.


  My Tactical Interface threw up a red outline around the ship and the text, “Colony Ship ‘El Dorado’. Status: Destroyed, Threat level:0”


  I stumbled over my feet. Ian didn’t bother to bite back his curse at my carelessness. If that was my implant’s little joke, then I was sorry to miss Roman’s acerbic humor – it was downright sunny in comparison.


  I wanted to curse, myself, but then I saw … them.


  The foliage on Baldric differed from what I was used to in nitrogen-rich environments. The chemical makeup of the soil and atmosphere produced color variations that were rare in planets that could support human life. There was little, if any, green.


  Around us, dense trees and long grasses grew like an ancient oak forest, but the leaves were dark purple and the grasses were striped in black and white. Smooth white tree trunks, with large spreading branches almost enclosed the ground beneath. The white sun was filtered into a somewhat purple glow by the leaves, giving the landscape an ethereal resonance like a fairytale fantasy.


  The colors preoccupied my mind so that at first all I knew was that something was wrong. Conrad ran close to a bright-yellow fungus that towered four meters from the ground. I almost ran into it, swerving at the last moment. My mind replayed the details, as if to scream at me that I should have noticed something very important.


  At the fungus’ base, splayed in a rictus of pain, was a dead man in a Fleet uniform, brandishing a nettlegun in one hand. My mind replayed the image again, as I ran, harassing me with the details, until I finally realized that the man hadn’t slumped in death at the base of the fungi – the fungi had grown through him. Two huge strands of it shot up right through his eyes as if they had been trapped inside him and were reaching for the light.


  How long did it take for a fungus to grow four meters tall? Had one really grown through that poor man? He couldn’t possibly be from our ship. Nothing living could grow that quickly.


  I fought to control my thoughts. Fear warred with horror, either one a ruthless master. The image of the dead man, violated by an alien fungus etched itself so firmly in my mind that it blocked out everything else. I looked ahead, and I saw him, at my feet, and there he was. I couldn’t close my eyes, but I knew that if I did I would see the grisly details perfectly on my red lids.


  Conrad’s pace was grueling, but measured. I had a worried intuition that he ran like this for PT every day. I threw myself into it, hoping that exhaustion would eat up the energy I directed towards my imagination. Fear lent me energy. A chill began in my belly, reaching up to freeze me to the crown of my head. What had been done to that poor man back there?


  There was another one over there. I saw it through the undergrowth. Surely not… No, there was one over to my left, too! How many? I could pick them out now that I knew what to look for. Fourteen in my line of sight and who knew how many more in this dense forest? I wanted to throw up.


  Roman! I screamed in my own head, Roman, where are you? I need you so much!


  The strange resonance occurred again. Wishful thinking, certainly. I hoped he could still hear me even if he couldn’t answer.


  If you can hear me, Roman. I love you.


  It was silly to project thoughts to someone who would never receive them. Silly to ache with worry for him when I had my own shadows closing in. Nigel said he was going to the marines, but what if he had lied about that, too? Not a shred of confidence remained in me where the Matsumoto Dynasty was concerned.


  I ran on, gasping for breath. Running hadn’t been a daily activity for me, even before I’d been put in a simulated sleep. Twice, Ian trod on the back of my foot. I didn’t think the second time was deliberate. I just wasn’t keeping very good time.


  We stumbled our way through tangled trees and vines in a path that was angled towards the colony site on my mini map. I saw two more fungus towers close to where I was running. They both grew out of hideous corpses. After that, I stopped looking at the totems of the dead.


  Behind me, the other colonists formed an arrow, and behind them were the surviving marines and ship’s crew, like a comet’s tail winding through the forest. I could see them clearly on the map of my Tactical Interface. The trees here were so tall they would have dwarfed multi-story dwellings on a more civilized world. It made judging our location by our surroundings nearly impossible. Without the Interface, I would already be lost.


  My legs were growing stiff, and my lungs burned from exertion. Was there anyone left to run from? Maybe the Major’s men had scared them all off. I hadn’t seen any sign of an enemy, except for the corpses.


  I heard a scream from behind me and to the left. I froze, and turned toward it, in time to see another colonist fall. She screamed, writhing on the ground, choking and retching. Her face turned to the sky and out of her open mouth a yellow stalk shot out, faster than a speeding grav-car, and blossomed into three curling nodules four meters from the ground.


  I turned to the side and retched. After so long in cryosleep nothing came up, but I couldn’t stop retching.


  I wouldn’t have been able to move if Ian hadn’t slammed into me, yelling, “Move it, or you’ll wish you were her!”


  I stumbled, but kept my feet under me, fueled now by terror and rising panic. I ran so quickly that I found my place in line again behind Corporal Conrad. The way he ran screamed efficiency and capability. I tried to focus on that. I needed something to distract me. Efficiency. Capability.


  Ian probably saved my life back there. It was probably the last thing he would want to do if he thought about it.


  There were no other screams at first, but a moment later I heard the distinctive ziiiiz, ziiiiz sound of nettlegun fire and then the screams began again. I couldn’t tell where the firing was coming from or who was screaming, but Corporal Conrad didn’t turn around or slack his pace, and this time I followed his lead, running with my eyes ahead.


  Did the enemy have nettleguns? They were an advanced technology most favored by Blackwatch Military. Most other military groups preferred flechette guns. Where would a bunch of backwater natives have gotten nettleguns? And who had attacked the woman I saw die? Was it a spontaneously growing plant?


  Conrad stopped so suddenly that I almost collided with him. My feet skidded on the soft leaves, and I reached out, grabbing Ian to maintain my balance.


  “Get off me!” Ian said, swatting at my hands as I dropped the hold I had on him. It had been enough to stop me in time. What caused the sudden stop?


  The ground below us dropped from tangled forest to cliff face without warning. I gasped at the deep drop below, skittering backwards to gain distance from it. Beside me, someone ran up from behind and didn’t stop in time. I felt the wind whistle beside me as he toppled over the edge, and the sound of his scream dwindled until it became nothing. My chest constricted and I gasped.


  “What the…” Ian said from behind me.


  Corporal Conrad fixed his gaze on Ian. “Run back to the Major for orders. Tell him-”


  An inky black arm reached up over the lip of the cliff and wrapped itself around his waist. He was cut off midsentence and dragged over the edge, his scream bubbled up and then it abruptly ceased.


  My eyes widened, but I didn’t freeze up.


  “Run!” I yelled, heading left along the cliff face.


  My map interface flashed yellow to tell me it was the wrong way, but I didn’t care. Left got me away from Conrad … and whatever had pulled him over the cliff.


  Running along the edge of the cliff wasn’t easy. The edge was not uniform, and it crumbled and gave way if I stepped too close to the edge. Worse, who knew what waited just below, hoping to pull us over the side? We skidded and slid along the tree line, grasping saplings and striped grasses for purchase as we skittered to safety, or at least to something safer than that.


  I don’t know how long I ran, or who followed me, but eventually I thought to query my implant.


  Time?


  9:00 local planetary time


  Eventually the cliff gave way to a steep, rocky hillside, and I slid and tumbled my way down to the ground below. In the ravine was a creek, and in the center of the creek was a bare rock island. It looked like a good place to wait for further instructions, and I didn’t see any natives there – not that I knew what they looked like. So far they had been elusive. I gained the center of the rock and spun around to see how close the rest were.


  Behind me were twenty other “colonists” and four armed marines. They crowded on the rock with me. We waited for the rest. Minutes slipped by as everyone gasped and gathered their breath. A pack was opened. Water was found and passed around.


  “I wonder if we can drink this creek water?” someone said.


  “Only if you filter it first,” a marine answered absently.


  I looked at their chests. One had stripes and the name “Maxwell” on it. The other four were Mutambi, Fergus, and Morin. A fireteam? They seemed like it. They moved in sync together without speaking – at least out loud. A lot of marines had sub-vocal microphones, and they learned to subvocalize all their communications.


  We waited long minutes before someone spoke.


  “Where are they?”


  I looked at my Tactical Interface. The people on the rock were all marked by green inverted carets over their heads. On my map there was a green inverted caret over our group and another one, heading in the opposite direction. They must have turned right on the cliff where we turned left. By now, we were far apart and soon it would be even further.


  Ian was close to Corporal Maxwell, and he was edging closer by the moment. “Where’s everyone else?”


  “Calm down, colonist,” Maxwell said. His eyes had the unfocused look of someone listening intently.


  “Where are they?” Ian asked, louder this time, and looming over the shorter Corporal.


  Two other colonists were standing at either of his shoulders, following his lead. I studied them closely. They seemed like criminals, rather than political prisoners. There was something hardened about their faces. They glanced at each other like they were no strangers.


  The Corporal narrowed his eyes, and I saw his gun barrel twitch upwards. Was he deciding whether to answer or shoot? I edged away from the line of fire.


  The Corporal made up his mind. “Our communications are down. I don’t know where Command is. SOP is to proceed to the rendezvous point. We’ll do that.”


  I looked around at the trees and cliffs surrounding our tiny island. There were two dozen of us, with no back up and only four weapons. Things were about to get interesting. I didn’t have time to think about what that might mean because I was too busy trying not to throw up.


  THE SPLITTING: 4


  “THIS WAY,” CORPORAL MAXWELL SAID, pointing up the creek in the direction that the other group was heading.


  According to my map, it was the fastest route, but it would leave us pinned between the cliffs and vulnerable to attack. Matsumotos weren’t allowed to fight, but that didn’t mean we didn’t study tactics and strategy at school. You can’t lead an Empire if you aren’t sure what your armies are doing.


  “We’ll be vulnerable in the canyon,” I said, my eyes looking away from the Corporal and my tone diffident. I didn’t want a power struggle.


  He ignored me and started giving orders to the squad. Mutambi was to take point, and Fergus the rear. Morin was to keep an eye on us to make sure no colonists got ‘lost.’ I thought maybe he meant ‘make sure no prisoners escape.’ Why would anyone want to run into a jungle filled with a mysterious enemy that fertilized massive fungi in corpses?


  “Who does she think she is?” I heard a stage whisper behind me.


  I glance back. It was one of the toughs.


  Identify


  Francis Ch’ng. Sentenced to lifetime as a colonist. Charge: Trade in living persons, Trade in restricted biotech, First Degree Murder


  So he wasn’t exactly Raggedy Andy. With biotech listed on his rap sheet I’d have to be careful. I couldn’t afford to let anyone know about the illegal tech that I housed in my pretty little head, and someone familiar with it would see the signs if I wasn’t careful.


  “She thinks she’s a Matsumoto,” Ian said, and when I glanced at him his jaw was set in a hard line. “She thinks she can toy with people and manipulate them into doing what she wants before destroying their lives.”


  Ch’ng grunted in satisfaction.


  “She really is a Matsumoto,” his buddy said, with a faraway look in his eyes.


  Great. He was thinking about how he could use me to his advantage. Better men had tried. Take Ian’s father, for instance.


  Identify


  Malcolm Sentry. Sentenced to lifetime as a colonist. Charge: Fourteen counts of murder in the First Degree.


  Yikes. Ian was making some swell friends. I’d be terrified right now, but I already passed ‘terrified’ an hour ago and was still accelerating.


  “I have a score to settle with her,” Ian said, his eyes granite.


  I guess he was thinking of his father and his own unjust imprisonment, not the stolen kisses and offers he’d made me.


  “Never liked Matsumotos much,” Ch’ng said, with a shrug.


  “Move out!” Corporal Maxwell called, and I felt a sense of relief to be moving again. We followed in no particular order, having been assigned none, but somehow I was close to the front of the pack again. I didn’t like that. It’s hard to watch your back when all your enemies are behind you.


  We started out at a steady jog. Mutambi was in the lead, his gun ready, scanning the undergrowth intently. The colors of the foliage were so high contrast that I thought it would be possible to hide rather easily. The striped grass and dark leaves were playing merry hell with my ability to scan and identify shapes, and that was even with a helpful filter from my Tactical Interface.


  It was going to be a beautiful planet to die on. Some of the trees along the creek were in flower, and the delicate blossoms were like something one of my ancestors would have written poetry about. They would have loved it here. The black, white and purple plant life would have looked great painted in minimalist styles.


  I realized as I ran that I was less tired than I ought to be.


  Planetary gravity? I queried


  87% Earth Standard


  Well, that was a small boon. We had to carry everything we were going to eat on our backs, so at least we could count on it not weighing as much while we slogged through the forest – and on taking longer steps, since our muscles gave us a better boost in the lower gravity.


  A red inverted caret flickered in the jungle to my left. I tried to focus on it, but it faded. A few minutes later another one flicked up to the right and then vanished. The computer thought enemies lurked in the trees. Was the forest tricking its optics, or were they only invisible to me?


  I felt that weird echo in my implant again. Maybe the blasted thing was getting buggy. That would be terrible. It’s pretty hard to get secret technology serviced in the middle of nowhere and having a malfunctioning computer inside your brain would be a penance all its own.


  There was another red inverted caret that disappeared as soon as it appeared. Then we scrambled up a rocky rise in the creek bed and the thick trees pushed aside to a wide clearing. On either side, the pale yellow cliffs still rose one hundred meters tall, but the canyon floor was wide, and the creek split off into a dozen rivulets and slowed down. The stripy grass grew thick and bore delicate purple flowers.


  Even running for my life, it took my breath away.


  Suddenly, a red inverted caret bloomed, but this time it didn’t go out. A second popped up on the other side of us, and then my view was filled with red inverted carets. I still couldn’t make out the Natives, but we were surrounded.


  “Contact!” Mutambi shouted.


  “Contact!” Fergus echoed from the rear.


  Maxwell’s head whipped back and forth like a flag in a strong wind.


  I peered at the trees. They were more of those giant near-oaks we’d been seeing all along, rooted in the slow flowing creek we splashed through. We froze, dead center in at least twenty meters of clearing on every side, and a thick ring of trees surrounding that. The ground under our feet consisted of water, sharp, yellow gravel, and more of the stripy grass. There was no cover. How long would it take a native to clear twenty meters? I didn’t even know if they were humanoid.


  Intelligence on Local Natives?


  See Database 11B on Baldric or New Greenland


  Well, that was helpful.


  “I don’t see anything,” Ch’ng said from behind me.


  “Watch the shadows,” Morin muttered.


  The barrel of his nettlegun was tracing the outlines of rocks and trees like he was trying to paint a virtual picture.


  “Anything more?” Maxwell asked. A tac viewer was flipped over one of his eyes making him look half-man and half-frog.


  “Nothing,” Fergus said.


  We waited, holding our breath – or at least our tongues. Some of us were still panting from the exertion, despite the lower gravity.


  The echo rang in my mind again.


  Roman? Is that you? I asked, and then a little more forlornly I added, I miss you.


  For a moment, as we all sucked in air, I had enough time to imagine him here, watching my back, glaring at Ian and making snide remarks in my head. I would have given a limb for that voice right now.


  He’d say something like, Pretty boy isn’t looking quite as pretty now in that pale shade of green. And I’d feel like things couldn’t be as bad as they were if he was making cruel observations


  “Well,” Morin let out a breath, “that’s a relie-”


  A shadow…split… somehow from the stripy grass at his feet into a ten-foot-high form. Dark and undefined, it…flickered….and then settled into a mirror image of Morin, spat in his face and disintegrated. Morin let out a scream. His finger depressed the nettlegun trigger, as his body writhed in agony, scream after scream ripping from his open mouth. It sounded like he was shredding his lungs. I dove to the gravel, my face half submerged in the water. Were there more shadows nearby?


  There were more screams as the nettles from Morin’s gun rippled into other colonists, and then the fire stopped and I risked a look. Morin’s eyes still flickered with life as a yellow shoot poured out of his mouth, climbing for the sky. Then, they rolled back and were displaced by two more shoots racing for the cloud line.


  I screamed. I don’t usually, but these were special circumstances.


  Beside me, Ian was down with a nettle in the leg. It didn’t look serious, but I moved to help. He batted me off, his gorgeous face alive in a sneer.


  “Get off me. I don’t want Matsumoto anywhere near me.”


  I obliged with a pang of regret. If nothing else, I had thought we were friends before the Emperor sentenced us. I’d been a confidant, and even a potential lover to him before. Now he couldn’t even look at me without pain and anger blossoming in his eyes.


  The mental echo rang forcefully in my head, blocking out other thoughts. I scanned our group. Maxwell stood beside the pillar that used to be Morin. He was passing orders to the rest of his squad. They showed no injuries. Another colonist was dead with a face full of nettles. He seemed to have caught the worst of it. There was one other minor injury, like Ian’s. Other colonists bent over Ian and the other man with medic kits out.


  I scanned the woods. Now that I knew what to look for, I saw shadows splitting off from their sources and then merging back. When they split the Tactical Interface assigned them a red inverted caret until they merged back. I had so many inverted carets popping off in my view that I basically had my own fireworks show going on.


  “Matsumoto!” Maxwell said, looking at me. I suspected he’d selected me because he knew my name. “Get that fallen tree and drag it here. I’ll cover you.”


  I felt like there was a tennis ball in my throat. A fallen tree, weathered and branchless, lay about four meters from the forest edge. A large shadow loomed behind it. Which made me wonder… why were the shadows still so long?


  Local planetary time? I queried.


  12:16 local planetary time.


  What? How many hours are there in a Baldric day?


  There are 43 hours in a Baldric day.


  Thanks for mentioning that. I snapped at the AI.


  Typical computer garbage. Always leaving out the most relevant information. Too bad my sarcasm wouldn’t even dent its artificial self-esteem. So that explained why we’d been running for hours and it still looked like mid-morning.


  I’d been thinking all that to distract myself as I edged towards the log, but once I was there I couldn’t ignore the shadow anymore. I reached slowly towards it.


  “Today, Matsumoto!” Maxwell called.


  Little did he know, I still had 31 hours in this day. Or maybe he did know. The marines had been pretty cagey so far with intel.


  I grabbed the log, my heart racing, and scrambled back across the gravel, towing it behind me. It was heavy, and I was bent double and skidding on the loose gravel as my feet fought to bring the larger muscle groups of my legs to bear. I dropped it at Maxwell’s feet and saw that other debris was being piled around us.


  “What is this?” I asked.


  “Ad hoc fort.”


  Wow. It was a really terrible one.


  “Inside, colonist.”


  It took all of one step to get inside. We huddled low in a “fort” ten inches high made of random rubble. The three marines stood above us with their nettleguns, prepared to make a last stand.


  The history of Last Stands is a long and varied one. I wrote a paper on it once. From Old Earth’s General Custer, to Blackwatch’s own Admiral Wiebe, there have been a lot of famously bad last stands. A Last Stand is always bad, because it’s your last, but for some reason, when faced with difficult odds there are a lot of people who just flip the card table over as if it’s not even worth seeing how the cards play out. This move by Corporal Maxwell, was an epic card table flip.


  We were going to die badly this morning. A perfectionist by nature, this bothered me more than my impending death did. All this time associating with Roman and the criminal elements we’d battled together had given me a shred of tactical dignity I was unhappy to relinquish.


  The marines checked their nettleguns, reloading as needed. They adjusted sights or tac scanners, also as needed. Those of us in the pile sweated and breathed too heavily.


  Around us, a humming began. Softly at first. Then louder.


  My research into Native culture so far had revealed two things that they had in common with us: they liked killing, and they loved famous last stands. They were about as human as amorphous shadows could be.


  The humming gained volume until it was all I could hear…that, and the infernal echo.


  I blinked, and they were there: a sea of red inverted carets, splitting off from the shadows behind the oaks and zooming towards us as rapidly as normal shadows do when the sun dodges behind a cloud.


  The marines started auto-firing. I couldn’t tell if it was killing anyone. The numbers of the shadows were so great that if nettles hurt or killed them it would be impossible to tell. Their fellows would just queue up to fill their places.


  I stood up. If I was going to die I’d rather do it on my feet.


  A shadow split off and raced towards me, coalescing in front of me. It was similar to me in size, and shape, but the details were different. I could just about pick them out if it would just stop moving. I released the straps and dropped my pack. The shadow swayed in front of me, as if to say, ‘Bring it on.’


  The echo was so loud I could hardly think, and then as I raised my hands to defend myself…I split.


  THE SPLITTING: 5


  OR AT LEAST THAT’S WHAT it felt like. One minute I was Vera Matsumoto inside Vera Matsumoto’s body. The next minute I was Vera Matumoto inside someone else’s body. I experienced seeing what they saw and hearing what they heard, but overlaid on that was a fuzzy black and white view of what was going on from my body’s perspective – only now it was out of my control. In the moment I didn’t have time to break it down like that, it was only later that I was able to sort out the details. Nausea overwhelmed me, and my head spun – or someone’s head spun. It took enormous effort to pull myself back together and concentrate.


  I was in a briefing. There were Fleet and Marine officers in uniform in a brightly lit conference room. Everything essential was fixed to a hard surface so it couldn’t float away if there were gravity problems, suggesting that we were in a starship. The man at the front wasn’t in fatigues but in a dress uniform and he was giving the briefing.


  “After planetfall you have two hours,” he said. His insignia marked him as a Marine Colonel, and his widening midsection and thinning hair suggested he was old enough for the job.


  While I could clearly see the Colonel, there was a faint overlay effect in my vision so that I could also see thru Vera’s eyes. She was fighting the shadow, her feet and hands lashing out quickly, connecting somehow with the inky mass. It spurted black puffs of shadow into the air every time she connected.


  “Find Driscoll’s followers and capture them. Alive.” The Colonel was trying to channel his intensity into every word.


  Vera fought like a machine, shadow after shadow. She flipped and ducked and wove, fists and feet flying in beautiful precision. Who was it that had taken over my body? Who was kicking butt over there on Baldric in my body? It was so amazing I could hardly focus on the briefing. It felt familiar, like I had seen that angel of death before.


  A holopic was in the middle of the conference table. It showed a man in his forties. He looked like someone who could make trouble – as it seemed he was doing. He also looked intelligent and cunning. Whoever I was, I had better watch out. Like Eads McIsaac, this one had “predator” written all over him.


  The colonel narrated as the holopic spun from image to image. “Patrick Driscoll was targeting the Matsumoto Dynasty with his attacks before we captured him. Last night his followers succeeded in killing Denise Matsumoto, the Emperor’s cousin.”


  I stifled a gasp. Poor Denise. I felt my heart sinking, even as I watched a pool of shadows gather at Vera’s feet as she piled up shadow enemy after shadow enemy. Her reflexes were amazing.


  But, Denise. Oh, Denise. Roman and I had fought so hard to save her, and now this. A tiny part of my brain reminded me that Nigel had called her a greater problem now that her mind was gone. He wouldn’t have set her up to be taken out by terrorists…would he?


  “Their tactics are unique and highly dangerous. Do not let them touch you at any cost. They inject people against their will with a brain-hijacking technology. The technology is classified, but we warn you again not to allow them to touch you.”


  I felt a pang in my leg and my hand reached for it immediately as if by habit. A thick scar padded my thigh under my hand. It was fiery to the touch. As soon as I touched it, I knew whose body I was in. I looked to the side and caught my face reflected poorly in the glass of a sliding hatch door.


  Roman.


  I inhaled sharply, tears springing to my eyes as I saw the face of my dearest friend looking at me. It was a face I’d thought I’d never see again.


  I snapped like an elastic band snapping back into place after being stretched. Or at least that’s what it felt like.


  I was back in my own body, panting, my legs spread in a wide fighting stance and my hands up in front of me. The only red inverted carets left were flickering far in the distance and under my feet was a pool of shadows.


  Someone behind me uttered a profanity in what sounded like admiration. I felt like echoing him. Roman’s handiwork was effective, as always.


  Corporal Maxwell stared at me with the one eye not covered by the tac lens. He shook himself, clearly deciding I was a problem above his pay grade.


  “Fall out! We’re heading out before they come again. Fergus, rear! Mutambi, point. I have Morin’s place.”


  We ran.


  “Who in the black hells is she?” I heard, among other things. Roman had earned me a reputation.


  But, more pressing than my burgeoning reputation was the salient question: How had that happened to us? We had just sort of…split…and half of each of us was in the other person. I could hardly form even a single thought around it. It was like science fiction. If we were physically close, I might have thought it was our implants. They’d been strangely connected even before we swapped bodies under the stress of torture on Veritas IV, but this was even stranger and we were millions of light years apart. He’d told me that the next time we switched bodies I’d need his permission in writing. I definitely didn’t have that! He was going to kill me. It warmed me to think of him angry because it meant he was alive.


  I fought to find an explanation, as I ran, but nothing came of it. I just ended up sad that I hadn’t been able to say “thank you” to Roman. Even light years away he was my guardian still, in heart. I’d never again find his like. I missed him so much that he was like a phantom limb.


  Roman, Roman, Roman, my heart sang, but my head was racing to figure out what to do about the red inverted carets that kept ghosting at the edges of my vision.


  I couldn’t count on Roman taking over every time we were attacked. Especially, since it looked like that would be every hour or so until we were all yellow fungi towers. I needed to think of a way to fight them myself. They weren’t human, which was an advantage for me since I psychologically couldn’t kill humans. It was one of those fun little Matsumoto traits like my pretty eyes and thick black hair. It was my only advantage though. I had no knowledge of hand-to-hand combat, or anything-to-hand combat for that matter.


  We ran on, stopping occasionally for water breaks, but never more than for a few minutes. Eventually we reached the end of the canyon, where a waterfall trickled over the cliff face and transformed into the creek we’d been following.


  There was no way up its slick surface. We were boxed in. We’d need to climb the canyon wall. It was not so steep that we would need gear, but a climb would leave us vulnerable to attack. My Tactical Interface threw up the height and figures. It claimed a 78% chance we would be attacked on the climb. I loved having a pessimistic computer in my head; it dovetailed perfectly with my own pessimism.


  We all stood there huffing air though our masks and probably thinking along the same lines. I was wondering if all of this was worth it. I was out here fighting for a life I wasn’t sure I even wanted anymore. I lost everything that mattered to me before I was sent to Capricornia, except for my life and Roman. Now they’d taken Roman, too, and if neither of us died it still wasn’t likely we’d ever see each other again … in the flesh at least.


  I thought about that as I watched the cliffs and saw the inverted carets dance. How badly did I want to live with nothing really to live for? Best case scenario, I’d survive and be a hard working colonist in ‘Native Relations’ here on Baldric. It was about as appealing as eating sand. Was that worth fighting for?


  I thought of Roman fighting off those shadows. He thought I was worth fighting for – even now. Even after I’d gotten him in so much of a mess. Did he know it was me?


  And what about the reverence I’d had for life up until now? I’d thought that life was so sacred I had no right to even defend myself if it meant taking the life of another. Nothing seemed as sacred as that right now. Nigel and the Empire weren’t. These marines who hated us weren’t. Those shadows weren’t. And us, the ‘colonists,’ the trash of Blackwatch? What about us? I didn’t see anything sacred here, either.


  Roman. His loyalty. His self sacrifice. If there was anything worth fighting for I guessed it would be him.


  I drove it from my mind. I’d likely never see him again. If I was going to decide that I wanted to live then I’d need to make that happen on my own. For the first time, no one was going to save me.


  I opened my pack and fiddled around inside finding a bit of twine, cut it with the handy survival knife – far too small to be a weapon, but just enough to do some basic tasks – and then I braided my hair over one shoulder and tied the end. My hair was long and beautiful and very much in the way right now. When I found scissors I would cut it off.


  Maxwell was the only one looking at the cliffs with a different expression than the rest of us. I realized he was trying to communicate with someone. I focused on my Tactical Interface, paying attention to the communications text on the side screen. After a few seconds of sorting through random chatter, I discovered how to key in to just him. His communications read:


  Command: …there? Corporal Maxwell?...


  Maxwell: Corporal Maxwell reporting.


  Command:…there?...


  Maxwell: This is Maxwell.


  Command: …Come in…


  Maxwell: I say again, this is Maxwell. Go ahead.


  As always with government or military they were screwing up perfectly. The military expression is ‘screwing up by the numbers.’


  I walked over to Maxwell. If you aren’t sure if you care whether you die it makes you care a bit less about appearances.


  “It might help if you spoke out loud instead of subvocalizing.”


  He glared at me, and I shrugged.


  “I’m serious.”


  The terrorists wouldn’t need to hijack Maxwell’s brain. It was already off on vacation most of the time.


  Maxwell sighed and gave in, flipping his helmet mike down and speaking aloud.


  “This is Corporal Maxwell, I say again, go ahead.”


  “Corporal Maxwell, this is Command,” It sounded like Reynolds, “Report on your status, over.”


  “Corporal Maxwell, reporting. I’ve lost one marine and two colonists. Three marines and eighteen colonists surviving. We are encountering light enemy contact, pressing forward on a direct route to the rendezvous, over.”


  This was ‘light’ contact? What exactly had gone on before I woke from cryosleep?


  “Corporal Maxwell, this is Command. Remain on course, but with rest stops. Local planetary days are 43 hours. Do not wait for night fall to rest, over.”


  “Understood, sir, over.”


  “Make best time with appropriate rests and we will meet you at the rendezvous, over and out.”


  “Understood, sir, over and out.”


  Well, that was all very nice and orderly, and at least he’d been ordered to give us rests. The sun hadn’t even reached its zenith. I probably wasn’t the only one who needed some food and a sleep.


  “We’ll climb the side of the canyon first,” Maxwell announced, knowing we’d all heard.


  The marines chorused their assent, but the colonists were exchanging looks. I think the thought had occurred to all of us that we outnumbered the marines, even though they were the only ones armed. How long did we need to keep following orders? How many marines could we overpower? For me it was only speculation. I had no desire to ‘bushwhack’ my way through Baldric, but I could sense that for others this was more of a possibility. The desire for freedom is a powerful motivator.


  At Maxwell’s insistence we were each given a ‘buddy’ to help us up the cliff. He assigned me Ian, of course.


  “You get the panther girl,” Sentry hissed to Ian. I ignored them. I wasn’t sure who would kill me faster given half the chance, Sentry with his long list of murders, or Ian with his very personal hatred.


  Maxwell led the charge – or rather the scramble – up the side of the ravine. It was comprised mainly of loose rock, but the incline took a few jogs. Forty meters is high even if the incline is gradual enough that you don’t need ropes. Half the problem was getting traction on the skidding rocks. The other half was avoiding the dislodged rocks of the climbers above you. They rolled and bounced their way down the surface, barely missing heads or bodies. I heard curses start almost as soon as Maxwell’s ascent began, and they continued throughout.


  I looked at Ian just before we were about to take our turn. He was studiously ignoring me. I tried to forget how he used to make me feel warm and appreciated, and remember that none of that mattered now. It was my fault he was here. Not completely, but enough. His hatred of me was a given.


  He turned an icy glare on me. “What do you want?”


  I shook my head and looked away, but I wished it wasn’t like this. I wished I could fix the mess I had made. For Roman, if I could. For Ian. For anyone. I just wished I could fix it all. Actions have consequences. The day I saved my own life I set in motion events that put them all here. If it hadn’t been for my choice none of this would be the way it was. Ian would still rule his planet under his father… or would he? Nigel had suggested it was only a matter of time before he came and took it over anyway.


  We started our climb up the rocks, skidding side by side. Some pairs of colonists assisted one another, lending a grip where needed, or pointing out rocks. We remained silent and as physically distant as possible, each trying to do it on our own. I almost laughed. Wasn’t that so true of us? Even now? Especially now.


  My heart ached at that. I couldn’t help Ian, because we were both too stubborn. I dodged a bouncing rock and it nearly hit him instead.


  “Sorry,” I muttered.


  “What was that?” he asked, a little too loudly.


  “Sorry,” I said, looking at him and trying to convey everything I was thinking in that single look.


  He held my gaze for a moment and I could tell he knew what I meant, but then his mouth twisted and he looked away.


  I went back to climbing. My hamstrings were aching so badly I could barely lift my legs, but we were almost there. Every step we took slid almost halfway back, so we had to work another fifty percent harder to gain every meter of ground, but we were slowly snaking our way up the incline.


  A shadow to the left looked a little too black. I stumbled, distracted by it, and Ian caught my arm, letting go almost immediately. His disdain at arresting my fall was apparent, but it was enough to right me. My Tactical Interface flicked up a red inverted caret as the shadow split and came towards us, rearing up in a perfect mockery of me.


  It was up to me. No Roman this time. Hopefully muscle memory was good for something. I sunk into a low stance, closed my eyes and tried to will my body to act. Dr. Wehr said that I didn’t have it in me to attack humans, but he’d never said anything about creepy shadows with a fungi fetish. I opened my eyes and lunged, slicing the shadow in half with the blade of my hand. Inky splotches puffed in the air where I struck it.


  Well, that was easy, I began to think, and then suddenly the remaining shadow wrapped around my arm and slid up around my throat. I fought it as it throttled me, losing my footing and sliding down the gravel slope on my bottom as I tried to pry it off.


  Around me the sounds of a battle were loud, but I had no time to focus on any of them. I was locked in a life or death battle with a deadly shadow.


  Roman!


  No. This was on me. It was time for me to do this. Did that mean I would die because I couldn’t fight? Pretty much.


  The shadow around my neck jerked, and I choked at the added pressure, drumming my heels against the gravel, arms flailing. Suddenly, the pressure was gone, and I felt something like a thick snake slide from around my neck. My skidding stopped but I was sitting in a pool of shadow. I tried to touch it, but like a real shadow, there was nothing to feel. I looked up.


  I was sitting at the base of the canyon, having slid all the way down the ground we’d gained as I grappled for my life. Far above, the rest of our group was cresting the canyon’s edge. I remembered there were screams, but if the others had been fighting there were no signs of it now.


  Ian, in all his demi-god-like glory, huffed beside me, hands on his knees. Even fighting a snake-like shadow down a hill of loose stones wasn’t enough to dishevel him beyond attractiveness. It was something that went beyond his genetically modified perfection and reached into that command presence he’d inherited from his father.


  He gave me a quizzical look.


  “What happened to your amazing shadow-fighting skills?” he asked.


  “It came out of nowhere,” I said.


  “They all do,” he said, still looking at me with more intensity than was justified, like he couldn’t decide if he wanted me dead or wanted me for an ally. At least there was some indecision there now, even if it were only the result of my shadow-fighting skills. “Is it just me, or do they seem to be making strange choices in tactics?”


  “They’re making strange choices,” I admitted, massaging my neck.


  “It doesn’t take a tactical expert to wonder why they don’t just slaughter us all. There are way more of them out there than there are of us, and most of us aren’t armed.”


  His hands were on his hips and he was studying the tree line, like he was seeing something in his mind’s eye.


  “Maybe it’s a test of some kind,” I suggested, turning to re-braiding my disheveled hair.


  “We aren’t the first humans to come here,” he said, his blue eyes flashing in the white Baldric light.


  “Well, then maybe they are testing us specifically,” I said, absently.


  I was trying to decide what to do about him. Should I push him to trust me, or give him space to form his own conclusions? Despite his current hatred of me, he was my most likely potential ally. Provided I wanted to live at all.


  He gave me a pointed look, like I was being purposely obtuse.


  “You think they are testing me, specifically, because I am a Matsumoto,” I said. “Unlikely.”


  He sighed and ran a tanned hand through his perfect hair.


  “All I know, Vera, is that me and all my friends have done nothing but suffer or die since meeting you.”


  I felt a lump form in my throat because it was absolutely true. I hated that it was true.


  “Are you suggesting that I should leave you all and walk off into this alien forest as a kind of …sacrifice?”


  He cleaned his teeth with his tongue. “Maybe. It might be our best bet.”


  It was cold. But I was used to cold. It was also accurate.


  “I’ll think about it,” I said, and I meant it.


  At heart I am an honourable person. If this really had to do with me, or if I thought it would do any good I’d go make myself into fungi art with the others. I wasn’t above self-sacrifice. That’s the part of being a Matsumoto that people forget.


  But you’re not a Matsumoto anymore, I reminded myself. Could I stop being one if that’s still how everyone saw me? Yes. No. Not really. I could stop being one in my mind, but I couldn’t stop being one to them. I could only redefine what that meant.


  “We should climb the hill,” I said, tired as much from the mental struggle as the physical one.


  We climbed the sliding rocks at half the speed of last time. It was more grinding having already done it once. Especially, since we were making the trek alone this time. No one called down to us, but every so often I saw a marine look over the edge to gauge our progress.


  “How much more air do you think is in these oxygen tanks?” Ian asked.


  Monitor oxygen tank use, I told my implant.


  Oxygen tank at 78%.


  “The rest of the day, maybe longer,” I said.


  “That’s not much time.”


  I nodded, changing my feet to try to use the flat edge of my foot as a wedge in the sliding rock rather than stepping straight on.


  “Look, Ian,” I started in a soft voice. I wasn’t much good at apologies, and this one seemed bigger than most.


  “Don’t…” he said.


  I guess we could talk about tactics, but not what really mattered


  When we finally crested the top of the canyon, the air between us was cold and tense again. I felt a pang of regret, of sadness, but only for a moment. We started to walk again.


  The forest here was less dense, and the landscape rolled in every direction. Stretches of striped monochrome grass dominated the view, and low purple bushes dotted the ridges. Above us a huge white moon filled half the sky, despite the white sunlight. Two others were small yellow dots in the distance. Three moons in the day – it would take some getting used to, but it was beautiful. The sky seemed a touch too purple, reminding me that the atmosphere here was not the same as the ones on most of the inhabited worlds. It could probably be changed with terraforming, and doubtless the colony was working on that, but for now the alien color reminded us that we were not home.


  “We’re headed that way,” Corporal Maxwell said, pointing to the chain of colonists in the distance, working their way in the direction of the colony. Their feet beat a chalky path in the pale dust.


  “Couldn’t have waited for us?” Ian grumbled.


  “There’s a human installation of some kind. If it’s one of ours we can stay there and sleep,” Maxwell said, slipping off his helmet and rubbing the sweat off his bald head. “So don’t gripe.”


  It was clear from his tone that he wished he wasn’t burdened with a bunch of people who were prisoners in all but name.


  “Time to move out, then, eh soldier?” Ian said, with a wry twist to his mouth.


  THE SPLITTING: 6


  WE CAUGHT UP WITH THE others as they reached the installation. It was a fabricated semi-dome sticking up from the landscape and largely hidden by foliage and rocks. The surface was reflective and smooth, but there was a hatch on the side of the installation and a sensor array in a slender tower above it. It looked like it had settled into the earth, so it must have been there for a while, but there was no tarnish that I could see. There was also no beaten track or anything else that would suggest recent use. It was a bit of a puzzler.


  Corporal Maxwell was first through the doors. I thought that probably wasn’t SOP, and I wondered why he chose to do it. Wasn’t the person in command supposed to hang back so he didn’t get attacked? He came out a moment later saying it was clear, and we all shuffled inside. Fergus sealed and locked the hatch, and I looked around with the others.


  The walls were made of one-way glass. They’d been reflective outside, but they were clear on this side, giving us a 360° view. It was larger than I had expected, and there was just enough room for everyone. The center of the dome had desks and monitors for the sensor arrays, but the surrounding area was spacious and carpeted. There were even a few couches and comfortable chairs around the edges.


  Stairs led below to a lavatory, storeroom and four bunks. It seemed like this place was meant to host an observation team, or something similar, but there was no one around.


  “Everyone top your tanks up from the air tanks below. There should be enough,” Maxwell said, “and then eat and get some shut eye. We’ll head out again in eight hours.”


  I sidled over to the computers, trying not to draw attention. The screens were dark.


  Connect to computers, I tried ordering my implant.


  Connection established. Limited connectivity.


  What does ‘limited connectivity’ mean?


  Connection is available to computer databases, but not to sensor arrays or communications networks.


  I scrolled through the database.


  Database Directory.


  Research Logs.


  Equipment manuals.


  Communications protocols.


  Pretty slender database selection. It didn’t sound like the occupants were much for record keeping.


  Download Research Logs, I ordered.


  Downloading…


  I followed the line of colonists that wound down the staircase, waiting for my turn to use the facilities and top up my air. It occurred to me that the installation was probably climate controlled, so I slipped off my mask and turned the valve to ‘off.’ Best to conserve what we did have. I saw a few others stare at me curiously before taking their own masks off.


  The air smelled a little stale but mostly it smelled of foreign plants and pollens that I hadn’t experienced yet because of the mask. Even stale the air tasted good. Breathing silicon smell and tanked air is not ideal and my sweat mingling in with it hadn’t helped.


  The wait was long, and as I stood there I found my mind drifting to Denise. After all the chaos and drama that it took to rescue her, she’d been killed by anti-Imperial terrorists. Her death made everything feel flat and worse than useless.


  Poor Denise. She hadn’t been able to escape an early death. The girl who loved boys and fun and breaking all the rules had been through hell and wound up dead even after surviving it. I wanted to cry, but here, surrounded by killers, didn’t seem like a good place to break down. I blinked back my tears furiously and almost laughed at myself. By now I should be immune to tragedy. What was there left to take away from me? It doesn’t matter how much you’ve lost, there’s still pain when you lose something more.


  Downloading…


  Stupid implant, interrupting my grief. I should turn it off, but I just couldn’t after what happened the last time I did. I had many faults but refusing to learn from my mistakes was not one of them. Or maybe it was. I didn’t know anymore. I felt so tired.


  When my turn to top up my air supply came, I carefully refilled my tanks, sealed them and reset both the external gauge and my implant’s tracking function. This seemed like one of those things you should keep track of.


  “Almost done, honey pie?” Ch’ng said from behind me.


  I whirled and gave him a death look. He laughed.


  “Look at the claws on the kitten,” Sentry said as he joined the laughter. “Don’t let the girl scratch you.”


  It was lame. It was still worrying, with his history, and apparently with the allies all around him, but it wasn’t super-villain dialogue. There was something, though, about the way he said ‘the girl’ that bothered me. With my expression dead-pan I let my mind unravel the mystery.


  When I realized the answer, I looked up, and my gaze locked on to Ian’s. I was the only woman left in this group. How had I failed to notice that? In fairness, there had been other things on my mind, and I wasn’t raised in a world that paid a lot of attention to gender. Even so, I kicked myself for not noticing a salient detail.


  Ian crossed his arms over his chest. There was no sympathy or protectiveness there. I clenched my jaw. It’s one thing to be an ex-pacifist. It’s something else to be a dangerous killer. I was going to have to work on that if I decided to survive.


  “Didn’t you see?” I asked, “I eat shadows for breakfast.”


  It wasn’t very original, but it was still better than his line.


  They didn’t stop grinning, but there was an edge of respect in it now. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to make good on my reputation. Without Roman’s help there was no way I could…yet.


  I was glad when my turn in the facilities arrived. I sealed the hatch door tightly as I took care of my necessities and emerged slightly less smelly and more presentable. I was sorry to discover that there were still no scissors around to cut my hair but the braid sufficed at present. I went back up top and positioned myself near to the outside hatch to sleep.


  There was a marine posted there, and if Maxwell was worth anything there should be one posted all night. It was the best place I could think of to avoid being molested. Worth a shot, at any rate.


  Downloading…


  Either that was one huge file, or my connection was poor. At this rate it would take all night. I curled up, planning to get what sleep I could. With the terrors outside and within, I was worried that sleep wouldn’t come, but before I knew it I had drifted off.


  THE SPLITTING: 7


  AT FIRST I THOUGHT I was dreaming. I was holding a gun and following a group of marines into a high density housing unit. I wasn’t controlling my body’s actions, though, just watching, as if I were a passenger.


  A marine nodded to me. She was a pretty blonde woman, and she looked tough as nails. She made a hand gesture and pointed at the door. There was a look of familiarity in her eyes as she looked at me.


  I ran to the door, opened it quickly and ran through, brandishing my nettlegun like I was ready to fire it.


  “Room clear,” I said, and oh! I recognized that voice!


  I felt a surge of affection.


  “Understood, Aldrin.”


  I was riding, somehow, in Roman Aldrin’s head. I had gone to sleep thinking about him, and it was possible that I was dreaming this, but it felt very real.


  My…fireteam, I guess… was coming in behind me. The blonde was the fireteam leader. She gave the orders. We cleared three more rooms. She gave me hand signals, and I flew through the doors scanning for the enemy. Or at least that’s what I thought Roman was doing.


  I caught a glimpse of him in a mirror on one of the walls. His hair was cut very short, like an Imperial marine – which he was now. He looked worn, tired, and worried. It made me worried for him. Was he terribly unhappy as a marine? Was he being treated poorly? He didn’t look like he was eating well. His face was thinner and older looking. I tried to see if I could glimpse him in any reflective surface that we passed. Had he lost weight? Was he ok?


  My tension rose with the minutes. I wished I could help him somehow. Not with the job, he seemed to have that taken care of, but he seemed like he was worn to a frazzle and I didn’t like that.


  Roman’s team must have been looking for someone in the residences, but the rooms were all empty. Maybe it had been evacuated before they arrived.


  We entered a room with a red door in the same manner we had every time. This room was like the rest, spare in decoration, modern, but lower class. There wasn’t much money here. Roman seemed pre-occupied by something half under the couch. A toy? He didn’t like to speak much about his childhood since he lost his parents. I wondered if it reminded him of it somehow.


  His fireteam fanned out through the room. Their blonde leader was by the door. She had sergeant stripes. I didn’t like her. A boy not much older than Roman was running his hand over his nettlegun and looking nervously out the window when one of the walls exploded with flechettes. They flew through the molded plastic, shredding it in seconds and tore into the nervous marine.


  The blonde started calling out orders and everyone was firing. Everyone except Roman. Fire! I thought, madly, don’t let them shoot you! Don’t die in something so routine!


  But Roman dropped his gun. Was he ok? Had he been hit? I hadn’t felt anything, or seen his vision shake. He scrambled to the couch and dove underneath. Running from danger was not like him at all.


  Somehow, he had realized something that had escaped me. There was a child hiding beneath the couch, his huge eyes welling up in tears and a look of terror on his tiny face. I felt my arms go around him, tucking his little body under my armor, and tucking his little head into my chest.


  Me, Vera, the one riding inside Roman’s head…I wanted to cry. It was so Roman to notice and to care. It was so like him to put himself aside and drop everything on a hunch that someone needed protecting. Warmth and appreciation flooded me. I hoped the boy would be ok. But of course he would be. He had Roman to protect him. Hadn’t I always been okay when I had Roman to protect me?


  My eyes opened and the dream…or whatever it was… ended.


  Planetary time?


  22:42


  I rolled over and went back to sleep. I needed to log some real sleep time. I could sort out how I felt in the morning if I was still alive then. I fell asleep with warmth at my core. Roman was alive somewhere and still himself. I treasured the memory of him saving that little boy.


  I was kicked awake; another reminder that I was not royalty anymore.


  “What’s up?” I asked, cognizant of a change immediately.


  “We were able to contact Command,”Maxwell said in his usual spare way, “They saw a shuttle land close to our location, but haven’t been able to raise them on the comm. We’re going to investigate.”


  “Has it been eight hours?” Ian grumbled from beside me.


  “Close enough. Welcome to life with the marines.”


  “I never signed up to be a Marine,” Ch’ng said.


  “And no one is giving you that honorific, prisoner,” Maxwell said, “I said ‘welcome to life with the marines’, not in the marines.”


  “I thought we were colonists,” Ch’ng said.


  “Yeah. Whatever.”


  Maxwell shut up pretty quickly after that. I guess he was supposed to maintain this ‘colonist’ fiction and had slipped up. I didn’t blame him. I didn’t think any of us were stupid enough to think we weren’t prisoners. I wondered, though, what the point of sending us here was instead of just executing us. We didn’t seem terribly helpful in an environment like this one. I could almost hear what Roman’s snide remark would have been, ‘Cannon fodder, of course. Typical Empire stuff.’


  We all were given the privilege of visiting the facilities one last time, and then it was masks on and single file out the hatch. As we entered the alien world of Baldric once more my implant chirped.


  Download Complete.


  Well, at least there’d be something to think about while we were walking. Something other than how my stomach did a flip, and I felt all affectionate every time I remembered Roman saving that kid. I should probably start at the beginning, but I decided to play the last entry first. I’d always been the sort of person who read the last page of a mystery book half way through.


  Play last entry.


  A video screen popped up in the bottom right of my vision. I paid it some attention, multitasking so I could concentrate on walking behind Ian. He was conveniently ignoring me, which made it easy to watch the video.


  A woman with her hair tied back looked into the screen with big eyes. She was in the facility we just left.


  “It’s gone horribly wrong. We never could have predicted this. They’ve got Baker, and now…”


  She screamed horribly then, as a shadow slid over her and a brilliant yellow fungus started to spurt out her nose, climbing into the air.


  I checked the time code. There was fifteen more minutes of the video log. That told me two things. First, that someone had been there to shut off the video and clean up her body and the fungus tower, and second, that I was going to have to watch these from the beginning after all.


  THE SPLITTING: 8


  THE TERRAIN WAS HILLY AND jagged, but the thick forest had thinned out. There were still stands of trees and thick brush, but there were also open spaces of packed, bare earth. The soil was hard and clay-like, and a sickly yellow. In most terraformed worlds that would indicate poor soil, but it was hard to tell on this planet without testing. The terraforming efforts hadn’t gone very far if we were still using breathing apparatuses.


  How long had we owned this planet? It was one of hundreds of numbered planets of the Blackwatch Empire. Few were habitable without major terraforming efforts which could take hundreds of years. Some of them took decades to develop an atmosphere thick enough to support more complex life forms, but that probably hadn’t been necessary here since there was already some sort of native life. If you can call shadows life.


  That was particularly interesting. Sentient species were exceedingly rare to find. Sentient species that were humanoid – or sometimes humanoid – were almost unheard of. I would have thought that some news organization would have caught hold of this and broadcasted years ago. A more likely theory would be that these were other colonists, somehow mutated into what we were seeing. Government propaganda was capable of deceiving us into believing that they were ‘native’ to the planet, but what would have to happen to a person to turn him into a shadow?


  It was downright creepy. I wondered what Roman would make of it. Roman. Roman who had helped that little boy when no one else cared enough to notice. I couldn’t stop thinking about that.


  The sun was finally beginning to sink towards a sunset, although if the previous hours had been any judge it would take a long time going about it. The long days made me feel very tired.


  Play Records from beginning.


  The timestamp on the recording was from before I was born. I sighed. This was going to take a while.


  If I had to be honest, I would admit that I don’t know the science of terraforming very well. I am extremely well educated, but there is only so much you can fit into a curriculum, even one aimed at future rulers. My training as an Ambassador leaned very heavily towards the social sciences. I have an excellent grasp of language, communication technology, psychology, history, politics, rhetoric, strategy, tactics, logistics, government, economics, culture, the arts, and I was given a sufficient physical education. My general knowledge is good, but it was always intended that I would rely on advisors and experts for the things that I couldn’t possibly fit into my course of study.


  I was following the basics of the video logs, but to say that I understood the specifics would be a lie. I got the gist of it. I understood some of the reasoning and the problems that were coming up as the months faded into years, but the nuances were lost to me.


  It was dry subject matter, mostly relayed in dry voices. The people reporting would do a number of reports in sequence and then be replaced by another speaker giving similar reports. I let them play continuously as I hiked behind Ian.


  My pack was heavy, the landscape was hostile, and the company was unfriendly, so I had a lot of things to distract me as I walked. We were four hours into our hike before anything interesting happened in the logs.


  Up until that point I could summarize them as follows:


  The Blackwatch Empire first set up a tiny installation running planetary tests. It was the installation we slept in last night. It had a staff of three. After finishing the required battery of tests, they determined that the planet was ripe to terraform for human colonization. No encounters with sentient native life had been made at that point, nor had they travelled more than 5 km in any direction from their small base, although a satellite made a full map of the planet. The first mission lasted six months.


  A year later another group of scientists were sent (numbers unrecorded) and they set up shop in the same base. They went to great pains to explain that their mission was secret, that they were personally vetted by the Emperor at the time, Hiro Matsumoto (Nigel’s father), and that this was a personal project of his. I remembered Uncle Hiro as being a secretive and moody man. Maybe the scientists were jittery for that reason, or maybe for reasons unknown, but they seemed nervous in their reports. They began work on the atmosphere and under the planet’s surface.


  About two years after they began their mission a group of colonists were sent to them. By the tone of their report it sounded like they were ‘colonists’ like us – political prisoners. It turned out good old Uncle Hiro had plans from the very start to make this a functional prison planet. The scientists were worried. Security, in their opinion, was not sufficient, and the colonists jeopardized their work just by being there. They thought Baldric was a gem to be studied and treasured, not treated like a human trash heap.


  That’s when things got interesting to me. There were hints that one of the colonists was a Matsumoto. Interesting. I wondered which one. I knew my own genealogy the way that any royal does. It’s drilled into your head from the time you are tiny, and all the portraits and history books just reinforce that. A Matsumoto here in prison. It wasn’t in the histories at all, which meant that likely they had died here. I felt a sudden, and instant, affinity with this hell-hole of a planet knowing that my blood was buried somewhere here.


  It got better. The scientists, it seemed, were nervous for a reason. The colonists weren’t happy with their fate and had been making false reports, claiming to have seen shadowy life forms that none of the scientists had seen. Then, one day, they were drilling deep into the core and they hit…something. They thought that maybe it was a pocket of natural gas. Nothing, of course, was powered by such a primitive and wasteful fuel, but there were worries about potential safety hazards. They went to investigate, and then…


  “We were investigating the drill. Janzen, two marines and I. They came flooding over the hill. There were thousands of them. Thousands. Black. Like the night. Thousands.”


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, but I don’t know what to say. They were shadows, but they weren’t, and they said something about splitting, and they looked like our mirror images,and they killed Janzen and we were all running, and then… and then… and then there was only me, and I made it back here, but I’ve looked and looked and no one is left. Not a single colonist, and not anyone. I’m alone.


  “I’m alone in a world of shadows and fear. I don’t dare go out, but…oh God…I think they are coming in. I don’t know where, but how do you keep a shadow out? I leave the lights on. I pushed the furniture to the edges of the room, but there are still shadows and I just can’t sleep anymore. Especially at night. Do you know how long a night is on Baldric?


  “We tapped into their soul when we drilled. Their collective soul. I’m certain of it. We’ve released a power here that is unexplainable by science.”


  I almost tripped when he spoke, and my own eyes scanned the shadows looking for our enemies, and thinking I saw them behind every rock and tree. I was freaking myself out in an already terrifying situation.


  What, I wondered, happened to the colonists? Did they die in the flood of thousands of shadows?


  A video came up for this entry, playing in the corner of my vision. It was someone new, and the timestamp was five years later. Oddly enough, they were in the same domed facility. It must have really been built to last.


  The next videos were normal. Scientists set up shop. A brief investigation led them to believe that the remaining scientist of the last session (his name was Ed Yokiro) had gone mad after an accidental natural gas explosion killed the rest of the population. They reported on terraforming efforts. They were seeing success. There was no contact with inhabitants, and no subterranean exploration had recommenced. Colonists were sent. Facilities built. Work was done on experimenting with local flora and fauna for human consumption.


  These scientists were keeping extensive records. I was still into the first year of their mission when the final sliver of sun on Baldric disappeared behind a ridge and darkness flooded our path.


  “Lights are located on your headpiece,” Corporal Maxwell reminded us. “Use them.”


  I fumbled at the headpiece, wondering if the light was solar-battery powered or if I needed to worry about conserving energy. I’d query my implant later when I wasn’t busy watching videos.


  “I don’t like the dark here,” one of the other colonists muttered. I didn’t know his name. I wasn’t trying especially hard to get to know my fellow prisoners. The mystery of Baldric seemed more intriguing than they did.


  I silently agreed with him though. It was hard to keep an eye out for shadows when the place was one huge shadow.


  “Don’t be a girl,” Sentry growled.


  I was a girl, and I didn’t think Sentry should warn anyone against being something that was definitely a step up from what he was.


  I was afraid of this dark though, and I chewed my lip and wished I had Roman or even poor Edward here with me now. Just hearing their reassuring voices in my implant would have been a slice of heaven. Instead, all I heard was a dispassionate scientist. I was secretly certain that he would become impassioned all too soon.


  “How much further?” Ch’ng asked.


  I checked the top right of my vision for the map. I didn’t know for sure where the shuttle was, but we had veered far from the least-time course to the colony. I hoped it was worth it. I hoped we weren’t attacked in the open.


  “Not far. Now shut up,” Maxwell, the ever-compassionate, said.


  Our lights moved wildly over the path and each other’s backs, scanning the trees for threats. The only ones who seemed truly comfortable were the marines. I wondered if they were really comfortable in the middle of a terrifying alien world at night, or if they were trained to look the part. Oddly enough, I thought Roman might be. He approached terror differently than I did – almost like a challenge to overcome rather than an enemy to avoid. Maybe that was why he didn’t mind being around me.


  Warmth radiated from the earth into the chill of the air. The sweat that had been running along my spine made me shiver in the sudden cold and my eyes scanned the shadows, aching as they tried to make out things I could not see.


  “There were thousands of them. Thousands.”


  Those words from the scientist kept ringing in my ears.


  “Thousands.”


  “There it is!” Ian shouted from in front of me. I still couldn’t see anything, but he was at least a head taller than I.


  At the same time someone else screamed. It wasn’t the short, “I’ve tripped and hurt myself” scream, but a long, drawn out ululation.


  Ian cursed. Other curses rang out and lights scanned so rapidly that I had to close my eyes to avoid nausea.


  We were frozen in place. In the dark everything is a shadow. How could you identify an enemy? My breath came quicker, even though I was standing still. The edges of terror caressed my consciousness. What if one of them grabbed my foot in the dark and dragged me away?


  The echoes in my implant resurfaced, and I thought I could hear voices, just on the edge of being able to recognize their words. It sounded like a thousand different voices so far away I could barely hear them at all.


  “Thousands.”


  I swallowed. This damn implant must act up when I’m under intense stress. That was the best explanation for how badly it was malfunctioning.


  A second scream started right beside me. I could tell by the tone of voice that it was Sentry. His scream broke the spell of our fear, and we scattered, running towards the shuttle.


  Somewhere out front Private Mutambi shouted, “Make for the shuttle!”


  It was redundant. We were all heading there anyways. It was the only human place in kilometers. By chance, I was still hard on Ian’s heels. I preferred to stay close to someone. Two lights were better than one in this darkness.


  There were faint lights at the top of the hill, probably from the shuttle. I ran as hard as I could, tripping every so often, and sometimes crashing hard in the undergrowth. My heavy pack made it hard to keep my balance when I slipped. I noted that Ian was doing no better, and his own light went perilously close to the ground on more than one occasion.


  We were a scattered mass of dark bodies as we closed on the shuttle. Only the smallest moon was in the sky, and its light was paltry. Ian and I had chosen a path that was taking us there more quickly, and the others were spread out on the hillside mostly behind us. I hated the thought that it somehow made us safer, but I couldn’t help thinking it.


  We were close. We would be there in a few moments.


  The shuttle doors opened. Three black figures exited, with the light streaming out from behind them. They carried guns. My instincts were screaming. Without even knowing why I screamed, “Down!” and threw myself to the ground.


  Around me flechettes buried themselves in stumps and rocks and made a terrible “zing” as they slit the air around me. The idiots at the shuttle were firing on us.


  THE SPLITTING: 9


  I HEARD IAN CURSING, WHICH I took to be a good sign, since it meant he was still alive. No one said anything beyond screaming and cursing. I waited, hoping Maxwell would step up and tell them who we were, but there was no sound from him.


  Well, isn’t that just the way of things? Somehow it’s always a Matsumoto that has to sort things out – even on a horror world made by Matsumotos.


  “We’re human. Hold your fire!” I called.


  The recording was still playing in my view, some scientist reading off terraforming data.


  Pause playback.


  I didn’t have time for that right now, with hostage negotiations about to start.


  “Good for you. The shuttle pilot and these other two chumps were human, too, before we shot them,” one of the figures called.


  “You shot humans?” I asked, just to confirm. This wasn’t what I had expected.


  “Are you stupid or just extra anxious to die? We’re prisoners. We shoot our captors. It’s how it works. If you chumps think you’re going to incarcerate us again you’ll see how fast we can kill whoever comes…human or otherwise.”


  He punctuated the speech with another round of flechettes. Still no Corporal Maxwell, which just said everything that needs to be said about military solutions.


  “There’s a bit of a situation here that you might not be aware of,” I called.


  “We don’t care how many you have with you out there.”


  “Would you care if they were aliens made out of shadows that grow ten-meter yellow fungi out of your contorted corpses when they’re done with you?”


  “We’re not stupid enough to believe that - ” the man with the gun started to say, but then another voice from the shuttle cut him off.


  “Wait. Can you prove that, girl?”


  “When the sun rises you can see for yourself. Or if you keep talking, maybe you’ll get to experience it personally,” I said.


  “We’re colonists, too!” Ch’ng said from somewhere in the dark.


  “Then come up here and show yourselves,” the first voice said.


  “Screw that,” said Ch’ng. There were general grunts to the affirmative on our side.


  I sighed. Like I said, it’s always a Matsumoto in these situations. It’s how my mom died. Negotiating with terrorists. Good times.


  I stood up.


  “What are you doing?” Ian hissed from close by.


  “I don’t like mushrooms,” I said with a false note of bravado.


  “Who does,” he muttered. Since he wanted me dead he must have felt no more inclination to stop me, but I noted the hint of admiration in his tone.


  I strode through the dark to the shuttle’s glow. Now that I was closer, I could make out our counterparts more clearly. There were three men. Seriously? Was I the only girl on this whole rock? Charlene had been there when I first awoke, but she was a poor representation of women.


  One was young and heavily scarred. He had something…evil…about him. I thought he might be the one who was so flechette happy, especially since he had his gun trained on my belly. I mentally dismissed him as a violent tough, but not the brains of this rebellion.


  There was one who looked ex-military. His gun was trained on the dark, and he was scanning and re-scanning the hillside. He glanced at me once and then ignored me. I was a lot more worried about him.


  The third stood just behind the tough. He was older, at least mid-forties, tall and lean with narrow features. He had the air of someone who was used to giving orders and being obeyed. I can identify people like that easily because until just recently that description covered most of the people I knew and all of my relatives.


  It was him that I looked at when I spoke, my hands held up, and my palms spread wide.


  “Colonist,” I said.


  The tough grunted.


  The man behind him looked at me a long time.


  “Matsumoto,” he countered, his voice so low, it was almost a hiss.


  It happened for the second time. I split so suddenly that if I was still in my body it would have taken my breath away.


  I was in Roman’s body again. I was standing out on a balcony or a deck of some kind and hovercraft were zipping all around, blocking any outside sound. It had all the usual charm of a public park on a rooftop. They had a lot of those on New Greenland. I must have been near a downtown to have so much traffic whizzing around.


  The blonde from before was staring intently at Roman. She didn’t know it was me looking back at her. She was the Sergeant of his fireteam, right? No self-respecting Sergeant that I knew wore a dress like that. The hem line was miles high and the v-neck dipped dangerously low. I frowned in disapproval. No need to put all the goods in the front window.


  Of course Roman was doing amazing things now that he had possession of my body. My long braid flew like a thick sailing rope, and my feet and hands flew even faster. A series of quick blows had the tough doubling over and his flechette gun in my hands.


  “Roman?” The blonde asked, “Did you hear me? You need to hear me, Roman. It’s for your own good. I…care…about you.”


  Her eyes lowered and then peeped up through her lashes. Man alive, she was giving him the works. Those eyes were so full of desire that you could hardly mistake her intent. Poor Roman. I had unintentionally interrupted a special moment. I hoped he’d take his body back promptly. I wasn’t sure what to do with it.


  Back on Baldric I had the tough laid out on the floor, one foot on his neck and the other pointing the flechette gun at the older man. My whole body heaved with my breath, but I looked like death made alive I was so dangerous.


  I snapped back into my body.


  I was grateful to Roman for saving my bacon again, but worried about what I’d just experienced. Having lost him so fully, I was now beginning to appreciate what I’d had with my guardian. Seeing someone else rushing into my place with him wasn’t easy. I was trying not to feel hurt. After all, I’d done nothing but ruin Roman’s life. He had a right to try to find some happiness with someone else if he could. I pushed a little more weight into the foot I had on the tough’s neck. I wasn’t jealous of the blonde. How much weight would it take to hurt him? I stomped down a little harder, trying not to think of low v-necks and mile-high legs.


  “Matsumoto,” the older man said, narrowing his eyes. “But not as advertised…”


  “I don’t look good in Pacifism,” I said, lowering one eyebrow.


  “So I see,” he said speculatively, eyeing his tough. The military man was still ignoring me. He must be taking orders from the older man, “but I was referring to the fact that you are alive.”


  “For now.”


  “Mmmm,” he looked like he wanted to say more, but stopped himself. “You are all colonists?”


  “Prisoners,” I confirmed, “and three marines escorting us to the colony from where our ship crashed.”


  “Your ship crashed,” he repeated, “as did our shuttle.”


  “It seems like SOP for prisoner delivery on Baldric,” I agreed with a straight face.


  He chuckled, but the hard look never left his eyes. It was then that I recognized him. He was the man in the holograph that Roman had been studying in his briefing.


  “You would be Vera Matsumoto,” he said, as if he were laying down a face card.


  “And you are Patrick Driscoll,” I said. It satisfied me when his face went from smug to alert. His eyes narrowed. “I hate to rush you Mr. Driscoll, but on Baldric ‘jumping at shadows’ isn’t nearly enough of a response to them. My compatriots are waiting to be picked off one by one. We would be less nervous with a human structure over our heads.”


  As if on cue, someone screamed. I hoped it was just for effect, and not because they were now choking on a bright shade of yellow. These days when I hoped for something I was almost guaranteed to get the opposite result.


  “Well then,” Driscoll said, slowly, “Sammy?”


  “Yep,” the military man said, lowering his flechette gun, but still eyeing the shadows.


  “If Schumner,” he said, pointing to the man under my foot, “is still alive, I think you could show an act of good faith as well, Matsumoto.”


  I had almost forgotten I was standing on someone’s throat. I removed my foot carefully, taking a step back. I held onto the gun though. It was about time I was armed. Besides, I didn’t like how Driscoll said “Matsumoto.” Our truce seemed temporary, like it was borne of his curiosity and would only last as long as that curiosity did.


  I racked my brain to think of what they’d said about him in the briefing. I’d been pretty occupied with everything else going on at the time. Oh, yes… he was a terrorist. He’d been targeting Matsumotos. I suddenly had a bad feeling about entering that tiny space with him. What was the worst he could do though? No, really, what was the worst? Because if it was worse than spending the rest of my life as a giant mushroom, then maybe I should be staying outside. I clung to the flechette gun with white knuckles.


  For the present I stood outside, cancelling out Sammy with his flechette gun, as my original cronies started to filter in. Ian gave me an odd look. He was becoming more opaque as time went on.


  There were twelve colonists in total. Our numbers were dwindling. What had the doctor called us? Reinforcements? Mutambi and Fergus brought up the rear.


  “Corporal Maxwell?” I asked.


  Mutambi shook his head.


  “I’ve been promoted.”


  “Guns at the door or no enter-ee,” Driscoll said in a weird accent.


  Fergus dropped his and headed in with no objection. Mutambi looked like he would, but another scream in the dark made him shrug and put his down, too.


  I clutched mine tightly in my fists.
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  “Well then, Matsumoto?” Driscoll asked, nodding to the flechette gun.


  I hiked up the assault rifle-style weapon to my shoulder. I wasn’t letting go. Based on the readouts it was armed and still loaded with 68% of its original flechette armament. I didn’t know the specs on this gun. I was an ambassador, not a gun nut, but they were usually topped up with about 10k of tiny flechettes.


  Hack flechette computer, I told my implant. The chips in the guns were super basic, like a comm device, so I figured it was worth a shot.


  Forced pair successful.


  Lock gun to my bio signature, I ordered, remembering that tasty little tidbit from practicing with Edward.


  ‘If you can lock it to you then it doesn’t matter that you don’t kill people, because at least that’s one weapon that won’t be killing you.’


  I owed a lot to my original guardian. Like always when I remembered him, I breathed a silent prayer for his soul. Rest in Peace.


  Gun locked.


  Too bad I didn’t have the ability to lock firearms I wasn’t holding or this whole nonsense would be moot.


  “We should probably get inside,” I said, ignoring his implied command.


  “Leave the gun,” Sammy said, gesturing with his own firearm.


  “I think I’ll take it with me,” I said casually.


  “Relinquish the firearm or it will be taken from you,” Sammy said. He settled himself more firmly on his feet, like he was about to take a shot at me.


  “I think your boss wants to talk to me. Why don’t you let him?” I said, gambling.


  “I don’t have a boss,” Sammy muttered, but after a glance at Driscoll he headed into the shuttle.


  “I already know everything I need to know,” Driscoll said, but his eyes held a threat.


  If he thought I wouldn’t use the gun because I was a Matsumoto he should have thought again. I’d gotten over that little stricture before, and I could do it again.


  I went into the shuttle holding my firearm without waiting to see what he said. Fortune favors the bold. It was not as I had expected.


  It was brightly lit and modern, but it was a small transport shuttle, not one of the larger ones. There was a main passenger compartment and a window into a smaller pilot compartment. The twelve prisoners, two marines, three from this flight, and me, added up to eighteen living souls. I considered Driscoll and his cronies. Correction, eighteen humans. I realized suddenly that the window to the pilot compartment was smeared red with drying blood – on the inside. Any guesses on what happened to the pilots? Correction. Eighteen breathing creatures.


  All eighteen were packed into the shuttle like pickles in a jar, and as we walked through the air-sealed hatch, we walked right into a fight. When voices are elevated, tensions rise. When voices are elevated in a space where people are crammed elbow to elbow and hip to hip, it’s worse than tense. Already I was worried that this side of the window was going to end up equally bloody.


  “With Maxwell dead, I am in charge,” Mutambi was shouting at Ian and Ch’ng.


  They stood side by side with arms crossed over their chests and breath masks dangling.


  “There’s twelve of us and only two of you!” Ch’ng responded.


  “Numbers don’t count. We are the authorities here.”


  “Shut up, the lot of you!” Shumner said, “This is our shuttle and Mister Driscoll will tell you what to do.”


  “You are all prisoners of the Blackwatch Empire. As the ranking marine present I am officially taking you into custody and I will ensure your safe return to Major Reynolds at the colony,” Mutambi shouted over what was becoming a din of voices. His face was growing darker and his fists were clenched.


  “We’re colonists of Baldric,” Ian said, “And Ch’ng and I represent the colonists.”


  There were murmurs of agreement from our original contingent. I wondered how they had got to the point where Ian was the official leader of us all without ever discussing it. Maybe it was a case of any port in a storm.


  “You do? You’re in charge here?” Driscoll asked, his normal tone cutting through the much louder shouting.


  “Yes,” said Ian, taking a tiny step forward to make his point. Ch’ng moved in to cover his left shoulder, seeming fine with ceding the leadership to Ian.


  I was impressed. The McIsaac blood was showing through. Ian had his father’s skills at inspiring a crowd. It was too bad that through Ead’s mistakes - and mine too, let’s not forget – he’d never be a planetary leader like he was born to be.


  “Did you see those men in the cockpit?” Driscoll asked. “Go take a look.”


  Ian raised an eyebrow in response, not moving.


  “They thought they were in charge,” Driscoll said, his face grim.


  “Do you see me looking worried?” Ian asked. He rolled one shoulder in a cocky motion that suggested he’d be happy to strike the first blow.


  “No,” Driscoll said with a slight smile.


  “Well, you should all be worried,” Mutambi broke in. “The Major has ordered us to wait the night here and then resume course for the colony, at which time he will deal out justice where needed.”


  I wanted to look away; I was so embarrassed for Mutambi. He’d basically just shot himself in the foot with everyone here.


  “The Major’s orders? How did he order you so quickly?” Driscoll hissed. Ian’s eyes narrowed, too, and both were looking at Mutambi with murderous eyes.


  “I don’t have to explain myself to you!” Mutambi growled. I studied the ceiling. Man alive, how stupid was he? I guess that’s why he was the lowest rank possible.


  Driscoll pulled a sidearm, pointing it at Mutambi’s forehead.


  “Easy now,” I said quietly. Somehow it’s always a Matsumoto that has to work these things out.


  I leaned a shoulder forward and squeezed my body between them – one tiny sixteen-year-old in between three dangerous men.


  “He receives information from Command through his headpiece. This shuttle probably boosts his signal because his software can interface with it.”


  Ch’ng’s eyes narrowed as I spoke, and I tried not to frown. Oops. Tipped my hand a bit there. I turned to Mutambi.


  “Even with that link, all the rest of his unit and the colony we are heading to are a long way from here.”


  My implant map was reading us at almost ninety miles out, but I was already giving too much away without revealing to the whole shuttle that I had an exact map of the planet and knowledge of everyone’s location.


  “Besides which,” I turned to Ian, “We are losing numbers rapidly enough to shadows without turning on potential allies.”


  The murmurs and voices had lowered – thankfully – but I’d drawn more attention than I would have liked.


  “How do you know where Command is?” Private Mutambi asked.


  “We were ninety miles out at our crash site. It’s not hard to do the math,” I said. “We’re all marooned here.”


  Driscoll cursed.


  “We still need to settle on who makes decisions. We won’t get very far with three leaders,” Ian said, with a challenge in his voice. Ch’ng’s eyes were approving. I wondered why he let a man as young as Ian talk for him. Did his background in crime show him things that I couldn’t see?


  “No one is following you, colonist,” Mutambi said.


  “You’re out-manned and out-gunned,” Driscoll said quietly, and Mutambi’s mouth formed a hard line.


  “Then we’re still at an impasse, because none of us trusts you, old man,” Ian said to Driscoll.


  Driscoll chuckled.


  “This is what they used to call a ‘Mexican stand-off.’”


  “What’s a Mexican?” Mutambi asked.


  “It means we need another option,” Driscoll said.


  Ian looked around.


  “I’m only seeing three options here, mister.”


  “Then look down,” Driscoll said.


  Ian’s eyes found me somewhere at his chest level, still gripping my flesh-ripper.


  He cursed.


  “Lord, no. She’s already ruined my life once.”


  “Mine, too,” said Driscoll, to my surprise. “All the Matsumotos have.”


  “Then why her?”


  Driscoll shrugged. “None of us trusts her. She’s the odd one out. She won’t be partisan. And if she screws up we’ll just kill her and move on.”


  Boy, way to charm a girl. He must have them swooning in every port.


  “I can live with that,” Ian said, “If…”


  Driscoll cocked his head.


  “If I get to be the one to shoot her if she tanks things.”


  Driscoll grunted a laugh. “Private Mutambi?”


  “I don’t condone the shooting of colonists,” Mutambi said, sticking to the script.


  “And about the arrangement?”


  “Fine. Just as long as she sticks to what Command orders.”


  “Then we have an arrangement,” Driscoll declared.


  I could hear people breathing out as if they were trying to cause a carbon dioxide overload in the shuttle filters.


  I rubbed the bridge of my nose. The burden of command. Just what I never wanted.


  “We can’t go outside until light. Sleep if you can. Eat if you want to. We move out first light,” I said.


  No one objected, but tension was still in the air. I disentangled myself from the middle of the shuttle and took up a place near the door, curled around the flechette gun. It made me look weak, but I didn’t care. I didn’t want anyone snatching it. I needed a plan before light. Fortunately, we had a lot of time. There were at least 20 hours of dark left. They would be just super-awesome in a crowded transport shuttle. I wondered if there was a bathroom.
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  I REVIEWED THE MAP CAREFULLY for the first time since arriving on Baldric. Now that I was semi-responsible for choosing a route I’d need to think carefully. We were in a set of rocky hills. To the southeast was the canyon we crossed with the waterfall. The main group from our crash was to the northeast, separated from us by rough terrain and a wide river.


  Actually, now that I looked at it, our splinter group had been just unlucky enough to find the only possible path that would have brought us to where we were currently. There was no other path down into the canyon that I saw, and north of the waterfall the river was fast flowing and deep. There seemed to be no place to cross safely. Lucky us.


  The colony was north. A bridge, located a few kilometers south of the colony, was the only place where the others could cross the river. We could meet up with them there.


  How big was the colony? There was nothing available in my general databases or the shuttle’s databanks, which I queried. It had a flight path and location, but I already knew the location. It also had detailed colonist files, but those were encoded and locked. It was possible my implant could unlock them, given enough time, but it would only have info on Driscoll, Sammy and Schumner, and I was fairly certain I could figure out those three on my own.


  I was still too anxious and nervous to eat although those around me cracked open e-rations and dug in. They smelled extremely unappealing, and this was not my first long stint without food. It would weaken me eventually, but with my nervous personality I’d learned fairly early on that missing food for a few days wouldn’t hurt much.


  With the only possible plan decided in my mind, I tried to sleep. Around me others were doing the same, and someone even found a way to dim the shuttle lights. Might as well sleep while we could, not that I was expecting much since it was only a short time since I’d slept last. Amazingly, I drifted off.


  It was just like last time I went to sleep. I floated in the back of Roman’s head, unable to change things or speak to him, but watching life through his eyes like the most immersive video ever made.


  He was on another mission. He and his fellow marines were clad in black field uniforms and full assault gear. The blonde was giving them hand signals. They arranged themselves over a ventilation hatch and rolled out equipment in a synchronized dance born of training and unit cohesion. I was impressed by the professionalism they showed, especially compared to the ragtag group I was leading on Baldric.


  Roman was point man. I found myself stifling irritation. Why did they risk him first? He rappelled silently down a rope through the hatch and into a passageway that could be in a starship or a large building. Marines did practically all the Empire’s dirty work, and were constantly being used in all kinds of missions, so either one was a possibility, although the lack of skinsuits suggested they were dirtside.


  He cleared the passage and waited for the next marine to join him. It was Blondie. She gave him some sort of hand signal, but her eyes blazed with emotion. Affection? Loyalty?


  A possessive pang shot through my emotions. He was mine. My Roman. My guardian. Not anymore, I reminded myself, and the life he had now was a better one. If he could live it and find a future without me, I should be happy. I thought I might be in love with Roman, and if that were true, shouldn’t I wish him the very best, no matter what that meant for me?


  Roman proceeded down the passage to a doorway. The rest of his fireteam filled the space behind him. He pulled a flash-bang out of his vest, opened the door and tossed it inside. I felt myself shy away from the bang, but Roman was cool. He followed it promptly into the room and trained his gun on the people on the floor. They were not damaged but covering ears and eyes from the explosive.


  The fireteam filled the room, fanning out.


  “Everyone stay down, and you will be spared,” Blondie ordered.


  I needed to learn her name.


  One of the marines strode to a console and started typing furiously. From where Roman was looking I assumed this was a lab of some kind. Scientific hardware was distributed on shelves and counters, and a few of the people on the floor wore lab coats. What could our marines be looking for here? Anything, really, now that I considered it. After all, we Matsumotos had been using the very best in biotech for the last few generations. Who knew how we got it. Maybe our own R&D people were supplemented by stolen information.


  “I have it,” the marine at the console said in a deep baritone.


  My eyes tried to focus on the prisoners. Roman wasn’t really looking at them, so it was hard, but something about them was bothering me. One had a synthetic arm. Another one had an upgraded biotech eye. Typical People’s Freehold body mods. Why did they bother me? One of the men without a lab coat or tech upgrades had a tattoo poking out of his sleeve. I realized instantly what it was. He was a Free Radical, the extremist arm of the People’s Freehold (if anything could be considered more extreme than carving up your own body to “improve” it).


  Roman! Watch out!, I tried to call through our link, but with light-years between us I couldn’t send any sort of transmission.


  The man reached for his hand with the other. Both hands looked like normal human hands until he twisted one 360°.


  I panicked, screaming into the implant.


  Roman! Roman! Watch out! His hand. It’s a weapon!


  I remembered the top secret briefing about the People’s Freehold Suicide Tech. Somehow I had thought – or maybe just hoped – I would never see it in person.


  Roman’s eyes shot like lightning to the man, focused on the hand, fired his nettlegun into the man’s head as his “hand” popped off and the other reached for a tiny touch screen in the wrist. His hand dropped, lifeless.


  He’d heard me! Had he heard me? How could that be?


  “What do you think you’re doing, Aldrin?” Blondie yelled.


  Roman pointed wordlessly to the dead man.


  Someone whistled. “Woooeeee, Aldrin! Saved our butts. Nice eye!”


  I felt proud that for once I’d contributed something to him. After all the tight spots he’d gotten me out of it was good to do something in return.


  “How did you know?” Blondie asked, her sculpted face puzzled.


  “Who cares how he knew, Sarge, he’ll be promoted for this!” the whistler said.


  Blondie nodded, but she still looked confused.


  I faded back to my own world and opened my eyes. I felt a knot in my stomach that didn’t have anything to do with my situation on Baldric, and I found myself blinking back tears. I missed having a partner. Going solo wasn’t all that fun.


  I frowned at my own stupid girly emotions and accessed the video logs. I wasn’t going back to sleep. All that had for me was heartache. Instead, I might as well make myself useful. Most of the others were asleep, but I curled up gingerly, wrapping my arms around my knees and stared intently at the video readout, allowing it to overlay my full vision.


  The science went on and on. I was beginning to understand it since I’d been watching for so long. It started to get interesting when they talked about meeting ‘residents’ of the planet. They didn’t describe them and I got the impression that another group of scientists had been assigned the role of liaising with the local inhabitants. It was irritating to have holes in the data – especially when this was the data I was the most interested in. What they did say was that the natives were difficult to communicate with.


  “We’ve developed a technology to help us communicate with them,” Dr. Sanderson was saying. She was a greying woman with a severe face, and she was so stereotypically a “scientist” that I almost yawned. “We’ve adapted it into nano-bots, which, when ingested, will write pathways in the brain. We’ve laced the food supplies with the bots, and will recommend that all future colonists have their e-rats laced with Compound VX-7. This should enable us to break the communications barrier so we can determine why they have been so opposed to subterranean exploration.”


  Interesting. So, somehow the aliens had shown that they didn’t like humans going beneath their soil. And they were communicating in some way, but it was a way we couldn’t understand, so the scientists had resorted to neural pathway routing via nano-bots. It was old tech, and dangerous. The pathways, once made, could have untold effects on the human brain.


  We’d thought that this “pill learning technology” as it had been dubbed, was the future. It was only after people began popping pills to learn everything from university courses to how to manage their personal finances that we realized the dangers. A program that could instantly have you speaking another language might seem like magic at first, but when you suddenly couldn’t speak Standard, or even speak at all, it was a curse.


  Pills were recalled almost as fast as they had been produced as our mental wards began to stack up with patients, but it was too late for many, many victims. The awful side effects didn’t tend to show up for months or even years and they were totally unpredictable – one person might be only mildly affected while others could be howling at one of the moons.


  Looking back, it was one of the most devastating failures of modern technology. My parent’s generation still had huge holes in it where our best and brightest had been cut down by the promise of the pill. I was grateful that implant technology wasn’t the same way. It didn’t rewrite your brain, merely supplemented it with a computer. I didn’t run the risk of shorting out my own mind when I used that technology. I was also grateful that the pill had been removed from use before I was even born.


  Idly, I pulled out a ration pack, thinking I might be able to eat after all. I glanced at the ingredients listed on the side, almost laughing at myself for my own paranoia. At the bottom of the list it was there in bold letters: Compound VX-7.


  I felt my stomach drop, and my grip loosened at the same time. I dropped the e-rat pack on the floor. My hand flew up to cover my mouth, and the blood drained from my face. They were still lacing the rations of the colonists. What were they thinking? Or did they care? After all, we were nothing but prisoners and marines. All of us were expendable: walking ghosts before our time. I wanted to be sick.


  The video was still playing on my vision and Sanderson was talking.


  “The pills are having unexpected effects on our personnel…”


  No kidding.


  “We have made some gains in trying to communicate, but the aliens relentlessly continue to pursue any colonist that leaves the compounds. As crazy as it might sound, we wonder if it is…her… effecting them this way.”


  Who could “her” be? A scientist? A colonist? Another alien? You’d think a scientist would be more precise. Unless, there was some reason that she couldn’t say the person’s name out loud. Maybe she didn’t know it? Or was it a political prisoner so sensitive that they couldn’t record the person’s name for fear that these records would someday confirm her presence here?


  These videos left me with as many questions as I had answers. I ran a hand over my forehead, trying to wipe the nervous sweat forming. It didn’t help that Patrick Driscoll was quietly slipping over to where I was, careful not to wake the others sleeping all around him. He sat down beside me.


  “So now we talk, Ms. Matsumoto.”


  THE SPLITTING: 12


  “You’ve been killing my family,” I said. Sometimes the best diplomacy is truthfulness.


  “That’s quite the accusation.”


  “My cousin, Denise Matsumoto, was a young woman who just went through a terrible trauma.”


  “Denise Matsumoto was one of the leaders of a system that systematically penalizes its citizens in order to keep them within its iron fist. Denise Matsumoto was breaking the laws her own family put into place. Denise Matsumoto was a representative of a family more interested in power than the needs of its people.”


  Well, that was all true. We were definitely more interested in keeping power than protecting people. I learned that the hard way through my own experience with Roman. And the computer implant in my head was evidence that every one of us was breaking the law we made banning body modifications, so yes, we all broke the rules.


  I still hated him for killing my friend.


  “She was a young girl. She wasn’t culpable for the crimes you’ve listed.”


  He cocked his head to the side.


  “You are the same age she was. Are you culpable for your crimes?”


  I didn’t answer.


  “Because I notice that the Emperor has imprisoned you. And I watched the news report that showed your banishment to Capricornia before that. Both were punishments for crimes you committed, right?”


  “Yes,” I said, through gritted teeth, and with my cheeks flaming.


  “So, are you culpable?”


  “Yes.” I have never denied that I deserved the punishments I’d been given.


  “And therefore, Denise was also culpable, and I was right to hold her accountable.”


  “No,” I said, fire in my eyes. “It’s not the same thing.”


  “So your Emperor can dish out any punishments he pleases, but the people cannot?”


  “I broke the law willingly and with knowledge of what I was doing. The crimes you accuse Denise of breaking are things she was born into.”


  “So you are the result of the choices you make?” His eyes held a glint, like he was maneuvering me into something. The corner of his upper lip twitched.


  “Yes.”


  “What if those choices were never yours to begin with?”


  I glared at him. He was suggesting I was a pawn being manipulated by my family and government.


  “I am Vera Matsumoto. I am here because I chose to defy my family and our creed. I do not accept that I am a victim. I’m the one who made those choices.”


  “Author of your fate? Pilot of your soul?” he asked, an ironic twist in his lips. “Don’t be so naïve.”


  We sank into silence. I seethed with hatred for him. He looked at me with eyes of judgment and disgust. I wanted to hit him with my fists, for all the good that would do.


  Download fighting program.


  Sorry, there are no Matsumoto files for violence.


  It was an extra-long shot. After all, we are prohibited from physical violence of any kind. It would never make sense to give us programs that would teach us those things when using them would mean immediate execution. Or, in my case, a long drawn out death of torture by a million tiny deaths.


  “I hate you all. Even you, a tiny teenager. I hate you, too,” Patrick said, in a cold, distant voice.


  “I am aware that you are a terrorist,” I said.


  “I prefer the term patriot.” He stuck his chin out.


  “So, to be clear, you’ll be happy when I die?”


  “One more down. Only a few more to go.”


  Only a few? How many of us had he killed already? I felt an icicle stab my spine. Things just kept getting brighter and cheerier around here.


  “I thought you were already dead,” he said casually, but he darted a glance at me out the side of his eyes, and I realized that this was why he wanted to talk to me.


  “I’m lucky, I guess.”


  He laughed, and it sounded harsh.


  “I meant that I thought you were dead because I saw it in the news. Complete with pictures. Your Emperor acted splendidly when he executed you in front of the cameras, walking the perfect line between a firm Emperor and a saddened cousin. It’s so hard to be the ultimate ruler and have to maintain the law even with your own blood. His fake concern made me want to throw up.” He flicked a hand, disparagingly. “Their special effects department must be superior to fool interplanetary news agencies. They check for that kind of doctoring.”


  The blood drained from my face. Had Roman seen that? Did he believe it? What did he make of our body-mind-splitting? Did he think it was just a dream? A memory of a friend now dead?


  I felt like I’d been kicked in the belly. A gasp escaped me. It was the little smile, dancing around the corners of Patrick’s mouth that made me pull myself together. He was enjoying my pain. I wanted to dish it back to him, but there were no Matsumoto files on violence. No Matsumoto files. Were there other files?


  Are there other files in my implant not under the Matsumoto file headings?


  There are the files downloaded from the Baldric facility.


  I knew about those, obviously.


  And the guardian files.


  I couldn’t fully suppress the widening of my eyes. It had never occurred to me that the guardian files would be stored on my implant as well.


  Access guardian files.


  Access denied. Please input code.


  I clenched my fist until my nails dug into my palm. They were password protected. But who would have set the password? It would be impossible to guess it without knowing that.


  “You understand, then, what your family does?” Patrick asked, and I wondered if this was a first step in trying to turn me to his ‘side,’ whatever that was. It felt like turning an asset. That had been discussed in my training. Did he think that eight years of diplomacy training wouldn’t have included asset management?


  I looked him directly in the eyes and spoke with deliberation.


  “I understand my family, and what they do, better than you ever will.”


  Nigel had used me as a pawn. Perhaps all my relatives had. But I was not that child anymore, and if Patrick Driscoll thought I would dance to his tune, he could think again.


  He grunted, and stood up, weighing me with his eyes, but he said nothing. Round one went to me. About time I won at something, even if it was just possession of my own choices. Right now those choices were limited to how I would die, but it was better than letting him choose that.


  He sauntered back to the other wall and pretended to go to sleep. I did the same. I needed time to process everything. This time I slept soundly and awoke to my implant pinging. It was planetary dawn and time to move out.


  “Everyone up. Gear on. Masks on. We head out,” I said, to a chorus of grumbles.


  Well, they’d wanted a leader. I could ‘leader’ with the best of them.


  THE SPLITTING: 13


  THE SHUTTLE DOOR OPENED UP to another gorgeous Baldric morning. Light filtered through the purple leaves as the first rim of the sun peeked over the edge of the horizon, leaving a golden glow behind the plum-toned leaves and milky white tree trunks. The striped grass swayed in a delicate wind and the dew brought out scents of flowers and plants unlike any I had ever experienced before. They were alluring and inspiring all at once, in stark contrast to the inhabitants of this dreadful place. My heart began to swell with a tiny spark of hope at the beauty, and then I took a step out, turning to the left and I saw the first casualty of last night.


  A grim spire rose into the air, glowing a sickly chartreuse in the golden dawn. At its base a man with dark skin and hair, like mine, and an identical skinsuit froze in the calcified rictus of his death. My hope turned to acid in my belly. I swallowed hard, glad I was avoiding the supplement-laced food.


  “This way,” I murmured, leading the colonists around the totem of death. I clutched my flechette gun in both hands. It wasn’t the most inspiring thing a leader could say, but I wasn’t feeling very inspirational.


  “Not so fast,” Driscoll said from behind me.


  I raised my eyebrows in a question.


  “Sammy goes up front, too,” he said, not even looking at the horror beside me.


  I didn’t care where Sammy went. Guards posted in the front and rear had done nothing to help so far, so they could walk wherever they wanted for all I cared. Sammy hurried up to where I was, brandishing the other flechette, and I noted that Mutambi had his gun back, and Ch’ng had Fergus’. However that had been sorted out had been quiet enough that I’d missed it. At least no one had died over it.


  Again, I wished I had access to that databank. I tried Edward’s name. He was my guardian when these systems were installed. If anyone had a code it was him. Roman hadn’t even known he had an implant before they set him loose to guard me, so he wouldn’t have access codes.


  Code failure. Two more tries until complete system lock out.


  Great. So I couldn’t guess randomly, I’d have to think it through carefully. Nothing was coming to me. Other than being a guardian, Edward cared about very little in this life.


  Sammy and I led the way along a steep ridge, heading northwest. Ian and Ch’ng followed close on our heels. Driscoll and Mutambi were next and then the rest scattered themselves in a winding snake behind us. The space between my shoulder blades itched furiously with tension. I was worried with every step that someone was going to fire a few flechettes there.


  What in the world could Edward’s code be?


  We had hardly gone a kilometer before I heard the echo. By now, I was beginning to suspect that it was not my implant acting up – or at least, if it was, then it was acting up in direct response to shadows appearing. It echoed in my skull so loudly that it was all I could do to hold on to my flechette gun, rather than put my hands to my ears.


  “Everyone keep an eye out for shadows,” I ordered.


  “Shadows,” Sammy snorted, but I had noticed he wouldn’t look at that ghastly pillar back at the shuttle.


  To try to distract from the echo I turned on the video play-back on my implant.


  “They keep luring her to them, somehow, trying to trap her. It’s as if they know who she is, as if they are targeting her specifically, but why would they do that? We all have theories, but none of us will speak them out loud. Dr. Naro even asked her, but she refused to say what she thought. It is hard to complete our studies without all the information.”


  No kidding. If only I had more information. Why hadn’t the aliens slaughtered us already? Why did they let us sleep in safety? What was the code to the implant databank?


  We walked for two hours in silence, our eyes scanning the edges of the trees for shadows, as our feet found a path in the rocky terrain. Red inverted carets popped up and then disappeared from my sight. A part of me wished they would just get it over with although the rest of me was trying to strangle that part.


  “They’re everywhere,” Sammy said eventually.


  “Yes,” I agreed.


  “Where?” Ch’ng asked from behind us, looking nervous.


  “Don’t get jumpy, Ch’ng,” I warned. “No one wants to get shot in the back with that flesh-ripper.”


  He ignored me.


  “I still don’t see anything.”


  “I think they’re trying to talk to me,” Sammy said in a strange way.


  I looked at him piercingly. He seemed like the stereotypical marine, right down to the haircut, which was odd on a criminal. He held the gun like he planned to marry it later. Not a criminal, I reminded myself, a terrorist – and an effective one. Also a suspicious one.


  “What are they saying?” I asked, humoring him.


  “That they want me to fight them.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t worry about that. All we’ve been doing is fighting them.”


  “Not everyone,” he said, his eyes looking a bit wild, “Just me. It’s an honor thing.”


  “That’s stupid,” I said. “I mean, die if you want, but there are thousands of them.”


  We trudged along, now in silence. I think everyone was as worried as I was that Sammy would go off the deep end at any moment. Only Driscoll seemed unconcerned.


  It was four hours into our day that I ordered us to stop for a break. We drank, took care of business, they ate – I was still wary, and I took a break from my endless science recordings. I turned my thoughts to the password again,


  Please input code, my implant said.


  I was so distracted with racking my brain that I didn’t notice that Sammy had wandered off about sixty meters. He had left his pack behind, bringing only the flechette gun. I opened my mouth to call to him, but then I saw them. All around him was a ring of shadows. He stretched his muscles, rolling his shoulders, and they darkened, intensifying by the second.


  “Sammy, you fool, get back here!” Driscoll cried from beside me.


  Sammy ignored him, laying the flechette gun down. The rest of us were silent, fear of the shadows warring with fascination at a man committing suicide before our eyes.


  “I need to prove myself, Mr. Driscoll,” Sammy said.


  “Don’t be an idiot!” Driscoll yelled, but Sammy ignored him.


  All at once the shadows closed in, and Sammy began to dance an intricate series of fighting stances, kicking, punching and whirling his way in and out of the shadows. They spurted their ink-like puffs of smoke at every hit, and widened as he fought hard, tightened when his intensity momentarily slipped. Together they were locked in a deadly dance.


  I wished I could fight like that. Edward’s words spoke clearly in my memory, ‘Don’t ever worry about fighting, Little Robin, I will always protect you.’


  The memory was bittersweet. As much as I would love Edward’s protection right now, he would have been horrified at what I’d sunk to.


  In a moment of inspiration I entered the code.


  Little Robin.


  His pet name for me. My heart lurched a little.


  Access Granted.


  I didn’t have time to celebrate. Sammy still danced his martial arts forms at impossible speeds, battling a large shadow in a ring of at least a dozen other shadows. Behind the ring hundreds more pressed in, waiting for their chance to duel him.


  “Holy-” Ch’ng said. “He’s amazing. What did he do before he was sent here?”


  “Revolutionary,” Driscoll grunted, his eyes never leaving his comrade. His voice broke at the end of the word and he cleared his throat and then spoke more gruffly. “And before that he was a high ranking Blackwatch marine.”


  Mutambi whistled under his breath and I felt myself wanting to join him. Sammy was impressive. Why had he thrown so much talent away on a fool’s mission? As talented as he was, he was vastly outnumbered, and there was no way he could take them all. And then what? Would they turn on us? They had been shadowing us all this way, singing to Sammy, but leaving the rest of us alone. What would they do once he was a pillar of fungi? The thought made my palms sweat.


  I surveyed the area. The ground before us climbed slowly to a shallow rise. If we had to stand our ground somewhere that would be the only place. It was open and rocky with only one large tree. The ground was covered in a swirling plant that looked like the inside of a purple cabbage, but it clung to the rocks and wouldn’t impede us.


  What were our options? Should we assist Sammy? There were too many. Should we flee? Maybe. Turn to the rise and set up a defensive position? That was probably our best bet – for now at least.


  “We’ll set up a defensive position on that rise,” I said, pointing.


  “Are you kidding me?” Shumner said, his eyes popping with emotion. “Sammy is down there and he needs our help!”


  “Nothing we can do for him, lad,” Driscoll said quietly.


  “We could set up a counter attack. Look how well he’s doing. We could distract them for him and he’ll win.”


  I looked at the ranks of shadows. No one was going to win against them. The only hope was that they would be too distracted with Sammy to turn on us. Had they really called him to fight them? Why did they want that so badly? Could anyone guess the intentions of an alien mind?


  One of the shadows shifted slightly, and I had a terrible feeling it was looking right at me.


  “Run,” I whispered.


  As if I’d shot off a flare gun, we ran. We hit the incline at our various top speeds. I noticed Driscoll had Sammy’s pack. We made it up the rise and gathered in a circle, backs to each other, facing out around the hill.


  From where I stood, I could see Sammy clearly. He was still fighting, but his energy was fading.


  Download fighting program.


  Please choose program.


  Martial arts and marksmanship fighting programs.


  Downloading martial arts and marksmanship fighting programs. All other functions will be put on hold. Prepare mind for slaved function.


  Oh shoot. I should have waited.


  Wait!


  Downloading…


  Damn! Damn! Damn! I was too impatient and too desperate. This was really bad.


  I was now down to just half my usual brain power and no implant back up. All that brain space and implant function would be concentrated into downloading the programs. Yeah, we can do that. The public doesn’t know that Matsumotos can bypass years of training by using our illegal mental implants and just know things that should require hours of practice, but we can. It’s frowned on, but it’s possible.


  Is that fair? Not at all. We’re Matsumotos. Matsumotos are not fair.


  Sammy stumbled. The shadow closed in. I waited for a yellow fungus to erupt into the sky. Instead, he – faded. That was the only word for it. He faded into a shadow. Somehow, rather than leaving him as permanent compost, they had absorbed him into their ranks.


  I shuddered. Somehow this was worse.


  “What happened to him?”


  “Did they just eat him?”


  “I think he’s one of them, now,” said Ian with a sideways glance at me. Yeah. That’s right, Ian. I absorbed him, didn’t I? I made him swear fealty.


  I needed to think, but I couldn’t think.


  Downloading…


  Sammy’s death had been like some sort of honor battle. It was like they were recruiting him, rather than killing him. Is that what this is about? To test us? To recruit us?


  The echo in my implant was getting worse. Louder. Almost, I could hear words shaping.


  I focused inward, meditating, trying to clear my brain. Maybe if I gave my implant more room to work with it could download quicker. I was a leaf floating on the current. I focused inward. It worked for a moment, and I felt the implant taking over more of my conscious brain, but then a voice crept in.


  “Vera?”


  My eyes snapped open, and the calm was gone. I felt like I was trying to think through a thick cloud. The strangest thoughts floated out of the blackness, but the things I was trying to focus on kept skittering away.


  The shadows were still below us. I couldn’t think. Delegate. I needed to delegate.


  “Ian,” I said, “Take the lead. Get us out of here as fast as possible.”


  Now why did I choose him? A memory echoed in my mind:


  “Enter into our Empire with the blessing of the Matsumotos. We will defend you and yours in so far as law and justice allows. We will keep you and yours in the manner of all our citizens. Our laws shall bind you. Our military protect you. You shall be our vassal, but also our son. By the true honour and the seal of our word we bind you to us today. Welcome.”


  I remembered Ian swearing fealty to the Throne of Blackwatch, but it was me who had received that vow. I had taken him on as a responsibility that day. I should have remembered that. It didn’t matter that he wanted to kill me. That happened when you were royalty. I still needed to defend him and protect him. He was my responsibility.


  He issued orders with a glimmer of satisfaction in his eye. Somehow he thought he’d won some sort of competition here. Little did he know that I had just remembered my obligation – and his. I fell in behind him, and we once again ran from shadows. Down below us, they were still occupied with whatever they were doing around what remained of Sammy.


  Driscoll fell in beside me. We were tucked in tight behind Ian and I saw his ears prick when Driscoll began to speak.


  “Why him? We made you leader for a reason,” he said.


  “Ian McIsaac is my vassal, though he may have forgotten,” I said, “As such he owes me his loyalty, and I owe him my trust.”


  Ian spat, not bothering to turn around.


  “I’d forgotten that, but I remember it now,” I said.


  “Still playing Matsumoto, then?” Driscoll asked.


  “Not playing. It’s only playing if it isn’t real. I’ve tried to reject my blood and my duty, but I think I got it wrong.”


  “Wrong?” He lifted an eyebrow.


  “I think I didn’t take it far enough.”


  “How far is enough?”


  “For now, far enough is remembering my duty to McIsaac here. From now on, he’s under my protection.”


  “Fat lot of good that will do,” Shumner muttered from behind Driscoll.


  I shot him a look, daring him to remember our first meeting, and he shut up.


  Download complete.


  I felt a thrill of delight as my mental processes came back. My Tactical Interface snapped back in place, showing us running along the map.


  “Veer a little easterly,” I told Ian.


  His face went hard, but he did it.


  The warmth of anticipation filled me. I couldn’t wait to try out my new skills. I noted that a tiny crosshair icon had been added to my Tactical Interface. It must be for the marksmanship download.


  “Why aren’t the shadows here yet?” Ian wondered aloud.


  “They’re still assimilating Sammy,” Driscoll said, “I guess they want the best and the brightest, so watch out because they’ll be after me next.”


  “Don’t flatter yourself,” Ian replied.


  Oxygen supplement at 17%, my implant reminded me.


  I blinked. I had forgotten all about our air supply.


  “Everyone check your air read outs,” I said. “Call them out.”


  Numbers were called out. The highest was 21% The lowest was 14%. That was bad. I checked the map. It was six hours by my estimation before we reached the colony. Did we have six hours of air? Maybe, but probably not. We’d be spending the last leg of the trip in local atmosphere. I wished I’d paid more attention when the scientists listed the signs of oxygen toxicity.


  “Are we going to find somewhere to fill up on air before the colony?” Ch’ng asked.


  I shrugged.


  “You know the planet as well as I do.”


  “What happens if we run out?”


  “We breathe local atmosphere, which is too oxygen-rich.”


  “Isn’t oxygen good?” he asked.


  “Sometimes you can get way too much of a good thing,” Ian muttered from in front of me.


  I was pretty sure there was a double meaning there, and I felt a blush creeping up on my cheeks. I wouldn’t call myself a “good thing” but too much of me had spoiled both Ian and Roman’s futures. Driscoll was watching me closely, trying to pick out my reaction to Ian’s words. I betrayed nothing.


  My mind raced. Where were the shadows? When would they attack next? Was the conquest of Sammy enough to satisfy them for now? And what would our depleting air quality mean when they finally attacked again? Too many questions, but the throbbing in my temples told me that I’d know those answers soon enough.


  THE SPLITTING: 14


  WE WALKED FOR TWO MORE hours in silence, and I used that time to listen to the scientific recordings. I was making progress, with only a few more to go when they grabbed my interest again.


  “Subterranean Exploration resumed,” a man with slick black hair, a lab coat and a nameplate reading ‘Dr. Baker’ said. “We picked up where our predecessors ended.”


  Uh oh. That hadn’t gone well last time.


  “We began drilling but hit large gas pockets. Once they are burned off we will commence drilling…”


  “Hiro Matsumoto killed the woman I loved,” Patrick Driscoll said, suddenly.


  I looked at him, surprised and struggling to focus with the excited voice of the scientist in the background. Whether I listened to him or Driscoll I’d be missing something important. Oh well, I could always listen to the scientist again later.


  “Matsumotos don’t kill,” I said with no expression.


  “Oh no,” Driscoll agreed, “nothing to sully those lily white hands of yours. No, you send agents and marines to do your killing. And you are ruthless. Who really kills? The one with the gun, or the one who orders it?”


  What was the point of this questioning? I was in no place to change the Matsumotos now. They had removed me from the family and were all hoping I’d die.


  “When I killed it was with a gun,” I said, still expressionless.


  “Yes,” said Driscoll. And for some reason it seemed like this was his point. “Have you ever thought of being Emperor, Vera?”


  The question was identical to the one Roman had asked me months ago. I paled, remembering my answer. Of course I hadn’t. I was a cousin, not in the line to become Emperor. Roman said that was because I was brainwashed.


  “It’s the farthest thing from my mind,” I said, distracted again by the recording.


  “We can’t explain it. Animals are disappearing. Birds. All life. They faded in front of our very eyes. What can make a five hundred kilo animal fade into a shadow while you are looking at him?”


  The scientist’s voice rose to a terrible pitch, and I shuddered. They’d seen animals made into shadows. I scanned the surrounding trees. No birds. Had there been birds here? Animals? Why hadn’t I noticed that there were no animals? That was really stupid, Vera.


  “Are my questions making you angry? You feel you aren’t a Matsumoto anymore? It’s not something you can abandon like an old pair of socks.”


  Driscoll had misread the situation entirely. I was still scanning the landscape, racking my memory for if I’d seen anything else in these woods except shadows.


  “In fact, by the end of the month you and Nigel Matsumoto will be the only living Matsumotos in all the universe.”


  I spun to face him, my eyes narrowing to slits. “You can’t know that.”


  “Now I have your attention,” he seemed pleased.


  “Is that why you allowed yourself to be captured, Driscoll? To make sure I die here? I don’t think you have much to worry about.”


  He laughed, “You have a pretty high regard for me if you think I allowed myself to be captured. No, I didn’t, but this is an opportune time.”


  I stepped back, aiming the nettlegun at him, my heart pounding.


  He laughed again, and around us people sped up, hoping to leave us behind if we were planning to fight. We fell to the back of the line.


  “I’m not planning to kill you, Vera. No, I want you to see why your people hate you and everything you stand for.”


  “If you want humility, believe me, I’ve had so much humble pie lately that it’s pouring out my ears,” I said dryly.


  “Good. That’s what you’ll need.”


  “I need humility and a further sense of my own failure in order to die on Baldric? Hardly. It will kill us all, the virtuous along with the vile,” I said.


  “We fear that our actions have split the planet irreparably. I’ve never seen anything like it in all my time here. I didn’t even know it was possible to split the soul of a planet in two. Planets don’t have souls! We can see residents, now that we know what to look for. They are fading just like the animals, and they are everywhere…”


  “No. But maybe once you realize your place you will think about helping us.”


  “Helping you kill Matsumotos? I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I have a bit on my plate already, and I’m not much of a killer.”


  He gave me an assessing look.


  “So far you’ve been killing just fine. And no, that’s not what we’re interested in. We’re interested in changing Blackwatch society forever.”


  “Well, I’m all for that,” I said, still distracted by the video, “but I’m not sure how much good I’d do you as a revolutionary. I’m a touch recognizable.”


  “It’s gone horribly wrong. We never could have predicted this. They’ve got Baker, and now…”


  She screamed horribly then, as a shadow slid over her and a brilliant yellow fungus started to spurt out her nose, climbing into the air.


  “That’s a very good trait… for an Emperor,” Driscoll said, and my eyes snapped to his face as the video silenced in my head.


  “What?”


  “Revolutions come and go, and people usually just kill the revolutionaries and install someone exactly like the former corrupt regime to take their place. I don’t want to be dead for nothing,” Driscoll said. Some strong emotion clouded his eyes, but I couldn’t tell what it was. “An heir who brings change – change that’s legitimate and that will actually work to benefit all the people. And no one has to die except Nigel Matsumoto.”


  “And how do you plan to kill all the other Matsumotos and put me on the throne?” I said with a wry curve to my mouth.


  “Think about it,” Driscoll said.


  Near the front of the line people started yelling and stopped. Driscoll and I caught up.


  “Command is under attack, that’s why we have to hurry. We need to back them up!” Fergus said.


  “With five guns? Yeah, we’ll be stellar back up,” Ian said, red-faced.


  “Stop arguing and go,” Fergus said, gesturing to the north.


  “What’s going on here?” I asked, coolly.


  “Command called,” Mutambi addressed me. His jaw was jutting out more than usual. “They are under attack and they need us to pick up the pace and join them.”


  “We’re already going as quickly as we can,” I said, “or at least we were before this argument.”


  “But we’re heading towards the colony, not Command,” Private Mutmabi said.


  “We’re both headed towards the colony.”


  “We need to change directions and go straight towards command.”


  “We already settled this, we can’t cross the river. “


  “They’ve already crossed up ahead and we can meet them on this side.”


  “We’d be flying blind, we have no idea where they are,” I said, although it wasn’t technically true, since I still had a green inverted caret blinking on my map for them.


  “I know. I can see it on my eyepiece computer.”


  “Handy,” Ian said, “That you would be the only one to get us there, and we will have to follow your lead.”


  Mutambi’s voice grew louder, “No more handy than you being given the right to lead when you were not the one chosen!”


  “Enough,” I said, quietly. “We’ll course correct to meet them a little further out from the base, but we can’t afford to lose air making a beeline for them. Ian, take us more that direction.” I pointed. “And Mutambi, I designated Ian to take point.”


  “Whatever,” Mutambi said, and I could tell by his glare that I’d be seeing retribution if we ever met up with Command.


  We picked up the pace over the hilly landscape, which was still mostly open and sparsely treed, but growing thicker as we moved.


  I scanned the waving grasses and solitary trees, thinking about how silent the land felt now that I knew about the birds and the animals. What sort of terrible thing had our scientists done that turned life on this planet into shadows? And what had kept us from becoming shadows, too…except for Sammy, who shared that fate.


  We were moving quicker and quicker by mutual consent without anyone speaking, our pace almost at a jog. We came up over a ridge and spread out as we moved into a dip beyond. Ian led with the marines right behind him. Driscoll and I had drifted to the rear again. He had a look in his eyes that said we were going to have another talk.


  “Faster!” Mutambi urged Ian from up ahead, and I rolled my eyes. Was I seriously going to have to go up there? They were well ahead now, halfway up the hill, and I was the only straggler still at the base of the hill. Maybe I should have eaten something. The wind was picking up and Ian’s response was lost to me.


  It was in that chaotic moment that they came. A herd of shadows galloped around the hill we just came from, surging through the dip. I ran towards the hill, but they were faster, surrounding me with their galloping bodies, and sweeping me up in their movement. Jostled from one spot to the next, they compelled me to follow the tide of bodies surging east.


  Ian yelled something from the hillside and looked like he was going to come after me. For a moment there was a look of actual concern in his eyes. Driscoll looked on, his mouth a hard line. He was a realist.


  “Go! Forget me!” I yelled, over the wind.


  Ian took two steps back towards me.


  “GO!” I shouted, putting all my will into my face and voice.


  He stopped, seeming unsure of what to do, and took a step forward. Driscoll ran up the hill, put a hand on his shoulder, and whispered in his ear. They both looked at me with their mouths set in grim lines and then turned and ran up the hill. I tried my best to keep on my feet in the surge of bodies thundering by, but I was out of control, watching as my link to humanity ran on without me.


  THE SPLITTING: 15


  IAN GLANCED BACK ONE MORE time before disappearing over the hill, but by then I was almost out of sight, propelled by muscular shadow bodies. How in the world could something as insubstantial as a shadow cause a stampede, or carry a person along?


  I had no time to think about that. I was focused only on keeping my feet and surviving the press of bodies. From the surrounding tumult various shadow-parts emerged. My new acquaintances looked like a herd of rhinos, but larger and with strange, mane-like coverings over their backs and shoulders. The features shone when the light hit them, but the rest of the time they were as opaque as velvet. I found my own terror and loneliness overwhelmed by fascination with them.


  I was being pushed towards one of the behemoth trees. As we passed underneath, I reached up and grabbed a thick limb, wrapping my arms and legs around the sleek bole, monkey style. Amethyst leaves brushed my arms and face from lower branches, and I tucked in as tight as I could to my new anchor. Eventually the press of bodies ceased, and the rumblings of their passing cleared. I untangled by limbs and dropped down to the ground into a clump of stripy grass.


  At the base of the tree one shadow creature was left. All the rest had stampeded away. The sole straggler looked like he was grazing on the shadows of the grass. Watching the black shadow feasting on the shadows of the grass twisted my mind. I kept trying to find a source for the shadow creature, even though I knew there was none to be found - at least not anymore.


  Had we really drilled into the soul of the planet and somehow unleashed a spiritual crisis? If my clan had committed no other crimes, this one alone would be enough to condemn us. I was growing weary of bearing the guilt for crimes I had not committed and knew nothing about. More than anything I wished I could just opt out of it all, but it seemed the only opt-out was death. And maybe even that wouldn’t be the end. Maybe the Matsumotos – the whole wretched lot of them – would just haul me back and require me to pay the penance for their many sins as well as my own.


  “You’re lucky you don’t have to deal with this mess,” I told the shadow beast.


  Glints in his shadow revealed six powerful legs, an armoured hide, thick horns and a heavy mane of hair running from neck to tail along his spine and spilling over his back. He was almost the size of a ground-car, or a very large specimen of Earth Elephant. I idly thought that a rider could comfortably sit on that mat of hair and even have a handhold to grip.


  Would you take a rider, though? That’s the question.


  I accidentally slipped into the channel, my mind distracted by weighing the huge, but calm, shadow-beast before me.


  He perked up and looked at me. My eyes widened, and I repeated what I said, to see if he would react again. Could he hear me?


  Would you take a rider?


  Such a silly thing to send a computer-connection based message to a creature made of shadow and light. In response, he walked right up to me, huffing puffs of shadow out of his great nose right into my face. My heart sped. The terror of being eye to eye with a massive beast was in no way lessened by his strangeness.


  He bobbed his head once and snorted.


  Well, there were a lot more ways to die. I should know. This was certainly not the worst. I put out a hand and laid it gently on his nose. He snorted. I was shocked to find my hand did not pass through him. I shouldn’t have been surprised. If anything, the stampede had proved these were no ordinary shadows, but I couldn’t help myself. I gasped.


  Time to take a risk. I carefully edged to his right, my hand gently tracing the side of his body as I edged closer. When I reached his first shoulder I grasped a foot-long tuft of shadow-hair, took a deep breath, steadied myself mentally, and then hauled myself onto his back. I expected bucking and hollering. Instead, he went on eating shadow-grass.


  I blinked. Well that was easy. He must have been trained to ride. My belly churned with acid at the thought of those thousands of shadow people charging into our ranks mounted on these. It was a horrible idea that went on for way too long before I squelched it.


  I was riding a shadow. It was an enormous shadow that was more intent on eating than anything else, and that apparently, could hear my thoughts. It was alien. That thought made me laugh. The only normal thing about this world was that it felt alien. He was surprisingly solid under me, and where I sat his body was completely opaque. At his head and behind me things were a little translucent, though, and I swallowed. If it wasn’t one thing on Baldric making your belly churn with worry, it was another.


  Move out, I tried, and he lifted his head. I’d like to go that way, I said, picturing the path in my mind. He ambled forward, not in a hurry, but in the right direction. My eyebrows were fighting to see which could reach my hairline fastest.


  An intriguing idea occurred to me. I had a mount. Everyone thought I was dead. I had a backpack of provisions and a water filter. I could ride off into the sunset, free of being a prisoner, a killer, and a Matsumoto. I pictured myself roaming the hills of stripy grass, yellow stone, and purple leaves. It looked good. Until I ran out of air. And the shadows surrounded me and added me to their mushroom farm…


  I guess that option was never really an option. I sighed and asked, Any chance we can pick up the pace?


  The rhino sped up. I aimed him mentally towards the flashing inverted carets ahead and checked the command channel. It was all combat talk in code. I could probably translate it if I concentrated, but I thought my skills were better spent hurrying towards them. After all, I still had one of the few guns left.


  We were moving at a good pace, not so fast that I was having trouble balancing, and not too slow to be useless. I was about to double check my map when my vision glazed over and a monochrome view from Roman’s eyes overwhelmed my rhino ride. It must be stress that triggers this, but it was unfathomable as to how.


  He was fighting someone – terrorists? – and his unit was being forced back. I couldn’t help but wonder if it were Patrick’s men. They were in torn-up buildings that looked like some sort of blast had hit them. I saw no dead bodies or civilians. It looked like warehousing that had been abandoned even before it was torn apart.


  “Where are they?” Roman muttered, stress evident in his voice. My heart leapt at the chance to hear it again.


  “Sergeant, they’re on our flank!” someone said.


  I expected the blonde to acknowledge, but it was Roman who did. He must have been promoted…again. That was extremely rapid, if it were true. How fast were we losing marines to have to maintain such fast mobility through the ranks?


  “Understood. Keep them off us while we wait for Anton and Yukiro.”


  Something shook the building and rubble crashed out of Roman’s sight line. Gunfire started again, and Roman’s head popped up over a window ledge as he started firing. The freck freck freck of the flechette gun dominated my hearing and a pair of marines came limping into sight, one mostly carrying the other. The one being carried was the blonde. Her uniform looked wet. As they ran she left red droplets on the concrete under their feet.


  Roman paused in shooting as they went by and then started firing twice as quickly, clearly trying to distract the enemy.


  They were hauled into the door by another marine, and then Roman raced to the blonde, yelling, “Keep the cover fire up. Don’t give them a break.”


  “What happened?” he asked the marine carrying the blonde. She looked bad, close to dead.


  “They came out of nowhere. Hit the LT with fire. I got her out, but she’s not responding.”


  Roman took her from the other marine’s arms.


  “Ashlyn,” he said, quietly, the affection in his voice hidden from everyone but me, “Ashlyn, wake up!”


  Her eyes flickered open. Pain was predominant, but there was love in those eyes. I knew that look. Even with her inches from death I had to fight down envy at the woman who dared to love my Roman.


  “Roman. I have so much to say.” Her words were barely audible, even with his face so close to hers.


  He pressed his forehead to hers. “Save your energy.”


  “I need you to know I’ve never seen anyone like you, ever, and I’ve fought with the best marines in Blackwatch.”


  Well, that was likely true. Roman was worth his weight in banned technology.


  “Stay away from the Matsumotos. Don’t let them do to you what they’ve done to the rest of us,” her voice was failing. Great. She’d warned him away from me with her dying breath.


  “Don’t go, Ashlyn.”


  His breath was ragged. Sobs were close to the surface. I found myself overcome by a grief that wasn’t even mine.


  “I love…” she began, but her words faded and the light of her eyes faded, too.


  I swallowed, and saw great splashes fall on her face. Roman’s tears. I thought he’d said he’d cried all his tears out years ago. I guess they came back for her.


  I love you, too, I thought, and I felt him freeze.


  He was gone as quickly as he’d arrived, leaving me with tears pouring down my face as I rode a lumbering alien herbivore. I didn’t know if I was crying for her, or for his pain, or for my own broken heart. I was so damn tired of feeling. I just rode on, tracking the inverted caret, and rubbing my dripping nose on my sleeve. I wanted to punch something really hard. I figured that if I kept riding, I’d eventually get my chance.


  THE SPLITTING: 16


  I RODE A FULL TWENTY more minutes before I saw the two inverted carets merge on my map. Our lost splinter group had finally found Command. Were they battling together now? What would Driscoll think of that? Or Ian? Worse, what would Major Reynolds do to them when Mutambi got a chance to report? I didn’t include myself in the worrying. I was past worry for my own well-being. It was entirely possible that I was already dead and in hell. It would explain a lot.


  I was finding the Baldric rhino a pleasant companion. He was mercifully quiet and inexplicably comfortable. What should I call a near-rhino from Baldric? A Baldro? Bad. A Rhinric? A bit better.


  Rhinric? I tried it out. He didn’t buck me off, so I figured it was ok.


  It was still twenty minutes, approximately, until we’d meet up with their inverted carets. I prepared myself, unslinging the nettlegun and re-checking the read-outs and safeties. I repositioned my pack and adjusted the straps. I loaded the marksman program and let the crosshairs remain over my vision. I scanned the terrain. We had slowed to a walk as the trees grew thicker. Rhinric was squeezing through the heavy brush with little trouble, doubtless used to it. Visibility was poor. I wouldn’t see them until I was right on them.


  I wasn’t wrong. Long minutes later, I heard them while I was still seeing only thick purple leaves and smooth, white trunks. There were screams – of course, because this is Baldric – and shouting and nettlegun fire. I felt a little antsy. Rhinric might survive nettlegun fire, but I certainly would not. I wondered how I would convince my own allies not to shoot me.


  We pushed past a tangle of thick branches and Rhinric pulled up short. I swayed, balancing and gripping his hair firmly in one hand. We were on the edge of a bluff, looking down over a wide plain. I could see the river far in the distance from here, but below me was nothing but yellow rock and black-and-white grass. It was a different variety than the stuff I’d encountered before. It was in patches of black and patches of white and grew in a strange zigzag fashion. I wasn’t a botanist, though, so what riveted my attention was the humans below me on the plain. They were fighting hard, surrounded by shadows. Speckling the plain to the east, out over the expanse leading to another forest, and then rolling out towards the river, I saw a pathway of chartreuse pillars.


  The position of the human victims painted the picture precisely. It looked like it had been a long fighting march for our counterparts. Worse, their numbers had dwindled to the point where both my original group and the rest of the humans from our ruined starship were the same number strong. There was just shy of two dozen humans left below me.


  Usually, I think for myself, but the timing seemed a bit urgent.


  Pick us a least-time, safe route to the inverted carets, I told my implant and then immediately steered Rhinric down the path my implant spat out.


  The path was rocky and steep, but the computer had calculated the angles based on the ability Rhinric had shown so far, and the path was attainable for him. I held on and didn’t look too closely at the height. Heights make me nervous.


  What happened next must have looked strange from the outside. To me, battling just one more obstacle in a series of impossible tasks it seemed like just another thing I survived, but I gathered from what I saw later that it looked rather different on the other end of things. Major Reynolds had his eyepiece set to record and when I found the recording later it looked something like this:


  They were battling impossible odds, losses piling in too rapidly to keep an accurate count. The reinforcements arrived, but brought little in the way of firepower or manpower.


  “This is it?” Reynolds asked Private Mutambi.


  “I’m sorry sir, but it is,” he said, the running battle still taking place behind them.


  They continued to fight, taking heavy losses, their visibility impaired by the fungus towers that kept popping up with every loss.


  Then, from far off they heard a bugling sound.


  “It sounds like those animals from the stampede,” Ch’ng said from nearby. He sounded strained. Even toughened criminals found Baldric upsetting.


  “Good. Maybe they’ll distract the shadows and we can make up some ground,” Fergus muttered.


  They fought on, but now the enemy gave ground. There seemed to be no reason for it. The human line had weakened, but the enemy was being drawn away from them, rather than pressing in.


  “It must be a trap! There’s nothing out here to weaken them but us, and we sure as hell aren’t pressing them!” Fergus said, desperation and confusion warring in his tone.


  “There’s nowhere else to go. Push towards their retreat!” Major Reynolds ordered, and push they did.


  The shadows fell back. Something behind their ranks was slaughtering them.


  “Could it be another stampede?” Ch’ng asked Ian.


  And then something emerged.


  A tiny woman, her long black hair flying like a flag every time she whipped her head back and forth rode on a massive beast built of shadow. He bugled as he ran, smashing into the shadow humans, and pawing them under his feet, a terrifying visage of death.


  The woman was worse. She fired her gun into one alien shadow after another, her fire so precise that each shadow only needed a tiny burst of fire to scatter and dissolve. Their numbers were so great that despite the Rhino-shadow’s aggression some still managed to launch themselves onto her beast. She fought them hand to hand while riding, taking them out with elegant martial arts moves, almost like she was programmed by a computer and not human at all.


  Her fight was over in seconds. Once she and her alien beast had slain almost a hundred shadows, the beast bugled once again and the shadows ran, retreating en masse at her coming.


  “Matsumoto!” someone from beside Reynolds breathed, reverence in his voice.


  “Unlikely,” Reynolds said, but he didn’t sound sure.


  “Did you know she could do that?” Ch’ng asked, his eyebrows battling to reach his hairline.


  “No. But it’s exactly the kind of thing she would do,” Ian replied, sounding proud for some reason.


  “Matsumoto. Matsumoto.”


  The name echoed on tongue after tongue.


  She rode up to the Major, flinging off her mask but holding her nettlegun pointed upwards in a practiced manner.


  The camera wavered, as if he had almost bowed to the woman with the wild hair and commanding eyes, but he restrained himself.


  But that was how the story played out in the recording.


  To me it was more of a flurry of fighting and letting the program direct my aim and my fighting motions. I was surprised and pleased that Rhinric decided to fight with me, feeling a surge of affection for the rhino, and I felt more than a little remorse for every nettle I fired and every being I hit.


  Could I comfort myself that they may not be living, having turned into shadows of what they were? Maybe, but it felt like no comfort to me. I may have broken the taboo against violence enough to commit it, but my heart mourned as I rode up to Major Reynolds and stripped off my mask, nettlegun in my hand.


  The shadows were routed for now, whether because of Rhinric’s defection or to reassess. I knew they would return once they had decided on a new course of action. I had bought my fellow humans a little time, and that was all.


  “Ms. Matsumoto,” Major Reynolds addressed me warily.


  “Major Reynolds.”


  “Are you for us or against us?” he asked.


  “I would hope what I did just now proved I care about the humans on this planet.”


  “That is not the same thing.”


  I shrugged. Was I for them? Not exactly. Was I against them? Not right now. It seemed like my allegiance was rather based on how things went from here.


  “I’d like to keep Rhinric with me,” I said, “He’s a formidable deterrent.”


  Reynolds smiled, but it didn’t look friendly. He aimed his nettlegun at my chest.


  “I know what that whirring means, Ms. Matsumoto. It means you are out of ammo.” I looked at the read-out on the gun. I hadn’t even noticed the whirring. “Get down off that shadow. Hand over the nettlegun and fall in line with the other prisoners.”


  I weighed my options. I really wouldn’t mind dying right now, but if I was reasonable maybe there would still be a time some day when I could resolve some of the things that were bothering me. I complied.


  Rhinric lowered his head and followed me as I placed my gun at Major Reynold’s feet.


  “He seems very attached to you,” Reynolds said, and I glanced behind me at Rhinric, with a slight smile. He was probably my favorite thing - or person for that matter – on this whole planet and I’d only known him an hour, give or take.


  Everything went black.


  THE SPLITTING: 17


  I WOKE WITH A SPLITTING headache in a room I hadn’t been in before. It looked like a command room, like the command deck on a starship or a large military planning room. There were screens with data readouts, maps, and what looked like footage from security cameras. Various data entry stations were located near the screens and five doors dotted the walls. At the center of the room was a large crescent-shaped table with slots for personal data readers. They all looked like they were functioning. After the last few days of schlepping through the jungle in a neo-barbarian state, it felt homey to see some usable technology everywhere.


  That’s where the homey feeling ended. I was behind a force field on a three meter by three meter raised platform. What it was originally for was uncertain, but it was effectively a jail cell for me. My backpack was gone. There was no sign of Rhinric or most of the other prisoners. At the table were marines, and the man I recognized as Dr. Daniels from back on the crashed ship.


  It was a strange place to locate a jail cell, particularly since I could hear everything they said from where I was. It must have been their only option.


  I suppose I could have yelled out, “Where am I?” or “Why did you do this to me?” or even the classic, “Do you really think you’ll get away with this?” but I was too world-weary for that. Besides, I already knew the answers to all those questions. We were at the colony, which was still somewhat intact. They did it because I am a Matsumoto and was acting like one. And yes, they would get away with it.


  I held my tongue, settling instead for watching and listening and lying still on the floor where I woke up.


  A small sound made me glance to my right. Patrick Driscoll was beside me, also contained in the “sensitive prisoner area” or whatever this was. His back was to the wall, and he looked fairly comfortable, but his things had also been taken.


  He winked at me, and I shrugged. I pulled myself to a sitting position.


  The marines were eating e-rations. Unlike me, they hadn’t done their research. My belly rumbled painfully and I tried to embrace the pain. It meant I wasn’t being slowly poisoned.


  “So you’re telling me we don’t have any communications to anything outside Baldric?” Reynolds asked a lieutenant beside him.


  She had her short black hair slicked back under her beret. I felt a moment of surprise at seeing another female face.


  “Not unless we make a return journey to the El Dorado and try to route a link manually through there.”


  “Impossible,” Reynolds said with a shake of his head and a sour expression. “Keep trying from here, Lieutenant Minami.”


  “Yes, sir,” she said, but her expression betrayed her doubt.


  Establish link with any computers in the area, I ordered my implant.


  Establishing link…


  “Have we encountered anyone on the base yet?”


  “No one, sir.”


  “And no record of where they have gone?”


  “Nothing obvious,” Lieutenant Minami said, “We need time to go through the records thoroughly.”


  “Do it. Someone on this planet caused the crash of our ship. Someone had the ability and wherewithal to do that. I want that person found.”


  “Yes, sir,” Minami said.


  “What do we do about them?” Private Fergus said, motioning to Driscoll and I. I noted there was some respect in his eyes when he looked at me. I hadn’t seen a look like that since Ian swore fealty. It felt…good, I guess. It made me feel warm.


  “I will deal with prisoner interrogation personally,” Major Reynolds said.


  Doctor Daniels frowned.


  “And the others?” Private Fergus asked.


  “We can trust them to know what’s in their best interest, and our numbers are down. Until the situation is stabilized we’ll treat them like recruits and have them help guard the facility. There are a lot of ways in and not all can be permanently sealed.”


  Smart man. Practical. Could I do anything with practical? Maybe.


  “Private Mutambi is supervising the first shift,” Major Reynolds continued, “Private Fergus, you and Private Tsukino will take charge of the other two shifts. Watch our backs as we sort this out. Lieutenant, I need you combing those records for intel. Do it here in the control room so I can contact you if needed. Sergeant Spencer is amassing armaments. Most of the stuff here has been destroyed by the elements. There are some rounds our guns can use, but repair and cannibalization on the weapons is his top priority until we can figure out our exact situation here. We meet back here in three hours. Everyone be prepared to report. Dismissed.”


  They scattered in an orderly and efficient manner – everything you would expect from Blackwatch Marines. Major Reynolds turned his gaze to Dr. Daniels.


  “Any idea on what we’re dealing with out there, Doctor?”


  “Semi-transparent shadows? I don’t know. I need to research more. The Rhino will help. I also took samples from our fallen, and the fungi growing out of their remains. I’ll brief you as soon as I have something.”


  “Perfect.”


  The Doctor picked up the trash from his e-rats and left like the others. I noted that Patrick had eaten some as well, based on the empty wrappers in our little zone. They still smelled appealingly of food and I wondered if my hunger strike was wise. Soon I would start suffering the ill-effects of not eating. I was already feeling irritable from the loss of calories. Maybe I should consider eating the rations, laced or no. I’d think about it.


  Major Reynolds grabbed a pack of e-rats and some water and sauntered over to us. His movements seemed off, like he wasn’t used to walking so casually. My guard went up like a firework on Neal Matsumoto Day.


  He switched off the force field for a moment and placed the supplies in front of me before restarting the field.


  “That was a nice stunt you pulled out there, Ms. Matsumoto, but don’t think I bought it.”


  This time I was actually puzzled. Did he mean saving his command? Was that a ‘stunt?’ Or did he mean one of the other crazy things I’d done since coming here? I would have preferred that he specify.


  “You know why we have you locked up?”


  “Because I’m Vera Matsumoto.”


  “Yes,” he said, leaning in close, so he was almost touching the energy field between us. “But if you mean that I’m somehow respectful of that, then think again. You are a disgrace and a blemish on all I love. I would kill you myself, right now, were it not for the orders of my Emperor. I certainly won’t prevent anyone else from taking your miserable life.”


  “Good to know,” I said.


  “You and the terrorist will be kept here, where you can’t subvert the other prisoners.”


  Interesting.


  “I’ll be back later to question you. I advise you now to be ready to answer me in full.”


  There was nothing to say to that. A recruit would have said, “Yes, sir,” but I was not a recruit. A Matsumoto would have crushed him under her heel, but I was not… only maybe I still was.


  “You have higher priorities than me, Major. Why don’t you take a look at those rations you’ve been slurping down,” I said. It wasn’t crushing, but it was halfway there.


  He glared at me, but I saw the flicker of doubt in his eyes. Honorable Marine Major that he was, he would never give a disgraced Matsumoto any credit, but hopefully he would do his job. He walked away without speaking again.


  “What’s with the rations?” Driscoll asked, his long face wrinkling in thought.


  “Laced,” I replied.


  “With what? If both the soldiers and the prisoners eat them, then what would they be laced with?”


  “I don’t think they were meant for the soldiers, but they are laced with a program that rewrites the brain to try to enable communication with the natives.”


  He grabbed an empty wrapper and started to fiddle with it, like he could absorb the truth from the plastic.


  “It worries me that you’re not saying anything,” I said, focusing all of my attention on every detail of his face. His expression was betraying him even now as his lips firmed.


  “I’m not all that talkative.”


  “Most people would say, ‘No way! A pill can’t do that!’ but you aren’t,” I said.


  His mouth was even tighter.


  “Do your terrorists use these?”


  His forehead relaxed a hair.


  “Or something like these?”


  He tightened right back up, his jaw rigid.


  I was quiet for a moment, and then I said in a low voice, almost a whisper, “Oh, I don’t like the sound of that Mr. Driscoll.”


  I was feeling pretty edgy myself now.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Driscoll said, but tiny movements in his expression told me he wasn’t telling the truth. He had forgotten that we ambassadors are trained to read people – or maybe he never knew. Who knows what terrorists know?


  “It is extremely immoral to re-route people’s brains without their permission.”


  “Neal Matsumoto promised the people a world with a ruling family dedicated to peace,” Driscoll said.


  I blinked. What did that have to do with anything?


  “So, what? You re-route people’s brains to promote peace?”


  “No. I’m just pointing your hypocrisy out,” he said. “Matsumotos are fine with breaking the rules, as long as no one else does.”


  “Yes, we are,” I agreed.


  He had a look of…rapture? No, not quite… on his face.


  “I’ve waited all my life to hear a Matsumoto admit that.”


  “You heard Reynolds. I’m not a Matsumoto anymore.”


  He waved a hand like that was of no consequence and then pierced me with an intense look. It made me think of Cousin Nigel.


  “Roger Matsumoto issued the death strikes on Taguzuni. 3,319 civilian deaths.


  “Eugenie Matsumoto had 43 civilians ‘rerouted’ to another location as a matter of ‘imperial security.’ They were never found.


  “Hiro Matsumoto wiped out the population of the planet Siro when they refused to submit to Blackwatch.


  “Those are just the ones I can prove. If I show you my records I have a dozen more unconfirmed incidents. Matsumotos have been killing innocents since the day Neal Matsumoto signed that worthless treaty.”


  I felt myself coloring. It’s one thing to accept your family has repudiated you and is made up of hypocrites. It’s another thing to have someone else drag their names through the mud.


  “Don’t even get me started on what they do to their own.” He stuck up a finger for each name as he listed them. “James Matsumoto. Quinton Matsumoto. Carter Matsumoto. Suzuki Matsumoto. Vanessa Matsumoto. Keira Matsumoto. Fletcher Matsumoto. Zeta Matsumoto (that was my mother). Vera Matsumoto.”


  He jabbed at me with his index finger as he said my name and I knocked it aside a little more roughly than I needed to. His eyes narrowed like he’d scored a point.


  “My mother died at the hands of terrorists. Terrorists like you. While defending the Treaty,” I said.


  “That’s what they want you to believe. They’ve told a lot of stories, Vera. Like what they say about you. I saw you die on the news channel. So did everyone else. If Reynolds here decides to torture you slowly over the next few years, no one will ever know, because they already think you are dead.”


  “Shut up,” I said. What it lacked in originality I made up for with passion.


  “Just think about it. You have a lot to pay for. And one way or another I plan to make all Masumotos pay.”


  THE SPLITTING: 18


  WE SAT IN SILENCE, AND at opposite ends of our confined space after that. I had a lot to think through. For starters, there were the basics. We weren’t using breath masks. Did that mean the facility was secure and airtight? Was it undamaged enough to still be usable?


  Lieutenant Minami did not seem overly concerned as she worked at the various consoles. Did she know something I did not? I felt like she should be more worried about the shadows that surrounded this tiny human haven. Did no one else feel the shadowy fingers reaching for us? Perhaps not. Perhaps I was the only one still running on adrenaline.


  Less urgent, but even more consuming, were my worries about Roman, with his hot tears splashing on the face of the woman he had loved. He must have believed I was as dead. I didn’t blame him for loving her instead of me or for forgetting me so quickly, but I missed him. Never, since Edward died, had I felt so lonely inside my own mind. Loneliness is a hollow thing and it makes you feel like you’ve eaten a bucket full of hollow.


  I thought about my relatives dying across the Blackwatch Empire at the hands of Patrick’s compatriots. My emotions were mixed. We were not an affectionate family, but we were still family. I did not wish for their deaths, or applaud them.


  My mind went deeper, dwelling on Patrick’s tells. He had ridiculed the pill or supplements for manipulating a mind, but he’d as much as admitted that they were doing something else. What were they doing? Something tweaked my memory. Something about when Roman first became my guardian. I couldn’t quite remember what it was. It slipped away when I tried to grasp it. I needed sleep.


  Lieutenant Minami was playing video logs on her screen and my mind was keeping tabs on them as I thought. Most of it was similar to what I’d heard at the other installation, but more specific to the colony. The colony came later. It started about twenty years ago. It was filled with scientists and ‘colonists’ even then. They were prisoners who did the grunt work for the research. It was risky work with a high mortality rate which explained our position here a little better.


  I wonder why Reynolds left Patrick and me up here, of all places. It seemed somewhat ridiculous to place your highest security risks where they could hear every scrap of valuable information. He must have thought it was the best place to keep us secure, or maybe he planned to kill us very soon. Hopefully it was the latter. I’d hate to go to my death knowing we trained marines that stupid.


  I was beginning to doze off when my ears perked up. Lieutenant Minami was listening to the scientists revealing Compound VX-7 and its adverse effects on the colonists.


  I opened my eyes. Patrick was awake, and I watched as his eyes went from me to the uneaten rations on the floor and then back to me again. They narrowed down to slits as he considered me. So, now he knew I had some kind of inside information. That could be a problem.


  I settled myself back down again, resting my cheek against the crook of my arm. I needed sleep and if these scientists were anything like the others they’d be rambling for a while. Besides, I was downloading it all.


  I fell asleep into Roman’s mind. It was happening so often now that it was almost predictable. Maybe the relaxation of sleep loosened my mind so it could drift through time and space in some inexplicable way. Who really knew what dreams were made of, anyway?


  This time it was different. This time, I could hear his thoughts.


  He was in a conference room of a starship. Around him the crew and other marines were talking.


  “We’re rushing there. Captain had me plot a course so close to the danger line I was sweating flechettes.”


  “But will we be in time?”


  No, Roman thought, we won’t be. Driscoll’s renegades are too good. I wish Ashlyn was here. I miss her. She understood these things. Vera. Vera. Vera.


  “What are they doing this time, Aldrin? Why the big rush?”


  “Classified.”


  They’re infecting civilians with something that changes their brains. LT said they thought it was a mind-altering pill containing nano-bots. We need to get there before they kill innocents.


  My mind flared inside his as I remembered what I’d been trying to think of before. The guardian program had injected Roman with his implant and he hadn’t even known. That’s how Driscoll’s men must be doing it! They were injecting random civilians and hacking their brains. I needed to warn Roman.


  Roman! I screamed with my mind. Roman! He couldn’t hear me. Of all the…. What about his implant. I tried to ping it like mine.


  Computer, take a note and set a reminder.


  Taking note.


  Let’s hope it was his implant listening, and not mine.


  Note: Driscoll’s renegades are injecting civilians with nano-computer implants similar to the Guardian implants without their knowledge.


  Note recorded. Setting reminder.


  Set reminder for one minute from now.


  Reminder set.


  I hoped it would work. I just needed to wait for one minute to see if it would work…


  I drifted into real sleep without any conscious thought.


  I woke to voices. I glanced at Driscoll. He was eyeing me warily. It wasn’t him talking. It was Lieutenant Minami, Major Reynolds and Dr. Daniels. Ian was on the other side of the room carrying out the trash from the empty e-rats. He sent a glance my way freighted with respect. I guess he liked to see ladies save the day from the back of a shadow rhino. He was gone quickly, but that look of respect gave me hope. Maybe I had earned enough credit with the prisoners that we could work together when the time came. You can’t put a price on respect.


  I blinked a few times trying to clear my weary brain. I’d slept, but without having eaten for so long, my brain was not working as well as I’d like. I needed a better long-term solution than a starvation diet. I took a sip from the water bottle and focused on the conversation.


  “They laced the food with it. It’s in everything,” Minami was saying, waving a pack of e-rats at the Major.


  “And what, it re-routes our brains so we can learn? That sounds like advanced tech.”


  “No. It’s old,” Dr. Daniels said, “Old and so faulty no one would allow it now. Or at least, I would have thought so. The side effects of similar drugs were intense, within only a few years of them being on the market. This one could have hit on a strain researchers didn’t think of then, but it’s unlikely. More likely it’s off the books and super dangerous.”


  “What kind of side effects?” Reynolds asked.


  “For this particular strain? Who can say without testing? And I’m not seeing proper testing done here. It was begun, but there’s just not enough data for results – even non-conclusive ones. They stopped recording within a few months of using it because alien insurgents wiped out the colony populations.”


  “But we brought these with us from the El Dorado.”


  “It’s standard protocol, apparently, to equip anyone making planetfall on Baldric with the ‘enhanced’ rations,” Lieutenant Minami said.


  “What happened to the population we thought we were meeting here? Did they have troubles with these rations?” Major Reynolds asked.


  “I don’t know. I still have reams of data to search through, but I thought this was worth knowing. There’s more, too,” Lieutenant Minami said.


  “As if knowing your rations were laced wasn’t enough,” Major Reynolds said, rubbing his forehead with a palm. He looked strained; the burden of command and all that.


  “There was one colonist who made contact with the aliens and was able to communicate.”


  “Well that sounds a bit better. Who was it?”


  “It’s top secret.” Minami looked around the room.


  “Don’t worry about the prisoners. They won’t be talking to anyone off-planet in their remaining life-times,” Major Reynolds said.


  Well that was awfully pleasant of him.


  She nodded and continued, “Another Matsumoto. She’s the third they’ve sent here.” Lieutenant Minami pointed at me when she said that. It worried me that she didn’t use my name, like she was trying to distance herself from me. “The other one was equipped with actual high tech. Some sort of brain implanted computer.”


  Shoot. This was not supposed to happen. I concentrated on not looking at Driscoll.


  “Impossible,” Dr. Daniels said. “I mean, it can be done, but it’s not just illegal in the Empire. Any whiff of it has led to executions and banishments. The Matsumotos would never stand for it.”


  “Except if it helped them,” Driscoll whispered under his breath.


  I narrowed my eyes at him, and he just stared at me like he wanted to take the top off my head and look for himself.


  “Regardless, this other Matsumoto was equipped with it. They took her down to where the natives were at the subterranean drill site, and used her computer implant to communicate with them. The problem was, it failed after a few minutes. The Colony Doctor believed that her security over rides did something that melted her brain. He said he would have switched it off and installed it in someone else’s brain if he’d known about the protocols, but how could he have known?”


  “So you’re saying we could repeat the process, provided we had another person to put the chip into once this Matsumoto’s brain fried?” Dr. Daniels said speculatively.


  They were carefully not looking at me.


  “Wait,” Reynolds said. I held my breath. Thank goodness someone was going to stop this insanity! “Why would the implant allow communication with the natives when the food additive failed?”


  Dr. Daniels answered him, “The food additive is laced with nano-bots that re-wire the neural connections. They alter the brain entirely. You can’t go back, and they cause any number of unexpected permanent problems. The implant is in the brain, but it has not re-wired it. It sits apart from it.”


  “Then could we remove her implant and use it in the new subject without triggering her self-destruct protocols?”


  “A good question, Major, but impossible. The brain doesn’t rewire, but it does wrap itself around the implant. You can’t remove it without killing her, and you’d need her conscious to make the initial connection, although the colony doctor postulated that once the connection is made another brain could run the implant just fine.”


  “But that’s all speculation, since the procedure would be done on two living brains while conscious and would doubtless result in one or even both of them dying in the process,” Lieutenant Minami said, “and while we could do without her, who would we use for the other brain?”


  Oh, she was just making me love her more and more. Is it strange that right now I thought a terrorist who hated me to the core might make a better ally than the woman who had pledged her life to serve my family?


  “Don’t worry about that,” Major Reynolds said, looking less concerned, “We have two problems.” He pointed at Driscoll and I with his two index fingers, acknowledging us for the first time in this conversation. “And one solution.”


  He let the finger pointing to me drop and raised the other. I shivered and I didn’t care who saw.


  “Start prepping for the procedure immediately, doctor,” Major Reynolds said.


  “Give me five minutes and I’ll meet you back here,” Dr. Daniels said.


  “No. We do it on the subterranean level just like they did. I don’t want to risk her not being able to communicate with them before we move the implant into his head.”


  Daniels shrugged and left with a parting reminder, “Five minutes.”


  I started retching immediately, but there was no time for that. Our little cell behind the force field was filling with a bitter smelling gas. I guess they didn’t want to risk fighting us for our lives.


  THE SPLITTING: 19


  I AWOKE FEELING GROGGY AND strange. There was a bitter taste in my mouth. I was supposed to be thinking about something important, but I couldn’t remember what it was. I was being held by strong arms and maneuvered out onto a ledge of rock over an endless black pit of shadows. The walls of the pit shone with their own iridescence. It was hundreds of meters deep. There was a platform with machinery that jutted out over the pit and the ledge was on the end of this platform. There were two cots, or stretchers, with restraints. It was towards these that I was being maneuvered.


  Danger! Danger! Something in me was screaming. I tried to fight the people holding me up as my gut insisted that everything was wrong. I could barely move my limbs. They whipped around sporadically, not obeying my commands.


  “Get her in the restraints before she breaks something.”


  I was spun around and strapped in. The stretcher was angled upwards and my head was at the top, giving me a great view of what they were doing. They led a still-unconscious Driscoll towards me. The threat had to do with him, too. I remembered that. They strapped him on the other angled stretcher. I struggled for thought. It was important. I had to think.


  Roman. I’m in trouble.


  No, that wasn’t right. There was no Roman here.


  Help…


  I called out weakly through my implant, my lips still unable to form words. As my strength slowly increased, so did my cries.


  Help.


  Help!


  HELP!


  I could feel that abysmal echo I’d been hearing ever since I arrived on Baldric, but there was no reply.


  Doctor Daniels emerged from the shadows and turned on some bright portable lights that threw everything around them into blackness and everything under them into a terrifying starkness. I wanted to shut my eyes.


  My memory came back with shocking suddenness. Oh yes, he was planning to cut into my skull while I was still alive and remove my implant and then put it in Driscoll’s head. We would both be conscious while he did it. Of the many ways I could have, and maybe even should have, died over the last months, this was the most horrifying. I shuddered, thrashing against my bonds.


  “Inject her with this. I can’t operate if she’s moving,” Dr. Daniels said, his voice snapping with irritation.


  HELP!


  We’re coming…


  My eyes widened. Had someone answered me? Or was I deluding myself?


  Reynolds hovered over me with a syringe in his hand. Funny that it was him and not some underling about to do the honors.


  “Will it hurt them?” The voice was Ian’s. He must have helped them carry us here.


  “Don’t worry,” Daniels said, distractedly, “It won’t happen to you. These two are dangerous, and the girl has something we need.”


  Whatever Reynolds gave me paralyzed me completely. I was going to die with drool pouring out of my mouth, unable to close my eyes, or to scream when the pain finally came. I wanted to scream in panic, but it was too late. I screamed in my head instead.


  Help! Please help! They’re going to kill me! Oh, please, please, please, please…


  How do you stop begging for what you want? How do you stop panic when you’ve come to the end of hope? I couldn’t stop.


  Beside me Driscoll was injected, too. I saw Ian behind Dr. Daniels, his face torn between hatred, loyalty and disgust. I wouldn’t want to be him right now. There is something about torturing another human that takes your humanity from you. Even watching when you could stop it will steal part of your soul.


  Daniels pulled out a laser-scalpel and an auto-saw. Modern medicine at its finest. He approached me first.


  “We’ll start with you first, Vera. Be a good girl and bring that computer online for us.”


  Like it ever wasn’t online.


  Download complete, my implant chirped. Useless timing. That’s non-sentients for you.


  Daniels scanned me with a complicated device.


  “Does she have one? An implanted computer?” Reynolds asked.


  Awesome. They weren’t even sure. They were going to do brain surgery and they weren’t even sure.


  “I think so, but I won’t know for certain until I get in there.”


  “Maybe we should get the information from her first.”


  “Not needed. Besides, she likely has some sort of self-destruct in case she’s tortured. We wouldn’t want to trip that.”


  Because sawing into my brain while I was conscious wasn’t torture?


  “Vera, if your implant is turned on, then please try to communicate with the device in my hand,” Dr. Daniels said.


  Well, since you said please. What did he think? That a moment’s courtesy would make me forget what was going on?


  “I have a device here that is designed to erase computer chips. Now, I know that you are probably protected from these – but you should know your implant can be manually erased once I have it out of your brain, so if you don’t want to lose it before you die, then please connect with my device.”


  Ha. He was threatening to erase my files? Was he going to ground me next? Dr. Daniels tilted his head to the side, his lips pursed tightly.


  “Wait a moment, Doctor. I can help you out.” Reynolds pulled Ian into my line of sight. He gripped Ian by one bicep pointing a nettlegun to his temple. “Play nice Matsumoto, or your friend gets it.”


  Well, he did swear fealty. I owed him this. But on the other hand, my implant was all I had. Could I use it to break free somehow? The martial arts program wouldn’t free me from restraints. I was at a loss. I was going to die in the next few minutes one way or another. Was it worth Ian’s life to withhold this technology from my enemies?


  “Last chance,” Reynolds said.


  Connect to handheld signal.


  Connecting…


  “We’re connected!” Dr. Daniels said with delight. I wanted to kill him.


  “Will you be able to use it to communicate? Can you hear the natives now?” Reynold’s voice bubbled with excitement.


  “I think, maybe. There are some strange frequencies that might be them. I won’t know until we try from a different brain. I don’t want to trip the self-destruct…”


  Reynolds threw Ian aside, not even watching as Ian walked away, rubbing his arm and scowling at Reynold’s back.


  “Excellent. Now all we need to do is manually remove the chip,” Dr. Daniels said, calibrating the laser scalpel as he spoke.


  My eyes were still on Ian. His baleful expression faded as he squinted at something in the shadows behind me.


  Daniels lifted the laser and drew in close, his eyebrows knitted in concentration. So this was it. Time to die. My eyes tracked to Ian, seeking something to take to the grave, any flash of comradery would be better than dying alone.


  The echoes in my implant had grown so loud I could hardly think. What did that device of Dr. Daniel’s do? I braced myself for the pain.


  Something flickered in Ian’s eye. A look of surprise. He compressed his lips like he was keeping himself from crying out. I stared into his eyes. I saw myself reflected in his pupils, strapped to a table, with drool trickling down my chin and Dr. Daniels carefully picking his spot with the laser scalpel. Reynolds was leaning in close, too, watching the doctor’s every move in the sharp white light. And then two dark shadows leaned in from either side of my stretcher, arms extended, fingers splayed. It was something from a horror video, only I was hardly in a position to object as they reached out and grabbed Dr. Daniels, and twisted.


  He screamed, and his scalpel bit long and deep into the left side of my face, slicing me from forehead to jaw, but his thrashing jogged it back and forth. I was unable to even flinch or look away as the scalpel destroyed my face.


  Chaos ruled. Daniels’ scream ended in a pop like a cork out of a bottle as his head rolled to the side and his body dropped beside the gurney. Reynolds screamed, gripping his skull in both hands and then his eyes, which were staring at me blossomed red and rolled back into his head as he slumped to the ground. Ian froze in place like one of the ice sculptures from the party he took me to on the first day we met.


  Sharp, jagged agony filled me. I screamed loudly in my mind although my lips made no move.


  The figure that killed Daniels, which I had mistaken for a shadow, was a woman. She was – faded, somehow, like she was only half there. It was difficult to explain.


  She wore a ragged marine’s uniform, carried a pack and wicked looking knife, and her hair was short and choppy. The other one who had attacked Reynolds looked very similar, except her clothing looked more like my tight-fitting skinsuit and less like a uniform. Her hair was also short, and her face was hard. She was the age my parents would be if they were still alive. She hadn’t killed Reynolds. I could still hear him thrashing, wounded, on the ground.


  Someone else was behind me, but I couldn’t see him.


  “Make her stop screaming,” the one who attacked Reynolds said, irritation high in her tone.


  Who did she mean? Was my voice working again. I tried to focus my thoughts away from a scream. The man-shadow grabbed a syringe from the cart beside Daniels and started injecting something into my face in various places, and then he taped some gauze on it. It still hurt – a lot- but the pain was manageable now.


  “Thank you,” the woman behind me said.


  “Not what I expected,” the Marine-shadow said staring first at me, and then at the scene around us.


  “She’s not one of us,” the other woman said.


  “We’ll bring her anyways. Whatever she did, we need to know what that was.”


  The man-shadow was nodding.


  “What about him?” he asked.


  “It looks like they were going to do the same thing to him. Maybe he has a Voice, too. I vote we bring him.”


  “I agree,” he said, “but two of them are going to be hard to carry.”


  “Can’t you give them something to wake them up a bit?” the skinsuited woman said. Maybe she always sounded irritated.


  “Maybe,” he said, sorting through the cart. “This will get them semi-mobile, but we’ll have to direct them, and they won’t be talking or thinking clearly for a while.”


  I was thinking just fine right now. It was just my stupid body that had opted out of the fight.


  “And him?” The woman behind me asked, and they all turned on Ian.


  “I didn’t see anything,” Ian said, with his typical moral courage.


  The marine woman grunted. “You heard him. He saw nothing. But he stays here until we’re done. Someone put him on one of these gurneys for now and strap him down.”


  The irritated woman took hold of Ian’s arm exactly where Reynolds had held it before. The shadow-man injected Patrick with something and hauled him to his feet. His eyelids flickered open, and his feet barely shuffled along as the other man supported his weight. The woman directed Ian onto the gurney and strapped him in.


  “What’s this?” she asked, grabbing the computer-chip programmer device that Dr. Daniels had.


  Oh shoot!


  Disconne… I ordered my implant.


  Everything went black.


  THE SPLITTING: 20


  I WOKE UP WITH AN aching belly. It didn’t take long to find out why. Someone had me slung over their shoulder. My head bobbed painfully against something hard strapped to that person’s back and their shoulder stuck into my soft gut. I gasped.


  “Hold up. I think she’s awake.”


  I was tossed to the ground, and I looked up to see the shadow-woman who wasn’t a marine had been carrying me. She had felt very solid just now.


  “You awake?” she asked, nudging me with a foot.


  I blinked up at her. My throat was dry and my eyes were crusty, and a bandage covered one of them, but at least the top of my skull was still in place. I thought about answering her question, but rhetorical questions bother me.


  “Patrick?” I asked. Weren’t they going to bring him, too?


  “Over here,” I heard his voice, thick and blurred. I turned to look at him. He was propped upright by the man-shadow and he looked worse for wear. Not only was he still mostly doped up, but he was covered in blood and scratches.


  A painful twinge brought my hand up to my face where a thick bandage covered the side of it. It felt like pain dulled by freezing – the type you know is going to get real fiery at a moment’s notice. This was new for me. That broken rib I had complained to Edward about a few months -and yet a few lifetimes- ago was the worst physical injury I had ever suffered and I’d been able to recover in the hospital. My life since then made it seem like a trivial thing, but the injury to my face made my belly roil with fear and nerves. What if it was infected? What if I couldn’t stand the pain when the freezing wore off? What if my eye was injured? It was covered by the bandage. Could I still see out of it? I bit my lip until I tasted blood, pushing fear aside with anger. No. I would not allow myself to fall apart. I don’t need anyone to save me, I thought, and pulled myself onto my feet by sheer willpower.


  “If you’re awake, then you can walk.”


  I agreed, but said nothing, simply trying out a step towards the marine. It was clear she was their leader.


  My legs were working about as well as Driscoll’s were, but I was determined to walk on my own. I’d either been rescued or captured. Either way, I needed to stand on my own feet. If I had been rescued, then I needed to make sure they knew that I wasn’t going to be indebted to them. If I had been captured, then I’d need to find a way to escape.


  “Who are you people?” I asked. My words started out slurred, but I forced myself to focus and they were clear by the end.


  “She looks just like her,” the woman who had been carrying me, said. “Especially when she speaks.”


  The marine grunted.


  “We’re what’s left of the Baldric Colony,” she said.


  “Funny way to treat your reinforcements,” I said.


  They glanced around at each other, and then the marine settled into a form of parade rest, her feet wide, and her firearm neatly arranged. It must have been some kind of signal, because the other woman and man formed a circle with her, nudging Patrick and I in place. We could all see each other’s faces now. It seemed like this was an official thing that they were doing.


  “You called us,” the marine said. “So that means you need to explain to us what’s happening and why we rescued you.”


  I looked at her silently, trying to keep my expression clear as my mind raced. I’d called them? How had I called them? Had I called someone at some point? I’d called to Roman. I’d called into the empty channel. Had they heard that?


  Like this? I asked, broadcasting to them as hard as I could.


  They winced in unison.


  “Don’t yell! You’ll draw them all for miles around!” The male scientist, or shadow, or whatever yelled.


  “I apologize,” I said, carefully and slowly, watching their faces for any flicker of emotion, “I wasn’t sure you’d hear that. I can’t hear you.”


  The echo I’d been hearing since coming to Baldric started up again and then the marine locked eyes with me and held them.


  this…buzz buzz …like…buzz…this…buzz…can you hear…buzz…when…buzz…like this?


  I focused. Then I could hear her, faint and tinny, but there.


  Can you hear me when I talk like this?


  I almost jumped out of my skin.


  “How?”


  The male scientist looked bitter, “We needed to find a way to communicate, so we rewired our brains. If you’ve eaten enough of the rations it will happen to you, too. I see you’ve been eating them. He’ll need more. Maybe it’s a body mass index thing,” he shrugged, indicating Patrick who was watching us with confusion.


  “You can’t hear us, right?” the marine asked him.


  “Of course I can hear you,” Patrick said.


  “But not when we talk with our minds.”


  Patrick’s eyes shuttered for a moment like he’d made a connection. They narrowed as he looked at me and his jaw tightened. I thought back to what he was probably thinking about. Untouched e-rat packages. And his men injecting people with computer chip implants. He was putting the pieces together.


  “No,” he agreed.


  “Then why were they going to cut your brain open?” the male shadow person said.


  “They wanted to put what she has into me so that they could use it to communicate with the shadows.”


  The Baldric colonists looked at each other and then they all looked at me.


  “You really are a Matsumoto, then? You don’t just look like them?”


  I felt myself sigh inside. Of course. In the end, this was all anyone ever wanted to know about me.


  “Wait, before you get all into who she is, what are your names? I can’t keep thinking of you as shadows,” Patrick said. He was smiling, and it looked like he was trying to charm them.


  “Roberta and Michael are scientists. I’m Lieutenant Jaya Kitsano. Who are you?”


  “Patrick Driscoll. I am a colonist sent here for my revolutionary acts against the Matsumoto Dynasty.” No one looked too impressed or too worried, but it’s hard to be impressed by someone so drugged that they are still slurring their speech. He pointed at me. “And she’s Vera Matsumoto.”


  Lieutenant Kitsano frowned. I felt irritated that he’d revealed that instead of me.


  “We should never have gone after her!” Michael said, pulling at one of his ears. His eyes were darting all around.


  “No. We can use her,” Roberta said, folding her arms over her chest.


  So, it was going to be the usual. Fear, with a hint of practicality. The lieutenant looked me up and down again, and her eyes seemed to be reassessing me. This relentless series of people who saw me as a tool rather than a teenage girl would have worn me down if I wasn’t already completely shattered. Sometimes it’s good to be broken because then there’s nothing left to break.


  “If that’s true, then we need to head out. Now,” the lieutenant said.


  “Leave her here. We can’t risk bringing her,” Michael said, and Roberta looked disappointed.


  “No. She comes with us,” Kitsano said. “With her we could end this.”


  Everyone was frowning now, including Driscoll and I.


  “Mind filling me in?” Driscoll asked.


  “Move out,” said the marine, and everyone followed her in silence. The only sound was our feet and clothes as we hiked through the undergrowth.


  THE SPLITTING: 21


  LIEUTENANT KITSANO SET A QUICK pace, but all three of our captors seemed comfortable. I studied our path carefully. There was some wear on the little trail we were using. Perhaps it wasn’t wildlife that had worn it thin, but rather these three. Did wildlife make trails when they were shadows? Did people?


  I had my implant running diagnostics. I had no idea what damage may have been done from Daniels’ little computer erasing device, or what Roberta might have managed when she set it off. So far the diagnostics were coming up clean, but who knew where a problem might pop up?


  The drugs Driscoll and I had been given were dissipating with our activity. He frowned constantly, so either he was in pain or he was bothered by something. I didn’t see why he’d be bothered. These were his people after all. Renegades. They didn’t want to use or kill him. Pretty much everyone but Roman wanted to kill or use me.


  Roman. I felt a twinge of loss at his name. I missed him, and he wasn’t even mine anymore. He wasn’t my protector, just a regular marine, and he wasn’t my lover because he’d fallen in love with someone else. I supposed that if he knew I was alive he would probably still be my friend. That was something at least.


  “Are we there yet?” Driscoll said, like a child.


  “Almost,” Michael said from beside him. He was slightly more compassionate than the others and had hovered over Driscoll until he was sure he could walk straight.


  We hiked up a hill, winding between white and yellow granite rocks that jutted through the hillside and around huge tree boles encased in black and white vines. I concentrated on Kistano who was right in front of me. She didn’t break a sweat despite the steep terrain and the quick pace she was setting. This wasn’t the first time they’d made this climb.


  “How long have you been here?” I asked.


  “Too long,” Roberta grumbled when no one else replied.


  Roberta studied my face when she thought I wasn’t looking. I wasn’t sure what she was looking for. Was I the first Mastumoto she’d ever seen? Maybe she didn’t really believe my story and wanted to be sure that I really looked like the ruling dynasty.


  The hill grew steeper, and we were forced into a single-file line on a tiny path between rocks. We weren’t quite on all fours yet, but it was close. We crested the rise abruptly, and stood on what was more or less a ledge, tucked against another cliff face. Forty yards across and twenty deep, the ledge was well populated with trees. Strung between them were tarps, some ersatz walls made of shuttle cladding, fallen logs, and what appeared to be a water catchment system from a tiny stream running down the cliff beside the ledge. It was both elaborate and rudimentary all at once. The camp was very lived-in. Our new friends had been here for a while.


  I followed the others into one of the enclosures. It was a combination of shack and tent, but large enough for a few different rooms to be partitioned off. In the first was a makeshift kitchen with tools and dishes hanging from beams. Off to one side there was a solar powered workstation with a large antenna reaching up through the tarp roof. Systems were actively monitoring several processes in tandem. I was curious enough to try looking at the screens, but Roberta angled in front of me and I chose to look away. If I needed to, my implant would connect and download whatever I wanted.


  Michael dropped into the stool in front of the systems and started reading while Roberta kept her eyes on us. Lieutenant Kitsano disappeared. She came back a few moments later.


  “Security is online,” she said, and the others nodded like that meant something.


  “You can keep the shadows out?” Driscoll asked.


  “We can deter them,” she replied, “And we prefer to call them ‘Javierians’ because that is their name for themselves.”


  He nodded.


  “So you really can speak to them?”


  “To a degree,” she said.


  “Why do you think we look like this?” Roberta said, bitterly. “We’re fading slowly into shadows ourselves.”


  “They turned Sammy into a shadow when he fought them,” I said, testing the waters.


  “Then they thought he was worthy. They only turn the ones they think are worthy. They have a strong code,” Roberta said, still sounding bitter.


  “And the ones that become magic mushrooms?” Driscoll asked. No one cracked a smile at his joke.


  “Garbage. Not worthy,” she spat.


  “That’s harsh.”


  “That’s Baldric.”


  Driscoll grunted and I frowned.


  “How do they determine who is worthy?” I asked.


  “We don’t know,” Kitsano answered, her eyes narrowing, “We think they read thoughts, and watch for people who are particularly strong in qualities they desire.”


  “Desire?”


  “Their mind is collective, or semi-collective. Once you join it, you add to the whole. They seem to be choosy about who they want to add.”


  Makes sense. I’ve had enough people in my head to know that who is in there makes a big difference.


  “I guess they don’t get a say about the three of you?” I asked.


  “Or any of us who were turned by the nano-tech,” Roberta said sourly. I was starting to think she wasn’t capable of any other tone. “But we have a say. None of us wants to join the collective.”


  “Then why did you just trash your reinforcements down there?” Driscoll said.


  “Reinforcements?” Roberta said with a harsh laugh. “We have no allies but ourselves. Do you know how many groups of marines and prisoners I’ve seen come to this planet?”


  “How many?” I asked coolly.


  “Six,” she said. “And every time it’s the same. ‘Help us integrate these colonists and then we’ll take you off planet, Roberta.’ But they never do. First few times they said it was against orders. The last three times they haven’t even had a working ship to leave from here. It’s just crash after crash. Death after death. They never learn.”


  “Seems a bit wasteful,” I said mildly. The starship we came in would have set the Empire back by a few billion credits. We don’t tend to lose those easily. Certainly we wouldn’t keep sending them into a black hole, and it sounded like Baldric was a black hole.


  “In fairness, the first two were shuttle groups. It’s only the most recent one that was a starship,” Kitsano said, shooting a look at Roberta. I noticed that both women were obviously not looking at Michael. I filed that away, wondering what his connection was to a crashed starship.


  “Even so, a life-supporting planet - even a prison planet, and even one with hordes of hostile natives – is far too valuable to waste. Does all that technology and life mean nothing to them?”


  “It’s the Matsumoto way.” Roberta spat on the floor. “One of them got it into his fat head that we should not just terraform this place, but destroy the natural inhabitants and claim it for the Matsumotos. If they thought planet-wide genocide was ok, what are a few civvies, prisoners and marines?”


  I gave her a long, hard look. I’m not a Matsumoto anymore, but somehow everyone wants to light me on fire in effigy anyhow. I needed her to see that I don’t burn.


  “Go ahead and stare, Matsumoto. I know what’s at your core.”


  I shifted my weight and pulled my shoulders back like I wanted to fight, but she didn’t back down. That was interesting.


  “I do, too,” said Driscoll, hate leaking from his tone, “And I don’t doubt a word you’ve said. They’d need to cover up to keep their lily white hands clear of blood. Particularly the blood of their own. I saw your faces. She’s not the first Matsumoto sent here to die.”


  The Baldric Three – that’s what I was calling them privately – exchanged a loaded glance again, before the Lieutenant replied.


  “No. She’s not the first they sent to die.”


  I already knew that, so it wasn’t shocking, but Driscoll seemed pleased at the revelation.


  “This needs to get out. All of Blackwatch needs to hear your story.”


  “Yes,” said Michael, looking up from the screens, his face painted with the light of a true believer. “That’s why we need to get off this planet.”


  Driscoll was nodding.


  “Yes. As soon as possible.”


  “Then you’re with us?” Michael asked, almost smiling.


  “I’m with you. If you want off this rock, I’ll come with you and when you do get off of it I’ll help you spread your story to everyone in the Empire.”


  I wondered if they would still be half-shadow if they left here. Would they be able to leave if they were linked so strongly to a collective consciousness on this planet? They didn’t seem too worried about it.


  “He’s with us!” Michael said, beaming.


  Smiles were shared all around, and once again I was the only person not in on things. I was starting to think that I was such a square peg that I’d never find a hole that fit me. Even the hole marked “Matsumoto” wasn’t shaped right anymore, although everyone I met kept trying to hammer me back into it.


  “So,” Driscoll asked, turning to me. “What do you need her for?”


  My eyes had been scanning the walls of the dwelling as they formed their new bond and they had at last alighted on a pair of scissors. I went over to them and picked them up, opening and closing them to check how they cut. I noticed the Lieutenant’s gun sneak up to track me now that I was armed, but that wasn’t my intent.


  I let my eyes focus on Roberta as she spoke, but my hands continued to work on their own.


  “We could use her,” Roberta said.


  I loosened what was left of my braid, grabbed a handful of hair and cut it close to the scalp as she spoke. Her brow furrowed with confusion.


  “She can convince a ship to send a shuttle down, or maybe she can help us access the colony computers.”


  Another chunk joined the first.


  “With what she has in her head we could take over the computers of the colony and the satellites above and control all the tech on this world.”


  I chopped the next handful with my eyes locked on hers. Her eyes were widening by the second and her mouth fell open.


  “So far we’ve been unsuccessful,” Lieutenant Kitsano said, studiously ignoring me as if I were a crazy person. “The Javierians know what we are planning and oppose it. They have kept us from entering the colony until today when they thought she was one of us calling for help. We could use that to finally get in for longer than a few minutes. We’ve been fighting both the shadows and our own since we went rogue. Now that we have her we have the bargaining chip and the power we need to make both groups listen.”


  I focused on her eyes as I cut the last chunk of my hair off and tossed it on the floor. Her expression didn’t waver, but I saw her jaw clench.


  “Do I look like a pawn to you?” I asked.


  “Why did you cut off all of your hair?” Michael asked, confused, and a touch appalled. I must look a sight.


  “Because it gets in the way when I do this,” I said, and launched myself at Kitsano.
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  I TOOK KITSANO BY SURPRISE, kicking her legs out from under her with a quick swipe of my own right leg. I followed it up with an elbow to the nose and a quick jab to the solar plexus. I left her gasping on her knees and spun to Roberta next. Her yelp of surprise clued me in to her being my next threat. I snap-kicked her knee, and a left uppercut to the jaw took her out of the fight. I was relieved to note that the fighting program was still working.


  I threw Driscoll in for good measure. After all, he was all chummy with them and together they had plans for me. A quick jab to his temple as I spun out of the fight with Roberta took him by surprise, but I think he was feinting when he dropped to his knees, clutching his head. He was too much of a brawler for one blow to make him quit unless he wanted to.


  Michael held up his hands in a defensive plea and I didn’t strike him. The sight of the others sprawled helpless on the ground was enough of a demonstration. They needed to know that from now on I wasn’t letting anyone have plans for me unless I was a part of the planning.


  It wouldn’t have gone down so smoothly if they had expected the fight. I could still hear that wine-bottle pop that had to have been Dr. Daniels’ spine. No one really expects violence from a Matsumoto, though, and I fought dirty. The program had been designed to win, not to play by any rules of honor – a feature I was rather glad it employed. I liked to think that the hair cutting thing had unnerved them, too. I must look downright terrifying with my hair shorn haphazardly and only one eye showing. If I was going to make it on this planet I was going to need all the respect I could forge into people. And if I couldn’t get respect I’d be fine settling with terror.


  “You really should think about keeping me alive,” Patrick said between grunts of pain. He held his head in both hands, but his eyes were on me.


  “And why’s that?” I asked, studying my bloodied knuckles.


  “Because when you decide to become Emperor – and you will – you’re going to need me.”


  I raised an eyebrow, and I would have replied, except that my implant swept me into Roman’s world, leaving my own a faint ghost overlaid on my vision.


  In this world I was on the receiving end of a beating, rather than the giving end. I thrashed in Roman’s body, feeling the sting of a whiplash across my back. My wrists and feet were shackled in leather and strung taut to opposite walls. Blood dripped around my back, hugging the curve of my ribs and spattering to the floor.


  I was in a square, steel room, riveted along the seams. The door was a hatch. It screamed ‘starship’ to my experienced eyes. Before me a marine officer stood.


  “Your punishment is for failure to the Matsumotos. As you know, in the marines we do not use corporal punishment for failures. This is the one exception. You have failed our Dynasty. Your failure has caused the death of one of the blood. For your failure you shall receive forty lashes. Consider it a light punishment.”


  I reeled in pain as the next lash cut across my back. My head thundered with my blood racing so fast to the tune of my beating heart. My vision was blanking and returning with each lash stroke. The pain was intense – so intense I didn’t know why Roman wasn’t screaming. I was pretty sure I was, back in my body.


  The terrible things inflicted by my family, or in the name of my family, were more and greater than I had ever imagined. Despite the intense pain, I could still think clearly enough to contemplate this. I knew that somehow the Matsumotos had to end. But who can end a disease that ran this deep into our society? The only one who could put an end to them was someone on the inside and I wasn’t inside anymore. I wasn’t even a Matsumoto anymore.


  “When your punishment is over,” the officer continued, “You will continue on to the mission you were briefed on. You know as well as I do that no marine assigned there has ever returned. Don’t think of it as a death sentence. Think of it as a way to regain our confidence in you as a marine. Good Luck.”


  I wanted to spit at the marine’s sanctimonious speech. They were going to send Roman – my Roman! – to his death with the pathetic covering that it was a chance to prove himself loyal and capable after a devastating failure. It was as false as it was cruel, and I hated them for doing it to him.


  The officer left, but the whipping kept on coming. The pain, the pain, the pain was endless.


  Roman, I screamed through our connection. Please, please hold on. I’ll find a way to save you. I promise.


  My tears were hot on my cheeks back in Baldric, and my connection was fading to Roman.


  Please, hold on! I won’t abandon you. I’m here.


  The pain came back strongly one more time as I surged back into his world.


  Vera? Are you alive.


  Be strong. I’ll find a way.


  Behind me the man administering the whipping leaned in close and said, “It was an impossible task, but now the only Matsumoto alive is the Emperor, and that’s your fault.”


  Not true. I said.


  Not true? Roman echoed, and then the pain began again and I faded back to my own body.


  I was screaming in my own body with the pain still washing over my mind. Someone was sitting on my chest.


  The pain left suddenly with a wash of relief so strong I was almost giddy from it. Someone was cursing loudly. I looked up. It was Roberta sitting on me and cursing while the Lieutenant had her nettlegun centered on my forehead and the men each had one of my arms pinned down.


  This wasn’t what I’d hoped for when I turned the tables, but at least they clearly saw me as someone to worry about.


  My chest heaved as I sucked in cool ultra-rich Baldric oxygen. For the first time since leaving the installation I wondered if that was okay. Was I going to start suffering from oxygen toxicity now?


  Symptoms of oxygen toxicity?


  Disorientation, breathing problems, myopia, collapsed alveoli, retinal detachment, seizures…


  Well, so far so good, except maybe for the disorientation.


  “What was that, Matsumoto?” Driscoll asked.


  “What was what?” I asked.


  Kitsano jabbed the barrel of the gun into my forehead and I grunted.


  “I was trying to show you all that I can’t be maneuvered like a pawn and then I blacked out. All this ultra-rich oxygen isn’t good for me.”


  The Baldric Three exchanged glances while Driscoll said, “You grabbed your head, started screaming and then keeled over.”


  “Oxygen toxicity,” I said, sticking to my far-fetched story.


  “Maybe,” Michael said, answering an unspoken question from Kitsano. “Unlikely, but maybe. They don’t have our protection.”


  “What protection?” Driscoll asked.


  “The original scientists weren’t just tinkering with our ability to communicate. They gave us nano-bots that triggered mutations to adapt to the atmosphere after they terraformed the planet. Together the results are enough that we can live without supplemental air.”


  “But we’re going to go crazy?” Driscoll asked, pointing at me. “Like she just did?”


  “You’re going to have lung and eye troubles after prolonged exposure. Disorientation maybe, or worse symptoms later on, but I wouldn’t have expected this kind of outburst,” Michael said.


  “Either way, we can’t trust her now. Either she’s out of her mind or out to get us.” Roberta sure was a ray of sunshine.


  “Let her up for now. I have her covered,” Kitsano said, and I was eased up into a sitting position.


  I was grateful to have Roberta off my chest. I wasn’t feeling very fond of her at the present.


  But what did I do now that the tables were turned again? The combat programs could probably take them back down, but what if I dropped into Romans mind again? I was going to need allies to fulfill my promise to him. Maybe these renegades were my best option. They were certainly my most immediate option.


  Something had changed inside me as I felt Roman suffering, yet again, at the hands of my family - or at least at the hands of the people representing my family. This had to end. I was beginning to realize that I might be the only one who could end it. Roman had been right all along, and so had Driscoll. It was time to start thinking about claiming the Empire myself.


  I couldn’t help but laugh internally. Here I sat, one eye patched up, my hair a ruin, without allies or weapons and held prisoner on a planet of hostile aliens with no way to leave or to communicate with the outside world, and yet I had decided that I would be Emperor. Maybe I really was going crazy.


  I remember the day I lost my mind. It was a Tuesday on Baldric.
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  SO, YOU WANT TO BE Emperor, I thought, as they trussed me up like a pig they were going to roast. You want to right all wrongs and fix the world. I would have thought you were too cynical for that.


  I didn’t ask to be a crusader and rescuer of my people. I didn’t ask to overthrow my cousin, but I felt horribly responsible for Roman’s fate. His life was hanging by a thread because no Matsumoto has found and ended the poison flowing through our heritage. I was deeply marked by the devastation I saw here on Baldric. It was because of us that genocide was perpetrated here.


  I could leave it to terrorists like Driscoll, but while terrorists are great at destroying systems they don’t have a great track record for putting them back together. Neil Matsumoto was an exception, but a rare one.


  It seemed that like it or not, I was the last person left who could heal Blackwatch from within without spinning her into utter chaos.They bred us Matsumoto cousins for many things – non-violence, obedience, loyalty, yes, but also for responsibility and duty. It was my turn to step up to my duty, even if it meant my death.


  I would save Blackwatch.


  I would save Roman.


  I let out a deep breath, relieved at the certainty that came with purpose. I hardly noticed the argument between Kitsano and Driscoll in front of my face. I had just finished a difficult battle. It was the very first of what would hopefully be a long string of victories, but there was no time to rest on my laurels.


  Search all downloaded databases for references to Matsumotos in relation to Baldric.


  Four hundred and thirty-two references found.


  Sort out the references in official signatures and stick with references in video logs and reports.


  Four references found.


  Play logs in sequence.


  The first showed a scientist in the video log. He was giving a report.


  “We have informed Ambassador Matsumoto of the possible consequences. Genocide and destruction of the fauna and ecosystem of Baldric are almost certain if this line of terraforming continues. Our orders are to continue by order of the Emperor and of Ambassador Matsumoto.”


  It cut off as the computer played the next snippet. A man in a marine’s uniform spoke.


  “The current batch of prisoners includes the prisoner we have been instructed to refer to only as a number. She is a personal prisoner of the Matsumoto Dynasty. I must stress that I cannot reasonably obey my orders while detaining her and I would ask that I be relieved of the command of this colony.”


  The next scientist appeared in a split screen with a starship officer. It seemed like a remote communication. Her eyes were wide with terror.


  “It’s her. She’s with them. Somehow they listen to her, but we don’t know why. She wasn’t a shadow before she joined them, but now she’s their leader and she’s out for revenge.”


  “Who is?”


  “Matsumoto,” she whispered, and her eyes whipsawed back and forth as if she could watch every direction at once.


  He hissed, “Don’t say that name. It’s classified.”


  The recordings faded out. I could go back and listen to them in context, but I’d gleaned what I’d hoped for. As I had suspected, we were responsible for what had happened to this planet, and as I already knew, I was not the first Matsumoto imprisoned here. It was time to make a plan and to do something about this.


  I let myself fade back into the world my body was in.


  “No, this just happens sometimes. She fades out for a few minutes,” Driscoll was saying to Kitsano. She still had her gun braced against my forehead.


  “It’s happened before?”


  “Yes, and then she goes off and does something crazy, like riding a shadow beast, or saving all our lives, or calling you guys. I don’t know how she does it, but she does. It’s something about her, but I’m telling you that if you want off this planet she’s your ticket out. Don’t kill her.”


  “I thought you hated me,” I said.


  He looked at me, relief flooding his face, “You’re back.”


  “I had work to do,” I said with a frown.


  “Well we kind of needed you here,” he said in a tight voice.


  “Looks like you had it covered,” I said.


  He’d said he hated me. Why did he fight so hard to save my life? Was it just to use me to get off-planet? My gut was roiling. It had all kinds of reservations about Driscoll.


  “Now that we’re done playing ‘happy reunion,’ why don’t you tell us why you should live?” Roberta said.


  “Because I didn’t kill you when I could have,” I said. She was really getting on my nerves.


  “Matsumotos don’t kill,” Kitsano said dismissively.


  “Then why do you have a gun to my head?” I asked.


  She lowered the barrel, as if to prove her point, but it was still pointed in my direction, and I was still trussed up.


  “Here’s a thought,” I said, “Why don’t you give me some details and I’ll tell you how I can help.”


  “Seems reasonable,” Michael said, from off to the side. He was the only reasonable one of all of us. “Here’s our problem: We left the colony in a hurry and we could only bring limited tech with us. Since then, every time we’ve tried to return to the colony the shadows have prevented us from getting in – until we came for the two of you. We don’t know why. Each time a new group of colonists arrives we try to communicate and join forces.”


  “But so far no one has taken us seriously before they were killed by the Javierians,” Roberta said. “And the ones who did take us seriously kept us too busy to allow us near their technology before it was too late.”


  “We want to leave Baldric,” Michael continued, “To do that, we need to communicate with a starship. Our technology here can’t communicate with them directly, but there is a satellite that can. However, we can’t seem to get access to the satellite’s systems.”


  “So what you need,” I said, “Is to communicate with the satellite to discover when a ship will arrive. You need to access the satellite’s communications, which can probably only be done at the colony, in order to talk to the starship. You then need to convince the Captain to rescue the three of you, and you need to do all of this without being killed by the shadows or stopped by the colony.”


  “Precisely,” said Michael.


  “And you think she can help,” Driscoll said, and it wasn’t a question.


  Roberta looked away and Michael looked at his feet, but Kitsano looked me in the eyes.


  “We know that you Matsumotos have a way with the Javierians,” she said, “We’ve seen it in action before. And we know that you have …advantages…in communicating with technology. You’re also recognizable enough that maybe a starship Captain would speak to you.”


  I nodded. Driscoll’s eyes narrowed.


  “What do you say? Would you like to stop fighting us and lend a hand?” she asked, her mouth twisted in a wry expression.


  “Yes,” I said, and I saw their shoulders sag with relief. Too soon. “But, I won’t be your prisoner or your pawn. I’ll be your partner, or nothing.”


  “What does that mean?” Roberta asked, taking a step forward.


  “It means no more sticking guns in my face or pressing buttons on devices attached to my brain,” I answered, coolly.


  “And in exchange?” Lieutenant Kitsano asked.


  “In exchange I won’t knock you all on the ground when you untie me,” I said, frowning.


  I didn’t like threatening them. I’ve seen so much violence of so many kinds in the past few months that you’d think I’d be immune, but I’m not. I’m especially not immune to being the cause of it. I hope I never am, or I’ll have lost myself.


  Driscoll cleared his throat and looked at me meaningfully. My eyebrows knit together as I racked my brain to try to think of what he might be nudging me to do. Did I need to be more specific? He sounded awfully like an irritated tutor trying to remind a child of something.


  “And, well,” I said, feeling awkward, “I also should say ‘thank-you’ for rescuing me.”


  Driscoll looked smug. I must have guessed what he was getting at. I colored under his gaze, irritated at being treated like a child.


  “We don’t need her that badly,” Roberta said with a head toss.


  “We’ve been at this a long time,” Michael said with a sigh. “Our last plan was our last ditch effort, and you saw how that ended.”


  Roberta flinched.


  “How did it end?” Driscoll asked, his eyes narrowing. “I think I’d like to know what hasn’t worked.”


  Michael flushed, and no one looked like they were going to answer.


  “Patrick Driscoll is the head of a terrorist organization known as Driscoll’s Own.” I said. “He is personally responsible for the murder of innocents, among them many members of my family.”


  My eyes had grown rock hard as I spoke and Driscoll raised his chin at the threat in my words.


  “Is that true?” Kitsano asked.


  “It’s true that I lead Driscoll’s Own,” Driscoll said, almost like he was proud of it. “Whatever you’ve done, I’ve probably done worse.”


  “We didn’t plan on doing anything,” Roberta said sullenly.


  “It was our error, though,” Michael said, “We tried to hack the programming on the emergency shuttles of El Dorado. We’d tried communication and couldn’t get through and we tried to call the emergency shuttles and couldn’t get our signal through, but we could read their communications, and we planted a hack.”


  “That’s pretty sophisticated stuff,” Driscoll said.


  “Well, I used to specialize in communications before…” Michael’s voice trailed off as he tried to convey the enormity of his position. “But it’s been a while, and I did something wrong and the hack deleted navigation code in El Dorado, not just the shuttles, and the next thing we knew…”


  He spread his hands like he was cradling a mushroom cloud.


  “Kablooie,” Roberta finished for him. “The idiot wrecked our only chance and killed thousands of sailors, colonists and marines. I assume you know that since you were aboard. What was it like to live through an emergency like that?”


  “I was in a detached shuttle,” Driscoll said.


  “Lucky.”


  “So that was your last ditch effort? Why don’t you just stroll into the colony and ask for help?”


  “We told you we tried that.”


  “And? It couldn’t have been so bad. After all, you’re still here.”


  “We are,” Roberta said bitterly, “But I’m not sure if you’ve noticed but we have a lot of stuff here and a pretty big set up. Did you think three people built this? There were originally twenty five of us deserters.”


  Kitsano shot her a warning look, but I’d heard the word loud and clear.


  “Deserters?” I asked quietly, looking Kitsano in the eye.


  She watched me for a long time, anger, failure and embarrassment all warring behind her eyes. Eventually she gave an abbreviated nod and stepped towards me with a sigh. I wasn’t sure what she was planning, but the last thing I expected was a knife slipping out from her uniform. She flicked it open, demons warring in her eyes. I didn’t bother going through the whole mental chorus of “am-I-really-going-to-die-like-this” again. It was getting old.


  Surprisingly, she didn’t stab me. Instead, she cut the bonds off my wrists and ankles. I relaxed, massaging my wrists where a thin purple line cut deep into my flesh.


  “So now you know our secrets,” Kitsano said, frowning.


  “And you already knew ours,” Driscoll said. Again, he reminded me of one of my tutors. There was a warning edge to his words. I wondered why he bothered. He’d saved my life a few times now in very subtle ways. It seemed a touch out of character.


  “So what now,” Kitsano said, and she seemed more shadow than solid as she said it.


  “Now we wait and we plan,” I said, still massaging.


  “Agreed,” said Driscoll, and they all nodded.
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  IT WAS A GOOD THING that the Baldric Three had made themselves at home in the camp they called “The Ledge” because we didn’t have much to occupy us beyond waiting.


  The first night we were there they allowed Driscoll and I our own bunks, but took turns ‘keeping watch.’ Based on the looks they exchanged and the fact that they didn’t ask us to take a turn on watch, I figured they were mostly keeping an eye on us – or me. Trust between us was still a little thin.


  I cuddled down in the marine-issue cot, grateful to have a real bed for the first time since arriving on Baldric. I wasn’t able to enjoy it as much as I would have liked since I needed to get my implant working on things, but I tried my best.


  That first night I hacked the Baldric Three’s computer systems via the implant, took control of their makeshift antenna, and attempted to hijack the satellite. Like Michael, I was unable to send a signal out from the satellite without direct access to the colony computers, but I could monitor the passives just fine. I set up a monitoring system to alert me of any approaching ships, planetary disturbances or other anomalies.


  I also scanned the passives for any information on the El Dorado. She was dead. Her drives were damaged beyond repair, none of her personnel were logged as still living, and even her emergency power had fizzled out. There would be no help on that end.


  I had the implant downloading the Baldric Three’s records, it would have to sift through usage reports to glean anything useful. So far the records backed up their claims.


  I also tried to access the colony computers remotely, but to no avail. The Baldric Three were right. We would need to physically go back to make any changes. They were visibly worried about the prospect – gun shy. Based on that, I was feeling very grateful that they had come to ‘rescue’ me at all. I hadn’t made my thanks very clear beyond the statement that Driscoll had cajoled from me. I was realizing that gratitude was not my strong suit. That would come back and bite me some day if I didn’t fix it.


  The implant still hadn’t detected any damage from my ordeal, but I was worried that the damage wouldn’t be noticeable until it was too late. There was no telling what that device could have done to my implant. I told my implant to continue to run diagnostics concurrently with the other tasks.


  After that I let the system work its magic and I went to sleep. I did not dream of Roman, and I was both relieved and terrified by that. Hopefully another ship would come soon. My time to help him was running out.


  The next morning, I woke last. I think having had my first real sleep in days had made me sleep longer than usual. Everyone else was holding a whispered conference in the common room around food and hot beverages. They stopped speaking when I strolled in the room.


  “Don’t let me spoil the fun,” I said with a raised eyebrow, running my hand through my spoiled hair.


  I grabbed the scissors from off the counter and saw Kitsano flinch. I sighed.


  “Can anyone direct me to the facilities?”


  Roberta pointed to my left, and I worked my way through the maze of makeshift walls and rooms in the direction she had sent me. There were outhouses on the edge of the cliff with a makeshift shower system set up. The shower was chilly as the water poured through a jury-rigged pipe-like contraption straight from the stream. You opened a valve to get it to pour in an enclosed space, and hey-presto a shower. I made use of the facilities, showered, and used the scissors to tidy my butcher-job on my hair. It was still a bit ragged and very short, but it would do. It was far more practical now, and I actually looked kind of … mean. Here on Baldric that was a good thing.


  There was nothing I could do about my clothing, but it was made of a dirt-resistant fabric and so a quick brushing and shaking and it was almost as good as clean, although that didn’t do much for the lived-in smell. All of Baldric smelled faintly of rotting citrus, and when you combined that with body odor it was enough to make anyone’s belly roll.


  Everyone was still whispering when I returned the scissors. Once again they quieted when I returned. I ignored them.


  “Driscoll has been telling us about the things the Matsumotos have done,” Roberta said. Her voice sounded like she was trying to bait me into a fight.


  “At any time of the day or night he’s telling somebody,” I said wryly.


  Driscoll’s expression was blank, but the others watched me curiously.


  “Are you expecting me to defend the actions of my family?” I asked, pouring myself a cup of the hot beverage and sipping. It was a fragrant herbal tea. Possibly local. Probably not drugged. I still hadn’t eaten, but I was doing pretty well despite that. No real loss of energy, though my belly was knotted and painful.


  Is there a reason that I can go so well without food? I asked my implant.


  Your system is full of injected nanites which were brought up to date at your last doctor’s appointment. They will cannibalize your body to provide the energy that you need. You will not notice many symptoms of hunger. You have approximately twenty-two days of normal activity levels and then you will expire. Increased energy use will shorten that time frame.


  “Well, they are your family,” Michael suggested.


  I didn’t answer. I just sipped my tea. They were my family, yes, and that made them my responsibility, but my responsibility lay in rectifying their actions, not justifying them.


  “He’s also telling us about Driscoll’s Own,” Roberta challenged.


  Nice, Patrick. He was the typical terrorist – always recruiting.


  “We like what we hear,” Roberta said.


  Really, she was going to have to work harder than that if she was going to goad me.


  “Then why don’t you join?” I asked, sipping again.


  “We already have,” Roberta said.


  Was she lying? I glanced at Driscoll. Apparently not. I had thought all that whispering had been about me, but I guess that was a bit egocentric. He’d actually been winning a few converts.


  “What you do in your spare time isn’t really my concern,” I said, still playing cool-and-collected with the tea sipping.


  Roberta’s eyes flashed, and I hid a smile behind the mug. Score one for Vera. My inner grin faded at Driscoll’s gaze. He was assessing me again and his eyes were narrowed. If I had a father, maybe Driscoll would remind me of him. I disappointed him constantly, never living up to his standards.


  “While you were learning the secret handshake I was working on another project,” I said.


  “What’s that?” Kitsano said.


  “Figuring out how to get us off this rock,” I said. “You were right that the satellite can’t be ordered outside the slaved terminal at the colony, but I can read its mail. We’ll know when a ship is coming. What’s the turn-around from here to New Greenland?”


  “Four days,” Kitasano said, and I choked on the tea.


  I was still coughing when Driscoll said, “That’s all?!”


  “Did you think we were months or years out?” Lieutenant Kitsano said in a dry tone.


  “Frankly, yes! They had us in cryosleep!”


  “It’s easier to keep the tigers calm when you use a tranquilizer,” Roberta said, almost echoing my thoughts exactly. Maybe she was quicker than I was giving her credit for.


  “Plus, no one wants prisoners to know where this planet is,” Lieutenant Kitsano said, “If you ever went back home you could tell people. Or you might be more motivated to try to escape if you knew it was only a few days voyage, not light years. Plus, they can keep you that way as long as they like while they collect prisoners from all over the Empire. Maybe you were in cryosleep for months. Maybe some of you were in it for years.”


  That was unsettling. How long were Ian and I held in the belly of that ship before we were put out here? Had I missed years in the outside world? I scanned my memories quickly trying to think if I had seen any hints of how much time had passed in Roman’s memories.


  “I thought we were considered ‘colonists,’” Driscoll muttered.


  How long were we in cryosleep?


  Roberta rolled her eyes and said, “Can we drop the pretense?”


  He opened up his palm in a gesture of acceptance.


  Eleven months and two days.


  I choked back a gasp as I absorbed the implant’s revelation.


  “The planet is hidden in plain sight?” I asked Kitsano, trying to cover my shock.


  “Yes. It’s in a system that contains a lot of mineral asteroids, but it is flagged as a useless ball of rock. No one questions the surveyor records. Why would they lie?”


  It had been almost a year after they separated Roman and I that we landed here. We’d lost almost a year, and we were only four days away. When Roman had been on the rooftop with the Sergeant they’d been on New Greenland. They’d been only four days away. Where was he now? Was it possible that he was still somewhere that close? My traitorous eyes welled with tears, and I fought to blink them away.


  “Well wouldn’t miners notice all the traffic here?” Driscoll asked. He was watching me, with his forehead wrinkled with concern. He could see what I was trying to hide.


  “All what traffic?” Roberta grumbled, but Kitsano silenced her with a raised hand.


  “The minerals are Crown Holdings and no one has been given access to them for generations. They claim that they are a reserve.”


  “Clever enough,” Driscoll muttered, “and typical of Matsumotos.”


  I wish I could give us that much credit.


  “So if a ship arrives here, how much lead time will we have from the satellite’s warning?” Kitsano asked me.


  I shrugged and said, “Hours.”


  “And they could arrive any day,” Driscoll said.


  “Yes,” I agreed. I was trying very hard to remain cool and aloof, like I was focused on the task, while inside I was a fury of emotions.


  Michael glanced at his computer. He knew I hadn’t accessed it, and they had probably checked me for portable devices. His brow furrowed, but he said nothing.


  “So either we find a way to go to the colony right now,” I said, “and we establish our connection from there as soon as possible, or we wait for the signal and then we will have to high-tail it there so we can communicate with the ship when it enters Baldric orbit.”


  “If we go back we risk dealing with Major Reynolds,” Driscoll said.


  “If Reynolds is still alive,” I added.


  “And Reynolds won’t work with us,” he said, “Not now. Even before he was attacked he wanted to cut open our heads.”


  “Then we wait,” Lieutenant Kitsano said.


  “It will make our timeline tight when we eventually do have to get up and go,” I said, twiddling the mug in my hands and desperately trying not to think about where Roman might be and whether he was sailing in the opposite direction.


  “But it’s the only real option,” Driscoll agreed.


  It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all we had.


  The days were long. I felt the time pass with a keenness born of my new ambitions and my intense worry about Roman. When I had thought him a Blackwatch marine I had been worried, because life for marines is dangerous, but I’d been pleased. After all, it was a life and I thought he would do well in it, but now he was sentenced to death and I was consumed with worry.


  He hated the Empire for what we had done to his family and he had been made to serve. The woman he loved had been taken from him by death, and he had still served. He was sentenced to a hopeless task, and I knew he would still serve. Somehow I would rescue him from this endless servitude and give him what he had always wanted – freedom from this life he didn’t want.


  I missed him. I’d failed him. It was the least I could do for him.


  I imagined his eyes alight as he helped me take down Nigel. My heart warmed as I remembered his soft lips on mine. I wanted him safe and whole and happy. I wanted him somewhere far away from where I – or any other Matsumoto- could damage him. I wanted him to be okay.


  My face healed enough that I was able to remove the bandage, revealing a fat pink scar with jagged, puckered edges. It wasn’t pretty. That scalpel must have really been out of control when it carved Daniels’ signature down my cheek.


  My eye was blessedly untouched though the scar came very close. Moving my face hurt, and I felt nothing where the scar was, or in the skin surrounding it. Nerves must have been cut. I could still move my eyes and mouth, but the left side of my face was a bit stiff looking when I smiled or frowned. It felt like a foreign piece of plastic rather than my own face. Then again, very little about me felt the same anymore.


  Driscoll was not idle in the days that we waited. He had won the hearts of these half-shadow drifters and they hung on his every word. Kitsano had taken the longest, but now she was the worst. She followed him with a dog-like devotion. The Matsumoto-hating cause would have three very dedicated followers by the time he was through. I should have been offended, but I wasn’t.


  They left me alone, whispering when I was near. I no longer thought it was about me. Most likely it was secret Driscoll’s Own business, but it worried me when they sent hungry glances in my direction. Did they want me to join, too? That was somewhat irrational. What, exactly, did they want from me?


  One morning I overheard what they were talking about.


  “You should have seen her. She rode a rhino and came charging down the hill into their ranks. The whole army of shadows scattered.”


  “Now that’s a Matsumoto I would follow.”


  Strange. I didn’t have time to think on it, though, because my implant chirped.


  Starship has been detected on course for Baldric.
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  ETA?


  Starship is on vector for least time transition to Baldric orbit. ETA to orbit approximately six hours.


  We would be in range of communications by the time they reached orbit. Six hours wasn’t much time to fight through an army of shadows to the colony and talk them into seeing things our way, so we needed to leave Casa Baldric Three.


  I made a beeline into the common room where the usual suspects had their heads close together drinking their local tea and talking quietly. I cleared my throat, and they all looked at me. Driscoll looked amused.


  “It’s go time,” I said, in the most clichéd way possible.


  “Already?” Michael said, as if we hadn’t been waiting for days.


  My vision swam for a micro-second, but I blinked away any worries about that. It was probably oxygen toxicity. That caused bouts of disorientation.


  I picked up my assigned pack and firearm. Kitsano had been reluctant to set one aside for me. They had plenty, but I think the marine still saw me as a potential threat.


  I was still strapping on my pack when I realized that no one else was joining me.


  “Have you changed your mind?” I asked Patrick with a raised eyebrow.


  “Far from it,” he replied with an odd note in his voice. He’d been strange the last few days - or maybe I should say ‘stranger than normal.’ He was still his passionate, but somewhat hidden, self trying to attach strings to everyone he met and apply gentle pressure to those strings, but something had changed in his demeanor to me.


  “Move out,” Kitsano said, picking up her pack and gun and elbowing past me.


  The others followed now that she was the one giving the orders instead of me, and I found myself in the rear with Driscoll.


  “Never a dull moment, is there, Vera,” he said wryly.


  “Not on Baldric,” I agreed, booting up my implant’s fighting programs and mapping program.


  We were an hour’s hike from the colony. If we were quick and didn’t encounter resistance from the shadows, we would have more time to negotiate with whoever was leading the colony.


  Driscoll was in a chatty mood. “And before Baldric? Where were you then?”


  “Capricornia,” I said, biting my lip as a wave of homesickness for Roman washed over me.


  “I understand it was a bit chaotic there, as well,” Driscoll said, “and there was also drama on Nagara. Has there been anywhere that you’ve been since you graduated that was not quickly thrown into chaos and death.”


  I frowned, and my eyebrows knitted together. What did he want me to say? Was I supposed to admit I was the angel of death or something?


  “I do what I have to do when I have to do it.”


  “To what end?” he challenged.


  “To fulfill my duty and loyalty to the people and nation I was born for,” I said, like it was a catechism answer. In a way it was. I turned to look at him square in the face, and my cheeks flamed with my own passion. I was so sick of having to explain myself to everyone all the time. “I know you hate me for that. I know you’d all like to see me dead. But guess what? I don’t care anymore. I am carved of duty and born to responsibility. I’ve failed, but I will find a way back somehow. Know that. And know that all your challenges and reality checks can’t tell me anything bad about myself that I don’t already see every time I look into a mirror.”


  I grimaced and looked away. I knew that I’d earned the hell everyone seemed to want to put me through, but it sure was getting monotonous.


  We trudged quietly down the mountain, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible so as not to stir up the shadows. The trees were getting larger, with wider spreading branches and more of the eggplant-colored leaves growing thick. I was admiring how the too-white light looked on their pale undersides when I felt that same echo in my implant that I hadn’t heard since the Baldric Three saved me.


  My head pounded with it, and somehow it was more intense than ever before. Waves of those echoes rolled over me, growing stronger and louder with each successive wave. After a full minute I saw the Baldric Three stiffen also, their bodies becoming less solid and more faded. They flickered at the height of the wave I felt and I thought that they must be feeling them, too.


  This was bad! If we were already under attack how would we get to the colony in time? I hadn’t believed them that the shadows would be on top of us so quickly. How could they know we were here? They didn’t have any modern tech. Was it because our allies were half-shadow themselves? Were they connected somehow? Or had it just been good old-fashioned surveillance? Maybe they had been waiting around at the base of the hill the whole time we were on the ledge.


  The next wave hit me like an avalanche and then our way was blocked by a wall of shadows. I unslung my nettlegun. The Baldric Three sunk to their knees, hands held to the sides of their heads like they were trying to hold their brains inside. The pain was fierce. Dricoll and I opened fire.


  I ran forward, positioning myself in front of the Three and splashing the shadows before me with a wave of nettles. They tore like tissue paper, but re-formed just as quickly. Behind me Driscoll was screaming at the Three to get up as he fired into the shadows closing behind us.


  The nettles were useless. Desperate, I kicked the hand-to-hand program into overdrive as the first wave of shadow-figures materialized in front of me. They were close enough that I could smell rotting fungus and the ringing sound they left in my mind left a copper aftertaste under my tongue.


  They were humanoid, some more human looking than others. Before they had only appeared as reflections of us, but now they assumed their own shapes.


  The ones that weren’t as human were taller and thinner with an extra set of arms and an elongated lower jaw. Their hair was mane-like and wild. They must be the original residents of Baldric. The part of my brain that wasn’t busily fighting for survival took a moment to marvel at how similar to humans this life-form was. That life existed at all on other planets was phenomenal, to have it appear so similar to ours was astronomically rare. Why in the world would my family have wiped out such a rare and amazing species? Did they pose a threat to our Empire?


  I didn’t have long to dwell on that as the shadows flooded in. I leapt forward, spinning in a kick that threw five of them into their own ranks. I spiraled around, punching another in his elongated jaw, and dodging a furious attack from my right. With so many of them trying to engage me, they were getting in their own way, but I needed to defend the Baldric Three and Driscoll. They didn’t have my advantages.


  I danced around them, trying to avoid Driscoll’s friendly fire while still battling the shadows. The sound of their rushing voices, for that must be what that was in my head, was overwhelming. I couldn’t pick any particular voice out; instead they melded together within me. No wonder the Baldric Three were frozen, clutching their heads pain. Whatever was still human in them must find the cries of their half-brothers crippling.


  The press of bodies was becoming ridiculous. I lunged, thrusting two large shadows out of my way, my skills enhanced by the program, and then I grabbed the shoulder of one and used the leverage to spin upward and plant two feet in a massive kick to the chest of another, throwing him back and bowling over another dozen behind him.


  “Vera!” Driscoll cried, and I risked a glance behind me to see him fall beneath the press of shadow bodies. His hands clawed out as they pressed in on him until I could only see one hand, clutching at grass, dirt, shadows, anything it encountered. I pushed towards him, throwing shadows out of my way, but others poured into the gaps until I was further away than I began.


  Out of my way! I screamed in my mind, forcing my way through. OUT OF MY WAY!


  Shadow bodies parted, scrambling over one another’s shoulders and heads in a mad panic as if something were lighting their heels on fire. A path opened from me to Driscoll, clearing around his body and the bodies of my half-shadow friends.


  BACK!


  They pushed further backwards, and I gaped with amazement. That I could communicate with them was thrilling, although not entirely unexpected. Since I could hear the hum of their voices I had thought that perhaps I would eventually be able to pick out a way to speak, but I had never expected to be obeyed. They had obeyed me like I was a god to them. The shock was still reverberating in my mind when a single shadow stepped into the cleared path, standing between me and the frightened shadows.


  He spoke to me through the link, but it wasn’t speech. He sent the idea to me somehow and I understood it in my mind, but I still could pick out no words from the rushing-river sound of their communication.


  What do you want here with us? Your coming is trouble. Go on your way quickly.


  I want to be on my way as quickly as you want me gone , I sent to him, I need access to the colony beyond here.


  Your kind kills. Death. Pain. Horror. If you live then death. Pain. Horror. Can’t be allowed. Can’t comply.


  I’ll promise no violence if you let me through. We want only to be free of this planet.


  Free. Whole. Released is what we want. You must all go. Go now.


  We’ll go as quickly as we can, only please let us leave.


  A pact. Promise. Hope. No blood shed. Violence. Betrayal. And we will leave you to go. She will come to ensure. She will keep your word for you.


  Agreed, I said.


  Go. Be rid of you. Final peace. Peace. Sleep.


  It was confusing, but I seemed to be getting the drift. At least we all agreed on one thing. We all wanted the humans to be gone off of Baldric.


  I walked forward, and he stood aside to let me haul Driscoll back on his feet. The Baldric Three were gaping at me, hands lowered to their sides. I wondered how much they had heard. Their guns were still on the ground.


  Driscoll had his gun up and tracking the shadows as soon as he was on his feet.


  “Gun down. No shooting,” I said to Driscoll, hurriedly putting a hand to his trigger finger. “I’ve brokered a temporary truce but it will be over the moment we shed blood, or are violent, or something. The exact rules aren’t super clear.”


  “Of course not,” Driscoll said, trying for his usual cynical tone, but his eyes blazed with something else. Hope? It looked akin to hero worship, but that made no sense. Maybe he was enormously impressed by xeno-communication.


  The Baldric Three were on their feet and they grouped up behind Driscoll almost unconsciously, they were smiling. The aliens must leave a strange impression on people. Maybe I was immune because of my implant.


  “Come on,” I said, trying to hide my confusion, and leading them through the narrow path between the press of shadows.


  Not a single one made a move to attack us. They stood perfectly still, immobile and straight, like they were standing at parade rest. It was incredibly eerie. I walked slowly at first, being sure not to touch them or provoke them, but as we progressed and the shadows seemed to go on and on I sped up without meaning to, till I was almost jogging, I was so anxious to escape their claustrophobic ranks. The sheer volume of them was enormous. Their river of thought continued to rumble and from the depths of it a recurring thought rolled through, She comes.


  I didn’t think they meant me. Their ultimate leader must be female. She was the one who was going to enforce our promise, and now she was coming. I was very nervous about what that meant. I wanted to be at the colony before she arrived. Maybe we could convince the ship to send a shuttle right to us, and we would never have to meet the terrible leader of these shadows.


  I drew myself to my full tiny height and tried my best not to pull on my shortened hair. The shadows loomed on both sides, their semi-translucent bodies almost humming with energy as they spoke together in the roiling stream of projected thought. They varied in height and size, some more human, and some less, but all completely focused on us. They were dressed in varied ways. The humans were in shadowy lab coats, skinsuits, and uniforms. The aliens were in swathed fabric that covered them from nose to knees and wrapped around their heads like turbans. They held no weapons. I wondered about their shadow lives. Did they eat? Did they need to? Could they hold solid objects? I couldn’t tell from their endless forms. Why hadn’t I checked before? Oh yes, I had been focused on survival.


  I heard a gasp from Driscoll behind me and I immediately saw why. Sammy stood in the forward ranks lining our path, or at least his shadow did. It stared straight ahead, vibrating like the others and looking at a point somewhere in the mid distance.


  “Sammy?” Driscoll said, in tones of horror. “Is that you?”


  Sammy said nothing.


  “Are you ok, lad?”


  Still nothing.


  “Driscoll,” I warned, “Best to leave it.”


  I flushed. Sammy had been under my leadership when he was taken. He was my responsibility, and it was my fault that he was a shadow now. I had to do better. I’d failed in all my responsibilities. I must do better.


  The weight of an empire was settling on my shoulders as I walked the ghoulish gauntlet. It was time to take up the mantle of the Matsumotos. They had rejected me, but I did not dare reject them. There was already too much blood on our hands.


  Driscoll’s face was lined with sorrow and guilt. He stopped and searched his friend’s face doggedly as he passed, seeming reluctant to leave him.


  “Remember that time on Nightshade? We stayed all week at that fishing shack. You caught a Night Snapper so big it almost sunk us. I told you it wasn’t worth hauling home, but you never let anything beat you…”


  He reached forward, like he was going to grip his friend’s hand.


  “Driscoll,” I said gently.


  He shook himself and frowned, but he started to walk again, watching Sammy over his shoulder like he thought his friend would join him.


  How many shadows were there? The minutes ticked by as we walked between their ranks, and still there were more. They seemed endless, and as they had said, this was only a part of their army.


  I was beginning to fear this walk of death would never end when we broke, finally, through their ranks. The press of bodies eased as quickly as it had swelled and I gulped down quick breaths of over-oxygenated air. It had never tasted so bitter.


  The trees swayed gently before us, but their innocent limbs seemed like reaching arms now, and their plum leaves seemed too much like dried blood. I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cooling air or the sterile white light. Baldric was not our home.


  “It’s time to leave this yellow-dust-ball,” I said.


  Driscoll was the only one who laughed, and it sounded forced, but the confidence in my voice lent me courage and I picked up the pace, refusing to turn and watch the shadows. We just had to keep from panicking and running for a little longer. I had a chilling fear that if we ran all bets would be off. They seemed to be the types to enjoy the chase.


  We were all breathing a little too quickly when we finally caught sight of the colony. I thought I’d feel relieved when I finally saw it, but nothing could have been further from the truth.
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  IN FAIRNESS, I HAD BEEN unconscious the last time I arrived here and also when we left, so this was my first time seeing the colony. It was a ramshackle lump of modern buildings rising up in the center of a surrounding ceramicrete wall. They were in poor repair, which was little wonder with the intense turnover and poor quality colonists that had been marooned here over the years. Overgrown foliage showed singe marks at the top of the wall where a spiral of wire was electrified. It reminded me of a run-down ghetto in the worst of cities. Unfortunately that wall, despite its ill-repair, still made it impregnable.


  Spiralling out of the center of the compound was a thick pillar of black smoke. Orange flames tangled through the pillar and licked at the surrounding buildings. Something bad was going on in the Blackwatch colony. I just hoped it wasn’t effecting the satellite’s slaved terminal.


  I studied the door, wondering how to get their attention.


  “Do we knock?” Driscoll asked from behind me. I was starting to get nervous about how frequently his words matched my thoughts. What had I come to that I was thinking in the same patterns as one of the Empire’s worst terrorists?


  “There’s a pad to communicate beside the door,” Kitsano suggested.


  “I’m guessing that’s not how you got in last time,” I said.


  “No, we didn’t, but the other way involves killing people, and since we just promised we wouldn’t…” she let her voice trail off.


  I nodded. We definitely didn’t want bloodshed.


  I led the way to the main door, tapped the communications pad and waited. Two cameras swivelled to view me. I resisted the urge to scratch my scar and stood motionless instead, waiting for a response.


  “They seem to be preoccupied,” Driscoll said from my left shoulder.


  “They do,” I agreed.


  “Maybe we should try the other route,” he said.


  “Maybe we can afford to wait a few more moments,” I said, mimicking his cool tone.


  The minutes stretched out. Inside the wall the fire continued unabated.


  “Maybe their hands are too full for visitors,” Driscoll said, as the unmistakable zip of a nettlegun sang out.


  “Someone’s having a party in there, and we’re here to crash it,” I said, still cool on the outside, even though I was frustrated and desperate to get to the terminal on the inside.


  I felt a shift in the world around me, but I didn’t need to turn around. The communication pad had a gleaming, reflective surface. I could see the forest behind me. I saw that the white tree boles were almost invisible, they were so blocked by ranks of shadows .


  I was finding it difficult to hold my ground, but we were surrounded – the sounds of a civil uprising were coming from the settlement before us, a hostile army was gathering behind us, and the Baldric Three had fallen to their knees again trying to block it all out. Like everything in my life, this situation was stacked in the usual Vera fashion – overwhelmingly against me.


  I chewed on the inside of my lip and then tapped the pad again, hoping to convey my annoyance to whoever was listening.


  After long minutes, the door mechanism whirred and the seal broke with a gasp. The two doors wheezed as they separated, slowly opening a gap up between them.


  Standing in the gap was Ian McIsaac. At his back were four others in our same skinsuits, holding nettleguns. Their suits were dirty and ash-covered. One was Ch’ng, and the look he gave me was a mix of hostility and respect. The hostility I was used to. The respect was a surprise though a welcome one.


  Ian shot a look of confusion toward the Baldric Three, and a look of satisfaction to me. I didn’t have time to enjoy that look. He noticed the shadows in the tree line behind us last of all. He cursed.


  “Can you never just come alone, Vera?” he asked, frustration and anger the top notes in his voice.


  “No one ever believes me when I tell them I want my space,” I said wryly.


  He smiled, every trace of the emotional journey we’d taken since leaving Capricornia was erased in what was truly an expression of friendship. Maybe seeing me hauled off by shadows after my brain was almost carved open had removed his hatred.


  “It’s good to see you,” he said.


  I felt my own smile warm at the look in his beautiful blue eyes.


  “Don’t worry, I’ve made a temporary truce with them,” I said gesturing to the shadows. “We’ll be safe until we get off this planet. And I have a plan for that, too.”


  “Of course you do,” he said, and his smile was so warm I could have basked in it for hours.


  Our gazes locked, radiating warmth and happiness for a split second. My heart opened with the warmth of forgiveness and comradery blossomed again where there had only been bare bitterness before.


  “Ian,” I said, holding out a hand.


  “You don’t need to say it,” he began, but whatever else he was going to say was cut off by a throaty yell.


  “For Baldric!”


  I spun in surprise. Roberta leapt up from her crouch, something small and square in one hand, and her nettlegun, still with its strap over one shoulder, brandished in the other.


  Something in her expression told me I should be afraid at almost the same moment that I felt a stab of pain through my skull. I fell to the ground, clutching my head.


  “Did you think I wouldn’t keep this?” She said, and her hand opened enough to show the device Dr. Daniels had connected to my implant. “Death to the Matsumotos!”


  “No!”


  I didn’t know if that was me screaming or Ian. I tried to stand and fight, but my implant was stalled, unable to hear my commands, and my fight programs fizzled out. My own physical body was also frozen, the intense pain too much for it to process my brain’s orders.


  Ian leapt in front of me just as Roberta fired her nettlegun. He fell just as fast, slumping on top of me. My hands dropped from my head, clutching him instead. I was in too much agony to speak, and his eyes were already glassy, his chest a shredded mess of cloth and flesh.


  Roberta’s nettlegun was swinging towards me, and I couldn’t even close my eyes. The pain had stolen all function from me.


  Just as I was sure she was about to fire, blood spurted from her neck, coating the ground, and her head flopped loosely as she fell to join us. The nettlegun didn’t even fire. Behind her Driscoll stood, holding a bloody knife. He reached down, scooped up the black device and flicked a button. The pain stopped. I blinked.


  Driscoll looked me in the eye, and then quick as lightning he dropped the device and stomped on it. Crushing it into a thousand pieces. My mouth fell open.


  “I thought you hated me.”


  “I thought he hated you,” he said, gesturing to Ian.


  “Only for the last few days.” I said. Hot tears formed in my eyes and splashed onto Ian’s face as I gently closed his eyes. “Before that…”


  I started to say something to mourn my prodigal friend. “I always thought that if you went deep enough you’d find that Ian was a really good person. I can’t believe-”


  My words cut off as the shadows rushed towards us.


  “Inside!” I yelled, dragging Ian with me. Driscoll grabbed his other arm, and we fled into the colony, Kitsano and Michael following us and Ch’ng activating the close function almost before we were all through the doors.


  Ch’ng was flushed and only inches away. “What was that?!”


  “We spilled blood,” I whispered, as the blood drained from my face.
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  “What do you mean?” Ch’ng said.


  “The truce was for as long as we didn’t spill blood. We spilled blood.”


  He gaped like he was going to launch into me and split my lip with his fist, but there was no time for that. I was still holding Ian’s warm, dead body. For some unfathomable reason he’d given his life to save me. I didn’t agree with his choice, but I’d damn well honor it.


  “What is this?” I asked, pointing at the smoke and flames, and distracting him from his frustration.


  “We fought the marines,” Ch’ng said. His voice was hollow, like he couldn’t decide what emotion dominated him just yet. “Ian led us. He found a weakness, and he exploited it. The fighting was intense, but we won. We were just about to deal with the fire when you called at the gate. Ian said we’d get you first. You could help fight the fire.”


  “Ok,” I said, deep in assessment mode. “Kitsano, go with Ch’ng and sort out the fire. Michael, you’ll guide me to the satellite terminal.” I looked at Ch’ng, fixing him with my eyes, “We have a limited time to communicate with a starship and get all of our reeking bodies off this planet, are you in?”


  “Yes,” he said, his eyes fixed on Ian’s corpse.


  “Then go with Kitsano and don’t give her flack for being an ex-marine.”


  “What about for being only half here?” he asked bitterly, pointing at her half-translucent body.


  “Or that. We need her.” I shifted my focus, “Take Ian, Driscoll. Put him somewhere respectful. Then meet us at the terminal.”


  An electric sound startled us all.


  “That’s the Javierians trying to breach the electric fence on the wall,” Kitsano said.


  My lips thinned.


  “When you’re done with Ian get eyes on the wall, Patrick,” I said. His eyes had that stupid glow thing going on again. I ignored it and turned to Michael, “Lead on, Michael. We’re running low on time.”


  He started to scuttle to the right but a yell from Driscoll kept me from following.


  “They’re coming over the wall!” he yelled.


  I swivelled and looked. Somehow, against all reason, the shadows had formed some sort of ghastly human pyramid like something out of a team training event gone wrong. They were towering beside the wall, flinging their own to the other side. Some were damaged from the fall, but others were already picking themselves up and rushing towards us.


  “Leave Ian and get to us!” I called to Driscoll. He didn’t need orders. He was already sprinting in our direction, the shadows hot on his heels.


  I raised the gun and booted the fighting program, spraying the shadows on either side of Driscoll with nettles but careful to keep clear of him. My heart hurt as their massed bodies covered Ian’s fallen form. Once again I had left a friend to suffer indignity after death. Would it ever end? I bit the inside of my lip and tasted blood.


  “What now?” Driscoll asked, ducking into the outdoor hallway we were in.


  “Michael leads. You follow. I have the rear,” I said, still firing into the shadows.


  We headed off at a quick trot. Michael was leading, but as was typical for him he barely noticed the shadows, leaving Driscoll and I to deal with them. Maybe it was because he was half-shadow himself, but I suspected it was more likely just his temperament.


  We eeled through the sandy corridors between buildings until Michael indicated the one we needed. Smoke rose ominously from the back of the building.


  “It’s this one,” he said.


  “It appears to be on fire,” Driscoll muttered.


  “Yeah,” Michael said, as if he’d just realized that could be a problem.


  “We’ll see how bad it is, but we can’t afford to get trapped in there without an exit if it really is in flames. You’ll need to cover the door, Driscoll.”


  He nodded and took up a position at the door as Michael and I entered. The room wasn’t on fire yet, the smoke was there, but not overpowering. I tried not to breathe too much. I wished I’d had that breathing apparatus from the first leg of the journey. It would be helpful now.


  “It’s through here,” Michael said, laser-focused on finding the terminal. He led us through into an inner hallway, lit by emergency lights, then into a large auditorium and further back into another hall. The smoke was gathering, and we were already further from Driscoll than I would have liked.


  “Is it much further I asked?”


  “No,” he said, and there was something weird about how he said it. He seemed tense. Maybe it was just because we were going deeper and deeper into a burning building. That should make anyone nervous.


  Finally, we pushed our way into a command room. It was eerily similar to the one Driscoll and I had been held in. It was possible that without the smoke I would recognize it as being that exact room. He led the way to the slaved terminal and sat down at it. I used my implant.


  Establish link to terminal 8CR5349058. I read the terminal number off of the ID tag.


  Establishing link…Link established.


  Connect to satellite.


  Connection made.


  Michael was still booting up the terminal.


  Name of starship approaching Baldric?


  Starship ID is Cardinal’s Blood, a ship of Blackwatch. She is commanded by Captain Lewis Sato.


  Establish communication link via satellite with Cardinal’s Blood and download any recent colony records that you can access.


  “Got it!” Michael said, finally tapping into the console’s connection to the satellite’s communications just as Driscoll burst through the door behind us, firing behind him.


  “Time’s up. It’s leave now or be eaten by shadows,” he said.


  The fire must have changed somehow between when he entered and when we did. When he opened the door, the other door at the opposite side of the room exploded open. Flames burst out of that door and licked at the walls and ceiling. The edges of the nearest flame engulfed Michael, seated at the console.


  He leapt to his feet, screaming, and pin-wheeling through the room. I froze. There was nothing near to put out the fire. His screams were haunting.


  A burst of nettles ripped out from beside me and Michael dropped silently to the ground. I gasped and looked at Driscoll. His lips thinned, but he didn’t bother to explain himself. I guess when you’re a terrorist killing people quickly is something you do with regularity


  “We need to go,” I said, making for the door.


  Driscoll hadn’t been lying. The hall beyond was packed with shadows. We fired into them, but with the flames at our backs, and no other entrances or windows there was only one way out – through the press of shadows.


  I roared a battle cry, kicked my fighting program into overdrive and launched myself into the fray.


  Connection established, two records downloaded.


  I fired and two shadows burst apart. I followed up close on the heels of my nettles, my right leg sweeping out as I ducked low under the attacks of my opponents. I fired into their knees, pushed hard to stand upright again and then there was no more room to use the gun. It was all kicking, elbowing, and smashing with the barrel and stock of the nettlegun. I could sense and hear Driscoll tucked in behind me defending my back. He seemed to be angry about something.


  Captain Sato of the Cardinal’s Blood, this is an emergency communique from the colony on Baldric. Our colony has been overrun by hostiles. Request emergency assistance and lift out from the colony.


  It wasn’t the best wording, but I didn’t want to give my name, and it’s tough to compose formal notes while you’re literally biting a shadow’s arm with your teeth and jamming your gun barrel into his guts and firing. If these things were made of flesh we’d be slipping on blood by now.


  Request name and ID number for confirmation that this communique is authentic.


  The response sounded automated. Someone up there wasn’t doing her job well if she was letting the machine get it.


  Repeat, this is an emergency communique from the colonists on Baldric. Our colony has been overrun by hostiles. Please send emergency assistance!


  I really hoped a human got it this time because there was no guarantee that the slaved terminal was going to last much longer in those flames. As if triggered by my negative thoughts, the implant popped up a message.


  Connection lost…


  Great. Just flipping great.


  “It’s getting worse back here,” Driscoll said, his tone a warning.


  “Because it’s all roses up here,” I grunted, flipping forward to land on the shoulders of a particularly tall indigenous shadow and using the height to fire down on the ranks below me.


  We were close to the gate, although I didn’t see how that would help. To my left there was some sort of enclosure and inside…Rhinric! I sent a mental blast towards her, willing her to come to me and she crashed against the haphazard enclosure. It was worth a shot.


  I was thrown from the shadow’s shoulders, but I twisted to land on my feet and socked him in the eye with the stock of my gun. I glanced at the telltale. Ammunition was at 10%. Pretty soon it would all be hand to hand. I felt a surge in the wave of their cacophonic communication that sent me reeling. Maybe it was their communications, or maybe it was that oxygen toxicity again, but my head spun for long enough that I was swept off my feet by a shadow and thrown through the air. I hit the ground hard, curling reflexively to protect my vitals. A large shadow blocked the sun, and I forced my head up to look at my enemy.


  It was Rhinric. She was standing above me, fending off my attackers with her horn. I hauled myself to my feet and up her back, grasping her heavy mane and urging her towards where Driscoll was down, swamped in shadows.


  “Patrick!” I yelled.


  My hand stretched towards his. He managed to grab it through the press of bodies and we both pulled with all our strength. I felt the resistance as hands tried to pull him back, but it only made me grit my teeth and pull harder. I was done taking losses. Now, I wanted to inflict some.


  “Matsumoto!” a cry rang out from behind me.


  I urged Rhinric around to look. It was Ch’ng. Somehow, unbelievably, he, Kitsano and two others were opening the gate, huddled around the controls. I opened my mouth to warn them, but I was already too late.
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  THE MOMENT THE DOORS STARTED to open the shadows squeezed through, surrounding Ch’ng and the others and spilling into the corridor between us. I had thought the press of bodies before had filled our path, but now two more shadows were pressing in for every one that had been there before. Their ranks made visibility difficult. If it hadn’t been for Rhinric it would be impossible to see.


  I steered towards Ch’ng and the exit. The buildings behind us were engulfed in flames and the heat was growing too intense to be near. Beads of sweat formed on my skin and my clothing felt too hot. Rhinric struggled to move forward, her efforts impeded by the press of shadows. I willed her to walk up and over them, wincing inside as she complied, lifting her front legs and slamming down only to do it again and again like a dog through deep snow. The puffs of bursting shadows were like inkblots all around us, hanging in the air for only a moment before falling or fading from existence.


  I wanted to think that the shadows weren’t people and that they just re-formed when they burst apart. It was possibly true, since we’d witnessed them re-forming, but it was possible that it wasn’t true and I was willfully trampling a humanoid species to death. The thought gave me chills. It was necessary for my survival, but maybe that’s what my family thought when they committed this genocide.


  Despite trampling dozens of shadows already, we were progressing more slowly than continental drift. The press of bodies, if that was what they really were, was just too strong. Their mental noise was wearing steadily on me. I was having trouble thinking beyond the moment. I thought that perhaps I could use my implant to help us out, but I lost the thread of that thought almost as soon as I embraced it. Any other strategic planning was shoved forcefully out of my mind by the incessant drone and shriek of angry aliens filling my mind. I thought about shutting the implant off, but it controlled the programs for fighting. I needed those.


  Out where Ch’ng and his allies stood, Kitsano seemed to be struggling as much as I was. Her hands were clamped over her face and she was sunk down on her heels in a squat, unable or unwilling to move. Ch’ng prodded her from time to time, but he and the others were being overrun. One of his people was snatched from his perch and moments later a green translucent fungi sprang up like a flag behind them.


  Shut down exterior communications coming in, I ordered my implant, hoping to stem the tide of alien communication.


  A moment of pure relief washed over me as the river of thought abated for a moment, only to return again in full force. The implant command must not have worked – or maybe I was hearing their voices now without the aid of the implant.


  We were close to Kitsano and Ch’ng, but still too far away to do much beyond fire into the shadow ranks. Moments later my nettlegun stopped responding. A brief look at the readout showed I was out of ammunition. Driscoll’s gun also stuttered to a stop.


  Here we were, overrun and outnumbered. In a moment we’d be dragged from our high ground and planted in the ground to grow a fungi garden. It had all come to nothing. All the struggle. All the hopes.


  I gave a mental yell of frustration, projecting it in all my fury at the shadows. My eyes clenched shut as I released all my emotional frustration in the wordless – soundless scream. I finished and drew a deep breath, opening my eyes to receive my death.


  Before me, shadows were strewn motionless across the ground. The others were pushed back against burning walls. I glanced back at Driscoll. He was stunned and blinking at me, but otherwise fine. His eyes were glowing again.


  “Don’t stop! Keep going!” he said.


  I spurred Rhinric forward and we angled in to where the last living humans stood. One glance at the compound confirmed that no living person could survive in that inferno. Ch’ng lifted Kitsano up to us and I slung her limp form on Rhinric in front of me. Driscoll was already helping Ch’ng and the other colonist up onto the back of Rhinric. I didn’t know his name. At this point, it hardly mattered. If any of us lived to see the end of this journey we could deal with introductions then.


  As soon as they were settled I spurred Rhinric through the gates. We rode out at full speed, scattering shadows as they were rising from the ground and thundering across the open terrain. Where to go? Where to go?


  I could see the crashed El Dorado on my map program, and there was the Baldric Three’s little base, but that wouldn’t be enough to defend us now that the shadows were rampaging. Where else was there? A tiny red inverted caret indicated two somethings at our original crash site. I consulted my implant. Their transponders were Blackwatch marine assault shuttle codes. The ship must have sent someone after all – only to the wrong location.


  How far could Rhinric run with us on his back? Five people were a lot for even a giant shadow rhino to carry. I angled us into the trees towards the bridge, south of the colony. I noticed, for the first time, that the original party had crossed three bridges when they made their way to the colony. There must be other buildings or compounds out there if there were bridges. Maybe they were observation posts like the one we had spent the night in. Retracing their steps made more sense, and would be more direct, than retracing ours. That first bridge wasn’t far. I remembered that much from our original journey. I hoped I’d chosen well.


  Already, in the trees, shadows were amassing again. How long until they pressed their attack once more? Worse, how long until their leader arrived? ‘She’ sounded worrisome.


  “What happened?” Kitsano said, waking enough to pull herself into a seated position.


  “We got out. We’re riding this near-rhino towards our original crash site.”


  “Why there?” Driscoll asked, “Why not the cliffs?”


  “The ship sent two marine assault shuttles to the crash site. I hope we can get there before they leave again.”


  “Do you still have a way to communicate with the ship?” he asked.


  “No,” I said.


  “But you did get an emergency signal to them before we were overrun?”


  “For all the good it did, since they sent the shuttles to the wrong location,” I grumbled, trying to focus on the map in my sights. We had six more hours until dark. Was there anywhere we could go along that route to shelter during the long Baldric night?


  “How do you know that they sent them to the wrong place?” Driscoll asked.


  “Isn’t it obvious by now?” Ch’ng said, surprising everyone but me. He sounded almost as tired as I was, and definitely just as resigned. “She has an implanted computer chip in her skull. It’s a super powerful one. It’s how she can fight without training, how she knows where we are all the time, and how she can tell us all this stuff she shouldn’t know.”


  Driscoll must have already known after the incident underground. Besides, if Roman’s experience was true then Driscoll’s Own was injecting computer chips into civilians in other parts of the Empire. He still nodded in a way that said the wheels in his head were turning.


  “But that’s illegal,” the other colonist said. He was a small, wiry man and his eyes drifted as he spoke as if he was so tired he couldn’t keep them in one place.


  “And top secret,” I added, with minor irritation.


  “Everything with the Matsumotos is illegal and top secret,” Driscoll said, as predictably as snow in winter.


  It was Kitsano, though, who seemed most in thought over the new information. She stared at me over her shoulder until I was starting to get too flustered to focus on the map.


  “They implanted a chip in you. A powerful one,” she said, like she was speaking her thoughts aloud. “It would affect your subconscious. Make it more powerful. That’s how you do it. It’s how you tap in to the collective unconscious of the Javierians even though you aren’t even half shadow.” Her eyes widened before she continued, “and it’s why all Matsumotos have ‘a way’ with them, isn’t it? You all have this upgrade. You can communicate with them without becoming them. I wonder if you turned them into shadows just to perfect that pretty little technology of yours.”


  Her eyes were fiery, but I didn’t rise to her bait. Who knew who set this all in motion or why? It was a little unsettling to see Kitsano so worked up, though. I had thought we were gaining an understanding of sorts.


  “It was a Matsumoto who gave the order to split the planet,” she said. “I’ve seen the records. He broke their minds and drove them mad, and when they died they were sucked into the common subconscious. The stuff they laced us with did the same thing. By becoming like them we were given the gift of subconscious communication – and with it the curse of a subconscious afterlife. We were split and rendered body from soul and our bodies are gone – or at least mine is half gone – but our minds are joined in everlasting pain. We call that day, ‘The Splitting.’”


  She looked at me with a murderous gaze, “And it’s all on you. Matsumotos did this to us. Matsumotos will pay in blood.”


  I couldn’t prevent the sigh this time. Was there any tragedy on any planet of the known universe that was not - somehow, when you got right down to it - my fault? At some point it was hard to maintain the same level of horror and guilt when the sins of the world were put again and again on your shoulders. It was hard to care. It was hard to go on caring about anything. My parents were dead. Edward was dead. Denise was dead. Albert was dead. Ian was dead. A planet of humanoids and their human colonists were dead. In all probability Roman was dead now, too.


  Link established.


  Was it really worth it to try to fix all these problems? All they did was multiply so that now there were more ills than I could possibly resolve. Was it worth it to save my own life and wrest the empire from Nigel only to discover that we had created a mess so big and scars so deep that no restitution could ever be enough? It wasn’t worth it. I should just go to sleep somewhere here and wake up a lovely chartreuse fungus.


  Vera? Is that you?
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  My heart leapt.


  Roman?


  Kitsano was still breathing death threats and ominous prophesies, but I heard not a word. The chorus of mind-deafening susurrations from the shadows continued, but I paid it no mind. All my mind could think was: Roman. Roman. Roman.


  A lump formed in my throat like a dam, and I was afraid of what would happen when it loosened. It sucked my very breath away.


  Vera! His mental voice sounded like it cracked – which was impossible. It’s really you. I thought you were dead.


  The flashes of color through our communication channel were so powerful that they blocked everything else out. I was glad I was riding Rhinric because I would have stumbled if I’d been walking. There was the gold of joy, of course, and then the colors of relief, intense affection, hope, and for a split second a sliver of guilt. It was like he couldn’t form words. That was ok, because neither could I. When I finally could, it was only after long minutes of just relishing the fact that he was alive and near.


  Is there anything so sweet as death undone?


  I’m so glad you’re alive. I knew they’d sent you somewhere terrible. Your commander expects it to kill you.


  I know, but I’ll find a way. Now that I know you’re alive - that I’m not just dreaming you – I’ll find you and I’ll rescue you from wherever they’ve put you.


  I missed you.


  I missed you, too. He paused Every day.


  I didn’t say what I thought. I had a hard time believing that he missed me every day when he had found comfort in someone else’s love. I felt him react to my jealousy through our connection. Oops. I forgot he could read my thoughts. Even the ones he wasn’t supposed to. He didn’t say anything, though.


  Where are you? I asked, trying to break the tension. I was trying to just cling to the relief and joy and stuff the bitter jealousy threaded with worry to the back of my mind.


  “Are you even listening to me?” Kitsano asked two inches from my face.


  “You want your revenge,” I said, irritated that she was distracting me from Roman.


  “Yes,” she said, “and when this is done I will have it. One way or another I will have it.”


  “Get in line, then,” I said, and tried not to sound too world-weary.


  They’ve sent me to a planet named Baldric. It’s extremely hostile. Someone called for help, but they’re nowhere to be seen. I have to go. I need to concentrate. Private McCann just went missing.


  Wait! Roman! There was no reply. Hang in there. I’m coming for you.


  He was here. He was on Baldric. On a galactic scale he was practically on top of me, but on a more realistic scale he was ninety kilometers away and surrounded by hostile shadows that would love to see him in a long chartreuse pillar. I could do it, though. I could save him. I just had to get there somehow.


  Kitsano had apparently taken my absent-minded challenge as an invitation. She was still talking.


  “…and then I will see you and all your people before a Galactic Tribunal,” she said triumphantly.


  I faced her with my full concentration. She fidgeted under my steady gaze. It was time to deal with this. I didn’t have time to spare on small fights with a full scale war going on around me.


  “There are five of us that I need to get to the shuttles,” I began. “There could just as easily be four. Four would mean less work for Rhinric and a faster arrival time. So when I tell you to pay attention and listen to me, I mean it.”


  She froze, her eyes going wide. I guess when you’re used to Matsumotos being far, far away it’s easy to threaten them, but it’s a lot harder to poke a tiger who is snarling in your face.


  “Regardless of what the Matsumotos have done to this planet,” I held up a hand as she opened her mouth, “I’m not defending it, but I am saying that regardless of all that, I am your only chance of reaching safety alive. If you want to come along, be my guest, but just hold up on the condemnation for the time being. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m currently serving my time, with a death sentence hanging over me, so a ‘Galactic Tribunal’ doesn’t exactly leave me ‘all aquiver.’ Right now I’m slightly more worried about your shadow cousins. Understood?”


  I gave her a piercing stare just to punctuate my words. I needed to focus, and she was an unwelcome distraction.


  Her mouth twisted bitterly, and she flickered a bit, like she was having trouble controlling her shadow-self. Eventually she said, “Understood.”


  “In that case,” I said, “Maybe, since you have all this knowledge you didn’t share before, you might have an answer to something we’ve all been wondering.”


  “What’s that?” she asked, guardedly.


  “Is it just me, or are the shadows not trying very hard?”


  I heard a snort of disbelief from Ch’ng, but Driscoll said nothing, and I knew he’d been thinking this same thing. I missed Ian. He was good at winning people’s trust. He’d get Kitsano on his side in no time if he were here. Instead he was stashed somewhere like a pack we’d forgotten to bring. It hurt to think about. And for that matter, hadn’t Driscoll won Kitsano over to his Driscoll’s Own? What had happened back there to shake her loose from that? I realized belatedly that it might be the deaths of her friends. Maybe Kitsano was smarting over Michael the way I was over Ian. Maybe she was mourning Roberta though that might seem impossible to me right now.


  “What do you mean?” she hedged. It was definitely a hedge. Her eyes didn’t match her voice. It looked like she was trying to read me with those eyes while her voice strove for innocence.


  “I mean that thousands of them just flooded that colony, and they said more were coming. Before that, there were hundreds harrying us as we trekked through this wilderness. At any time they could have snuffed us out like a candle. Even in that last confrontation it was like they were testing our skills and resolve more than actually trying to kill us.”


  We were still riding down the route I’d traced out. In the surrounding trees I saw flickers of shadows, and red inverted carets appearing.


  “I don’t want to see what you think it looks like to have someone actually trying to kill you!” Ch’ng exclaimed, too upset to keep his thoughts inside. “In case you haven’t noticed, Matsumoto, there are only five of us left.”


  “As shocking as it may seem to you, Mr. Ch’ng, the Blackwatch education system has not failed me and I am able to do simple addition. Yes, I have noticed that there are five of us. And on a side note, I know what it looks like to have someone really trying to kill you, because several such people have made attempts on my life in the past few months and done a considerably more passionate job of it. Those shadows are not trying very hard. They give us chance after chance. My proof of that is the five of us. There is no reason that we’re still alive.”


  Driscoll’s voice surprised me.


  “Well, Vera, I like to think that we fought rather valiantly back there.”


  “What about Sammy, Driscoll?”


  He said nothing.


  “Lieutenant Kitsano?” I prompted.


  She clenched her jaw like she wasn’t going to answer, but after a few moments her shoulder sagged. “Yes. The Javierian’s culture was not lost when the planet experienced ‘The Splitting.’ They were an assortment of cultures based on a strong honor system. Now, more than ever, they cling to it. Those they deem worthy they absorb into their shadow existence. Those deemed unworthy are ‘planted’ in the ground, as you have no doubt noticed.”


  “No doubt,” I agreed. It was hard not to notice eight meter glowing fungi.


  “Why now more than ever?” Driscoll said.


  “Because now, when you join them you become a part of them. They only want to add individuals who bring something to the overall ‘internal climate’ of their shared subconscious. The ‘worthy’ are tested, challenged and tested again. I’ve seen them sometimes select someone from the herd. They call to him until he battles them and then they absorb him into their noble band of brothers.” She couldn’t keep the cynicism out of her voice. “The fact that we are still here is a testament to their interest in those of us who are left – or maybe I should say ‘those of you’ because I will become a shadow as a result of Compound VX-7. They don’t like that at all. It short circuits what they’re trying to do here.”


  She ended her speech with a grunting laugh. I didn’t think that any of the rest of us felt like laughing. I certainly didn’t. I scanned the trees for shadows. There were many of them in every direction, but if they weren’t willing to fight yet that was fine with me. The longer they waited, the closer I would get to Roman. I could already see the first bridge coming up on my map. We were making progress.


  “Even if that’s the case, what are they waiting for now?” Driscoll asked.


  We were all feeling that same nagging feeling that we would be attacked at any moment, and it was leaving our nerves raw and ragged from the need for constant vigilance. No one answered him, but it was the question all of us were asking ourselves. What were they waiting for, and when would they decide to loose the tides and come flooding over us like the surf on the sand? Our next stand would be our last - and willing friends or not we were all each other had. At some time in the next few hours we would likely stand shoulder to shoulder and die together.
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  SUNSET IS A BEAUTIFUL THING on Baldric. Somehow that huge white sun painted the sky in colors that I’d never quite seen before. There were purples that were just too purple to describe and a fuchsia that seared the retinas so I thought it might always be there, just a bit, when I closed my eyes. As last sunsets go, it was definitely a good one.


  We were a black shadow – humorously enough – riding on a black shadow amongst the black outlines of trees against a blazing sky. There was nowhere to hole up for the night. If there were other installations they were not marked on my map, and we had not seen them in the fading light. That was no surprise, as the initial installation we found hadn’t been on my map, but that made our only option to continue onward.


  Rhinric was still holding up, but I didn’t know how long he could go, or if we were riding him into the ground. I felt pity and gratitude for him in equal measures, but I was unwilling to extinguish our one chance by letting him go free without us. Ch’ng had used his typical brilliance to fabricate a net of sorts from what was left of our packs and had tied us all into the net and from there to Rhinric, so that we could take turns sleeping over the next 21 hours. Tonight was bound to be one of the longest I had ever experienced in more ways than one.


  Slowly, my compatriots drifted off to sleep, more from exhaustion than anything else, because the threat around us was still terribly real. In the dark of night, I could only see the landscape as it was outlined by the double moons glowing yellow between the trees. The big one wasn’t visible right now, only the two smaller ones. Shadows were impossible to see in their faint light. My implant showed me the red inverted carets, unfortunately, which were amassing to a horde as we travelled. I didn’t bother to tell anyone that their worst fears were true. Let them imagine there was hope and sleep in peace.


  I examined the scraps of data I’d managed to download from the computer terminal at the colony. There was nothing of value, just scraps of records about the crash of the El Dorado and our journey to the colony, a list of colonists by name and some inventory counts. I laughed when I found Reynold’s helmet cam of me riding Rhinric down the hill to save them all. It looked completely unreal, like it had been fabricated by a PR company. I filed it all away and returned to the task at hand.


  I was still determined to save them all, and Roman, too. Realistically, though, my one and only hope at this point was to see him one more time before the shadows decided whether to turn me into one of them or a pillar of fungus. He had been terribly silent since that one burst and as the hours ticked by I felt a growing dread that I would see him soon, in the ranks of the shadows. I knew beyond a doubt that any being looking at him would see him worthy, so they would certainly add him to their ranks if they could. I imagined endless scenarios that all ended in him standing at attention, cool and distant like Sammy, but at least still in existence somehow. What a terrible world that all you could hope for was a shadow existence.


  I was suffering from oxygen toxicity worse than ever before. The dizzy spells were more frequent, and it occurred to me that my vision, even with the night factored in, was not what it should be. Even if the shadows didn’t kill me, the high oxygen levels might.


  Vera?


  It was Roman. He was still alive. Tension I hadn’t even realized I was experiencing uncurled in my belly and I let out a long exhale.


  You’re alive!


  I knew what I sent was laced with emotion, but I couldn’t help myself. Roman was the only person in the universe that I …loved. It was hard to admit that. Hard to admit because it was true, and since it was true it could hurt. I’d known all along that it would hurt if he was killed or if we were forever apart, but now I knew, too, that it would hurt if he didn’t choose me, or didn’t return my affections. It’s hard to admit that someone might have the power to break you, even if they do. Admitting it, even to myself, made me feel defensive, like I was guarding a wound.


  Sorry about that. We took heavy casualties. They kept us from getting off planet in our shuttles. We’re holed up, down in the El Dorado’s wreckage for the night, but we’re down to half the people we landed with, even though we were in marine battle armour. It’s not looking good.


  Tell me about it.


  Are you in trouble? Where are you?


  I’m here, Roman. I’m on Baldric.


  I felt him start. I guess he hadn’t worked that out..


  You’re here?


  Delight spiralled through his thoughts, and it stabbed me like a double edged knife. On the one hand, I was thrilled to have delighted him. On the other hand I knew it wasn’t the same as my delight to know he was near. It wasn’t me that he loved. And if it was – if he could move on so quickly from his love for his marine – then what was his love worth?


  I’ve been here all along. It was me who sent the message to your ship, but my transmitter went down and they sent you to the El Dorado instead of the colony.


  You. It was you.


  He sounded stunned. And the way he said “you” in his thoughts – like they were caressing me, gave me pleasant little shivers of longing for what wasn’t mine anymore.


  Are you somewhere safe? The natives are extremely dangerous, and very angry.


  We’ve noticed, he said, but he seemed distracted.


  Be careful, ok? I’m coming to you.


  Don’t! Vera, you have to find a place to hide. It’s not safe .


  I wanted to say that I loved him. I wanted to tell him that I felt whole again just knowing that he was on the same world. I stuck with facts, trying desperately to focus on what we were saying.


  It’s not safe to be with them at any time, Roman. Believe me, I know it. I’m with the only other four people alive on this planet.


  All our former closeness had fled like leaves in a stiff wind. With everything that had happened since we last saw each other hanging between us, I couldn’t focus. My emotions were too big. My words hung unsaid in the cool night air.


  I was tired. I was just so tired. Day after day of terror and fear had eroded me down to the bare earth of my emotions. So many nights without proper sleep and days without proper food and I was close to collapse from effort. Now, with Roman here, a huge part of me just wanted to curl up and let him protect me, but I couldn’t do that, could I?


  I had my own fight now. I had my own war not just to finish here, but to start all over again when I left Baldric and brought the dogs of war to Nigel Matsumoto’s doorstep. Besides, he wasn’t my Roman anymore.


  But I am, he said, clear as a dropped glass in a silent room.


  What? I wanted him to say it again and to keep on saying it forever.


  I’m still your Roman, Vera. No length of time could change that. No distance could tear you from my heart. Even death – or what I thought was death - couldn’t make me forget. I dreamed of you. I fought for you in my dreams and daydreams. I’m still every bit your guardian, but not just your guardian. I’m yours, down to the bones, deep to the core.


  But -


  No. No buts. You forgot that I hear all your thoughts, not just the ones you transmit. Did I love Ashlyn?


  I felt his mind stutter a bit over her name. His pain was still fresh.


  Yes, I did. But I still loved you, too. I thought you were dead. I thought I was alone again. She was alone, too, and she was kind and good. But do you think that loving someone else could make me stop treasuring you? I remember every moment. Every time that you stepped up to do the unthinkable, to do your duty – I remember. That lost girl that you were, alone like me, wrecked like me – I remember. The deep anchoring I felt at your existence – I remember. If you reject me now, I will still remember. But know this, Vera Matsumoto: I am your guardian. No matter where you go I will follow and I will guard you. No matter if you ask me to come or bid me to stay, I will watch your back and keep you from harm. This is my vow, here, and today. Regardless of what you say, I am your guardian and I won’t stop guarding you.


  My heart felt full and heavy like it was ready to burst. Tears filled my eyes, hot and streaming, and they rolled down my face and dripped off my chin. I had to wipe my nose on the back of my sleeve. I was just glad that no one was awake to see it. They would have laughed at the scarred girl with the raggedy hair and the red, swollen eyes. I didn’t know what to say. What do you say to that?


  Thank you.


  I tried to make it as soft and sweet as it would be if I were speaking.


  Do you believe me?


  I believe you, Roman.


  Ok. So now stop with the ridiculous self-pity and self-condemnation and let’s get on task here.


  I think you said something about loving me, I teased.


  And if you stop distracting me and let me figure out a way to find you in person, I’ll show you exactly how much I love you. I’ll kiss every inch of you, and promise to protect you with every kiss.


  My cheeks felt hot. I need to say something before we do that.


  Okay. He sounded a bit less sure of himself.


  I accept your protection.


  The joy he sent my way made me feel hot all over. I had a sudden mental image of those kisses he’d promised.


  Excellent. There was a long pause. Is Ian McIsaac with you?


  So I wasn’t the only one who was jealous. Thoughts of Ian made me sad and angry. It wasn’t right. Nigel would need to know that. In person. From me.


  He died yesterday.


  He didn’t say anything, clearly grappling with something on his end. I hoped it wasn’t relief, but that was hypocritical. After all, I was relieved that Ashlyn wasn’t competing for Roman’s affections. I felt a twinge of sadness for her as well.


  When this is over we’ll mourn our dead together, Roman said, and I felt a surge of gratitude that he knew exactly what I wanted.


  Together, I agreed. But we need to talk business before one of us is attacked again. We are mounted and heading to you. I’m not sure how much longer our mount will last. It’s over rough terrain and he’s carrying five people. Can your implant run a map program?


  Yes.


  Send map location to Roman Aldrin.


  Wow. You’re still pretty far away. Hostiles? he asked.


  All around us in the trees.


  Holy- He was quiet for a minute, and when he spoke again he sounded controlled and careful. Vera, how close are you to being attacked?


  Don’t panic. They’ve been with us all along. They don’t seem to want to attack just yet. They’re waiting for something.


  Do you know what they’re waiting for?


  We think they’re waiting for their leader to arrive. We don’t know anything about her, except that they called her ‘she.’


  Why would they wait?


  They have an honor code. They plan to test us until we die and then absorb us into their group consciousness, or something like that.


  The feeling he gave me felt like an intake of breath.


  I won’t let that happen.


  I felt all warm from that, like he’d put an arm around me, but I couldn’t help myself.


  Actually Roman, I won’t let that happen.


  Then we’re on the same page.


  The sound of insects buzzed in the air and I felt myself spin with dizziness again for a moment, but I pulled myself back together, gripping the webbing net hard. I needed to hang in there at least until I got to Roman.


  You should sleep if you can, Roman. There’s going to be a real fight tomorrow. I’m going to need you at your best.


  For you, Vera, I will fight like a hurricane.


  I grinned at that. It was teasing and sweet all at once.


  Roman?


  Yes?


  I wanted to tell him that I loved him, too. I wanted to, but somehow I was struggling to say the words.


  Sleep well, I managed.


  Stay alive for me, love.


  I kept riding, watching my map and the red inverted carets as I slowly moved southeast, around the river system. The inverted carets grew by multiples as the hours increased. I prayed for dawn. I dreaded dawn. I didn’t think I even wanted to see how dark it would still be when the sun rose.
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  THE STARS ABOVE BALDRIC WERE amazingly clear. As my eyes grew accustomed to the dark I started to notice their milky trail across the Baldric sky. If this world wasn’t constantly trying to kill me I might be tempted to settle here. The climate was reasonable, with proper breathing apparatus it was hospitable, and it really was a gem of beauty. If you are going to take an epic journey with a few brave companions that will most likely end in your death, you should do it in a picturesque place like Baldric. I snorted at my own humor.


  “What’s so funny?” Driscoll asked in a quiet tone from behind me.


  “We’re riding to our likely deaths and I’m enjoying the view.”


  “Well, enjoy it if you can,” he said, “All of life is just a battle towards our eventual deaths. You enjoy the pleasure when it comes and somehow it helps to counterbalance all the pain.”


  “Are you in pain right now?” I asked him.


  “Have you ever been in love, Vera?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “I loved a woman a long time ago, and she was taken from me. There is never a day that goes by that I don’t ache over it. Did you lose your love, Vera?”


  “I did. But I have a chance to get him back.”


  “Who was it?”


  “My guardian, Roman Aldrin.”


  “You don’t really want to be with a...guardian,” he spat as he spoke, “do you?”


  “Classism? Coming from you? That’s priceless.”


  “It’s not classism. Believe me. I know all about every class and clique in the Blackwatch Empire. I’m not above mixing with any of them, but guardians…well, they’re just lap dogs, Vera.”


  I laughed with the bittersweet laugh that only comes from a deep sorrow.


  “That’s what Ian always thought, too,” I said. “It’s funny that you know so much about guardians when you hate Matsumotos.”


  “Vera,” he said, with a sigh, “as you get older you will realize that hatred is rarely something you feel towards people you barely know. You must know someone very well to truly hate them.”


  “Like you hate me?” I challenged. “I don’t think you know me very well.”


  “I know more than you’d think,” he muttered, and then let his usual barb of irritation into his voice, “I know all you Matsumotos more than you think. You know the rations you are so worried about consuming here?”


  “The ones with Compound VX-7?” I replied, reminding him that it wasn’t fussiness that prevented me from eating the food.


  “Exactly.”


  “The ones that slowly turn the occupants of this planet into shadows until they lose their souls to a collective consciousness? The soul-sucking rations?”


  “The very ones.”


  “Yes, I am somewhat aware that those exist, Patrick,” I said, irritably.


  “Well then here’s something you probably aren’t aware of,” he said, imitating my snarky tone exactly. “As we speak, Compound VX-7 is being injected into the entire unsuspecting population of the Blackwatch Empire. Have you thought about my suggestion that you take the Empire for yourself?”


  “I have,” I said, coolly. “But I don’t know what that has to do with injecting the population with pharmaceuticals.”


  “And what have you decided about the Empire?” he asked, with what sounded like a very exaggerated patience.


  “Are you going to answer my question?”


  “Not until you answer mine,” he said.


  “If I survive the wilderness of Baldric and am victorious, I will seize the Empire from Nigel Matsumoto and take it for myself,” I said, my voice ringing with the bald-faced challenge. If you’re going to risk everything and probably die, why keep anything a secret?


  “Excellent,” he said, and for once he actually sounded pleased.


  “Excellent?!” I said, shocked. “I thought you hated me. How can you relish me as your Emperor.”


  “Not my Emperor,” he said absently, “Never my Emperor, but as the Emperor…yes. That would do just fine. “


  He paused for a moment, and our admissions hung between us as substantial as the shadows that battled us. He continued in a tone so fervent I was almost afraid. Where had this Driscoll come from?


  “I told you that you will need me when you become Emperor, Vera, and you will. I will not only help you ascend the throne, but I will be your hand, doing your bidding in every way. You will be Emperor. I will do everything in my power to make it so. And the thing that you need to know right now, Vera, is that if you are not Emperor within the next six months – if you are not able to put a stop to the Compound VX-7 injections, then all of Blackwatch will be shadows within a year, and your entire Empire will be just like this lovely, dark planet.”


  I sucked in a breath.


  “Impossible.”


  “Really? Impossible? Have you looked around?”


  I swallowed hard. If they could split a world and rend the entire population’s souls from their bodies, then why not an Empire?


  “But why?” I asked.


  “Why Baldric? Why implanted technology in Matsumoto heads? Why the deaths of dozens within your dynasty and countless without? Your Emperor breaks all rules and betrays all loyalties. Even his own. I’m sure that everything started as a worthy goal to improve those around him, but I have been fighting Nigel Matsumoto now for nineteen years, and I can tell you this: things have spiralled out of control, and he will do anything to regain that control. Even things that may have seemed insane to him only a few years ago.”


  I laughed again, and again it was one of those ridiculous laughs that you laugh when the only things left to do are to laugh or to cry and crying would hurt too much.


  “Patrick Driscoll, are you saying that our entire Empire - and millions upon millions of lives - are dependent on a small, desperate journey made by a handful of people to place an heir on the throne?”


  “I suppose I am,” he said, and though I couldn’t see his face in the black of night, I could hear him smiling in those words.


  “Well in that case,” I said, “how could we ever fail?”


  “How indeed?”


  He laughed and I joined him.


  “We’ll have to fight through these shadows and rescue Roman,” I said.


  “Commandeer a shuttle and fly it to the waiting ship without them suspecting,” he said in turn.


  “Commandeer the ship and somehow fly her back to New Greenland, with the crew hostile and no one on our side able to fly a starship. And then in a desperate coupe seize the Empire.”


  “Well,” he said, “I think I can help you there.”


  I hated thinking about colluding with an actual terrorist, despite the fact that a terrorist would probably have some pretty decent ideas on how to topple an empire, so I went for the other option.


  “You can pilot a starship?” I teased.


  “Before I was a terrorist, I was a starship captain,” he said, and his words rang with truth and sorrow in equal measure.


  I was speechless. Eventually I managed a flippant remark.


  “Well, in that case I suppose all we need to do is carry on.”


  “But before we do that, I would like to give you something,” Patrick said.


  “A marine company?” I teased.


  “My vow of fealty,” he said instead.


  The hard edge of his voice made me think he was serious. I was so shocked that I was more grateful than ever for the blinding darkness, for I could not school my face into a solemn expression throughout his entire vow. I never would have seen this coming.


  “I, Patrick Driscoll, place my vow of fealty before Vera Matsumoto. I pledge obedience, loyalty, and service in all things. In her hands I place my life. If I fail her, may she take it from me in return.”


  I answered with the official words, on auto pilot, still too stunned to even know how I felt, but I did think to do one thing for him. I substituted ‘Matsumotos’ with ‘Vera Matsumoto.’ I didn’t think he’d care to have the Matsumotos as a whole promise him anything.


  “Enter into our fealty with the blessing of Vera Matsumoto. I will defend you and yours in so far as law and justice allows. I will keep you and yours in the manner of all my sworn vassals. Bound by law, protected by my hand. You shall be my vassal. By the true honour and the seal of my word I bind you to me today.”


  It was different than Ian’s vow had been, since his had been for a nation and Driscoll’s was for an individual vassal, but it felt eerily the same. I bit back tears. By all that was holy, I hoped I would do better by him than I had by Ian. It turned out I was a Matsumoto after all. Who would have thought I’d be so good at it?
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  THE NIGHT WAS LONG, AND I barely kept myself awake. The hours ticked by and everyone else slept. Sometimes one would wake for a while and then another, but eventually they drifted off again. We’d all had a long hard haul on this dust ball, and everyone needed their rest. We rustled through what supplies we still had and ate rations – I ate them, this time, too – and drank water. We were low on both. Fortunately, we would soon reach the shuttles and hopefully be off of Baldric before it became a concern.


  My excitement at both Roman’s and Patrick’s vows kept my mind racing as I fended off sleep. I wrestled to think of a way to conquer the Empire. It seemed premature with so much else going on, but I couldn’t help but slip into daydreams about an easy overthrow of the throne. I would be hailed by all as the rightful ruler and bring justice and peace. Daydreams are great distractions. If only they were true.


  We were an hour’s ride from the shuttles when Rhinric finally fell. He’d shown no signs of flagging, but just went from his complacent amble to falling over to his side. I scrambled off, and everyone else did likewise, cursing or exclaiming depending on how asleep they had been when it happened.


  I spun around, hoping to help our great friend, but as I reached for him, he disappeared into nothing. My sense of loss and sadness was greater than anything I’d ever expect from losing an alien animal that may never have been really alive at all, but I was enormously saddened by his passing. I wiped tears from my eyes, placing my hands on the ground where he had been lying only a moment before. It was like I could still feel him in the warmth of the earth. His soul, drawn into the ground of this world’s gaia lived on to rise again. His echo was hollow in my heart and I clenched my fists with anger at the unfairness of this life.


  We hitched our packs onto our backs and unspooled the tangled webbing. Sleep time was over. Fortunately, or maybe unfortunately, the packs were very light. Only Ch’ng still had ammo in his nettlegun. It was at 5% capacity. The other firearms we had were empty and there was no point cross-loading them from Ch’ng’s with so little to work with. Our packs had so little food and water that we had better get somewhere by nightfall, or we would be down to nil supplies.


  We all sighed or grumbled as the party followed me out, stumbling through the darkness. Our speed had just decreased threefold and now we had to march hard to make up for our lost mount.


  We’re under attack again, Roman told me through the link. We’re trying to fight our way back to the shuttles despite the dark. How far out are you?


  About three hours now that we’ve lost our mount.


  Get here as fast as you can. The ship is anxious to see us pull out.


  Understood, I said, my feet sliding on an incline I hadn’t noticed ahead of time.


  I won’t leave without you, Vera. If we have to, we’ll come find you out there.


  Look after yourself, Roman.


  There was a long pause while he clearly was busy with other things.


  Don’t worry about me.


  I was worried, though. Strain came through with his thoughts. The shadows were pressing them hard, and I knew exactly how hard they could press. If Kitsano was right, then they were testing them so that they could see which marines were worth absorbing. I needed to stop daydreaming about a potential future and remember that the present was precarious enough. The worst thing I could think of was facing the shadows with Roman as one of them.


  My vision was deteriorating from the oxygen poisoning. It happened very slowly, but I could tell my eyes were becoming more myopic. A thought occurred to me.


  Run a vision filter to compensate for vision degeneration.


  I was surprised by the result. My vision was back to full function and I could even see a bit better than I could before the myopia set in, despite the half-light we were walking in. Why didn’t I rely on my implant more to help with these things when it so clearly had capacities I needed to discover? Years of keeping it hidden and reflexively downplaying it had left me with a mind incapable of wringing its best use out. I needed to think more carefully on how it could help me.


  Track movement of marines and work on a communications uplink to their shuttle. Attempt interface with their communications.


  Communications interface attempt failed. Continued attempts will be made at two minute intervals.


  There was a new inverted caret on my map glowing the fierce green of allies as my map program managed to track Roman’s marines. They were being driven in our direction, away from their shuttles.


  We, on the other hand, still had seen no attacks from the shadows, but their forms were very near. My vision was so full of red inverted carets that I considered asking the program to remove them, but thought better of it.


  It was close to dawn, and the sky was starting to grey as the planet spun towards a view of the sun.


  “How much further?” Kitsano’s acid voice spoke from behind us.


  “To the shuttles, or the marines fighting on-planet?”


  “Both, and thanks for keeping us in the loop on potential allies,” she said sarcastically.


  “We’re just shy of three hours of hiking from the shuttles, but the marines are being driven in our direction by the shadows. If we both keep our current pace and trajectory I would guess we will meet in approximately one hour,” I said, ignoring her sarcasm.


  She’d been clear that she was no friend of mine. Exactly what did she expect in return? I wasn’t a sweet princess who sang to birds and thought everyone was her friend. These days my appearance alone told that much.


  I felt a stab of worry when I was reminded of my appearance. Would Roman even recognize me when we met? I hoped so. I hadn’t seen a mirror since my face began to heal. It was probably still a sight. My scar itched like crazy. Self-consciously, I peeled the last remnants of bandage off of the healing skin and massaged the tight, puckered flesh. It felt alien and made my stomach churn just thinking of it.


  “So, around dawn, then?” Ch’ng asked.


  “By my reckoning, yes.” I agreed, still frowning as I felt my face to see how far the numbness of nerve damage went.


  “Around dawn,” Driscoll agreed. “And do the shadows say anything that you can hear, Kitsano?”


  “She’s coming. That’s all they say. She’s coming and she’s coming to judge.”


  “Do you know who she is?” I asked.


  Kitsano was silent. I turned around and looked at her, noting the defiant gleam in her eyes. I had just about had enough of that.


  “Don’t tell me, Kitsano. Keep the information that might keep you alive to yourself. You should know, though, that if you do anything else to hamper us in our escape, we’ll leave you here.”


  “Since when do you speak for everyone?” she asked.


  “I’m an Ambassador of Blackwatch. They call us the Emperor’s Voice, but they also call us Blackwatch’s Voice. Speaking for everyone is something I’ve been doing for a while,” I said, turning my back to her and continuing on. They loved throwing who I was in my face. Apparently they didn’t like it too much when I threw it right back at them.


  We kept hiking. The pace I set was hard and had everyone breathing too hard to talk. The green inverted caret of the marines drew closer as the minutes passed, but the red inverted carets were still getting thicker, and now their rushing sounds had grown, too. The intensity of their voice seemed to be picking up and deepening. Whoever they were waiting for was coming soon.


  What’s your status? I asked Roman.


  Running battle. Unit down to 25% strength. We’re barely holding our own.


  Why are you still maneuvering in our direction? You should be going back to the shuttles and setting up a defensive perimeter if they are pressing you so hard!


  While I appreciated the sentiment of a knight riding to my rescue, my own particular knight was far too valuable to risk himself for me.


  Mission Objective states to locate and assist any civilian or military personnel from the planet of Baldric on their requested evacuation.


  As your liege lady I demand that you return to the shuttles. We are not under attack and we will join you there.


  Nice try. I’m dirt-side. Determining how to fulfill my orders depends on my own initiative here. And guardians don’t always listen to Ambassadors. You of all people should know that.


  Didn’t I just. It seems someone was always disobeying my orders in order to save my life.


  Can you loop me into your communications so that I can hear your progress?


  Again, that would be contraindicated. Any distraction to you while you work towards our rendezvous could impair the implementation of my orders.


  Don’t try to fend me off with formality.


  I was feeling more than a bit pouty after that brush off. Using formal words to bind others to my will was my prerogative!


  I don’t know what you’re talking about.


  I left it at that. We were coming up to some rough terrain. I zoomed the map closer. Roman’s unit was very close. Separating us was the river that had kept us from the main company when we were running so frantically after the El Dorado crashed. There was one wide bridge, clearly of modern construction. It lay ahead of us. Looking at it on the map made chills run down my spine.


  When you are being forced in a particular direction by the landscape, while surrounded by enemies, and that landscape bottlenecks suddenly, that should make anyone nervous. When the same enemy is forcing your only allies towards the same bottleneck that can only mean one thing: they are planning to pin you down and slaughter you.


  The path leading to the bridge was widening. In the distance the sky lightened further. Dawn was close. The massive trees were spread wide apart here, but they were bigger than any I’d seen so far. Two people could stand on either side, wrap their arms around those trunks, and still not touch. Vines clung to their sides, dripping thick over branches above. Leaves crunched softly under our feet, their pleasant smell of citrus wafting up as we crushed them underfoot. The horizon, opened up by the vast ravine of the river, showed a rolling forest vista. Mist rolled in the ravine, thick with the cool of morning, and waiting for the sun to rise and burn it off.


  All at once, the sun peeked over the horizon. A golden stripe edged the trees and rocks on the other side of the bridge. It flooded over the bridge and natural shadows streamed behind the thick trees.


  Moments later, an entirely different type of shadows flooded into the wake of the dawn. On either side of us, shadows rushed to pen us in.


  We froze, our breath quick and faces tense in the dappled golden light. On my right and left shadows were so near I could have reached out and touched them if I dared. They loomed, tall and deadly beside me, their faces grim and their eyes unfocused. Unlike yesterday, they carried small shadow spears, with a single feather affixed on a cord to each spearhead. They seemed more ceremonial than like actual weapons, although who really knew with these guys?


  I glanced behind me. Ch’ng and his friend brought up the rear. I still hadn’t caught his name. They were hemmed in behind by a wall of shadows. Shadows rushed to fill the space between us and the bridge, leaving only a narrow corridor for us to proceed through.


  Well, there sure are a lot of them, I said to Roman.


  They’re sticking to herding us, now. They only attack if we try to go any other direction.


  I saw a flicker at the end of the bridge, and I squinted to make out what it was. Imperial Marines scrambled through the tree line and onto the clearing in front of the bridge. They were surrounded, just like us.


  Is that you over the bridge? I asked.


  Vera! He’d caught sight of me.


  Roman!


  My heart swelled with joy. He was here. Regardless of what happened next we would face it together. I quickened my pace, purposely ignoring the phalanx of shadows on either side. I saw a marine on the other side break off from the rest, racing towards the bridge.


  Roman. Roman. Roman. My heart was pounding in tune with his name.


  A small black figure slipped up the side of the bridge. Where had it come from? Had it crawled along the underside? It flipped over the rail like a Galactic Olympian, landing precisely between us and blocking Roman from my view.


  There was something terribly familiar about the shadow blocking my path. She stood, graceful, but sunk into a combat position, facing me. A flood of other shadows raced to fill the bridge behind her.


  I can’t get through! They aren’t fighting me, but they have me blocked, and they’re like a brick wall.


  I think she wants to talk to me.


  She?


  “She looks familiar somehow…” I said, both aloud and in the channel.


  “She should,” Kitsano said from behind me. “She’s a Matsumoto. Your bloody-handed kin.”


  My kin, whoever she was, motioned for me to walk forward. I took a step, Driscoll hard on my heels. Two shadows shoved him back and jammed themselves between us. A flood of them surged forward, pinning him in place as effectively as they had pinned Roman.


  Apparently, this war was between Matsumotos. I felt a strange sense of peace at the thought. Somehow I had always known it would come to this, from the moment I had seen Sammy square off to fight them.


  It was sad that I would die before I got to see Roman up close. It was sad to die on such a gorgeous spot, but here I would either become a shadow or a fungus, and only their judgement of my fight would determine that. I would prefer the fungus. I had no desire to become one of them, regardless of their lineage and any blood we might share.


  I should have known all along that they would be led by a Matsumoto. After all, I had known there were Matsumotos sent here, and somehow we always rise to the top. It was our talent - or our curse.


  The crap always rises.


  Nice, Roman. He was always good at putting things into perspective.


  I heard a gasp from behind me. I thought it was Driscoll, but I didn’t turn to look.


  “Do you know who that is?” Ch’ng asked.


  “A Matsumoto. They’re all the same,” Kitsano replied.


  Driscoll’s reply was almost reverent.


  “It’s Zeta Mastsumoto.”


  My chest erupted in fire at his words, and my vision swam. Zeta Matsumoto? But it couldn’t be. She should be dead. The video footage showed her gunned down by terrorists. I must have seen it a thousand times before Edward found out and blocked the feed on every device I had access to.


  Zeta Matsumoto.


  My mother.
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  I SQUINTED AND STRAINED MY eyes as I glided forward, trying to see if I could see any resemblance to my foggy memory of her. She had always been a distant figure to me even when she was alive, but I had loved her as every child loves her mother, and I had ached for her when she died and left me to Edward.


  If this was really her, even disembodied into a shadow that led a global consciousness, wouldn’t some small part of her remember me? Could any part of her remember? For how many years had she led an army of shadows as they wreaked vengeance upon their enemies on this planet? For how many years was I missing her, thinking her dead while she was here all along?


  I bit down on my tongue as I thought about it and tasted blood. After all, who was I to judge? How could I know what had brought her here? Maybe her journey was little different than my own. After all, here I was about to face the leader of the Baldric Shadows and if I were to win, then what? What if there were no marines and my only option was to stay and to lead them? Could I honestly say I’d choose the alternative? I could not.


  I was staring at my past – yes – but also at one possible future. A future I had not realized, but suddenly knew was all too possible.


  I stepped forward.


  “Zeta Matsumoto?” I asked.


  I felt the reply inside my head, jumbled around their woven voices, but her meaning still was clear.


  Zeta...Matsumoto…LEADER…Matsumoto…respect…unity…death…unity…bow. Who is this who asks? Kill. Absorb. Kill.


  Heartwarming.


  “I love what you’ve done with the place,” I said, shrugging my pack off and laying my empty gun on top of it. It was cliché, but someone had to remind her that this battle was not one of my making or choosing.


  Mockery. You will pay. Mockery. Our hearts split. Our people split. Pain. The Splitting. You will die.


  Even as a shadow she was beautiful. She was frozen in time as a woman in her mid-twenties. My height exactly, with clear-cut Matsumoto features, long hair, waving in the wind like a flag, and eyes deep with the velvet black of the shadows. She was entrancing. She flickered in and out of reality, solid, then translucent, and wore a starship skinsuit similar to mine, but a few generations older. In her hand she bore a spear like the other shadows. It was short, and clearly ceremonial, with a bundle of feathers on the end before the spearhead. She set it carefully down on the ground beside her, imitating my movements, and then sank into a fighting stance. It looked like this would be hand-to-hand.


  “I’m not sure if you remember,” I said, sinking into an identical posture, “But before you became Queen of Shadowland you had a daughter. She was five when you left. That daughter was me. Vera Matsumoto.”


  Roman was trying to talk to me, but for once my head was so full of other voices that I couldn’t hear his.


  Daughter. Precious. No more. Bigger than all that. Bigger than family. Bigger than life. The Splitting. They split us. They rend us to shreds. Revenge. Death. We will be a powerful weapon. Absorb all those who can assist. Vera Matsumoto is found to be worthy. Take her soul.


  I couldn’t help but feel hurt, even knowing this was only a shell of what my mother had been. It wasn’t really her at all. That’s what I told myself. It couldn’t be. It was just the shadow that the others saw as their leader, and she was no more human than Rhinric was – maybe less.


  It didn’t help. It felt like I was experiencing the pain of my mother’s death all over again.


  The first blow came with no warning. Well, she might not be ‘mother’ any more, but she was still definitely ‘Matsumoto.’


  She landed a kick to my ankle, but I absorbed the pain of the blow and kicked up my fighting program into high gear. I slashed out with a roundhouse kick and settled back onto my heels as I completed it.


  She made a lunge for me with a quick flurry of punches: jab, uppercut, strike. I blocked her jab, dodged to the left to avoid the uppercut and then grabbed her striking fist and shoved her to the right.


  In the middle of the blow I felt something TUG at my mind. And then, suddenly, I was in the shadow’s mental flow. My body was still fighting because the program worked fine on automatic. Zeta and I flowed from one complex series of attacks to another, more like we were dancing than fighting, but we each were still landing the occasional blow. Except for the bursts of pain, I almost didn’t notice our violent elegance. My mind was preoccupied by a new battle.


  The rush of thoughts was intense and all-consuming. It was like a deftly woven rope of ten thousand tiny strands. They wrapped around and through one another, overlapping and twisting, losing one thread into the embrace of another.


  It was mindboggling and my head hurt from the pain of just deciphering what I was experiencing. Somehow I could ‘see’ the threads, the way I could ‘see’ Roman’s emotions in our channel. And somehow, it was trying to suck my very soul into the flow the way that my conciousness had traded places with Roman’s when Ead’s McIsaac had us prisoner.


  I felt a strong desire to immerse myself in the flow of their shared being, to explore the individual threads and soar in the vortex of their purpose, but I fought it. I understood intuitively the temptation Sammy had faced and how they had eventually absorbed him. Any loss of control now and I would be absorbed, too.


  But how to prevent it? Zeta was fighting my body so hard that I risked being knocked unconscious or debilitated by her actions. If that happened I was certain to be lost and that meant time was limited. By some horrible premonition I knew that once it had me it would not let go. And as I thought that, I realized that I could finally hear individual voices. They were clear, but still hard for me to pick out from the cacophony.


  No one has ever resisted…


  Not long…


  Almost have her…


  Worthy…


  …just submit already.


  …ours…


  I heard them all at once, absorbing layered meanings more quickly than I could think them. They knew I was already theirs. This had happened so many times before that they knew now that it was only a matter of time until they had absorbed me. And then what? Would I turn on Roman and suck him up, too, like vacuuming a beetle on a carpet?


  I shivered and felt a wave of nausea. They wanted me to leave all that I loved. And yet it was tempting to rest in that river of acceptance, because it was clear that they would accept me – that for the first time in a long time there was a whole group of people, if you could call them that, that actually wanted me around.


  They wanted me to abandon my body. What use was a body when you could live a life generations long – maybe even forever long- surrounded by all your friends all the time? They wanted me to leave Roman – and that’s where their siren’s call failed because I could never leave the one who had never voluntarily left me and would gladly give his own life for mine. We’ll absorb you both, they said. Together forever.


  It was tempting. And yet, it rang false. What is life? Is it an endless soul without purpose or responsibility? What ties us to life? Love, surely. But what is love except sacrifice? And the sacrifice I’d been born for was obvious – to lead a revolt to save the people I was responsible for. And through that redemption, to atone for all that had come before: the genocide on Baldric, the injustice done to Ian, the deaths of Roman’s parents, and the betrayal of the citizens of Blackwatch.


  This was my duty. I would not be shaken. All temptation for an existence of ease drifting comfortably on the waves of semi-consciousness evaporated.


  Without reasoning or thought, I followed my instincts. I SEIZED the rope of their collective unconscious. I could feel Zeta’s presence wrapped around it. I slid myself between her and the rope, loosening their bonds, and then I FLEXED. And somehow I twisted that rope inward, so no longer was it sucking me towards it, but I was sucking it towards me.


  Zeta’s shadow form let out a scream as she was physically SUCKED into my shadow. Around me, the nearest shadows stretched and were vacuumed up in a similar way, slowly but inexorably. It seemed to take an agonizingly long time, but one by one they submitted to my will.


  I was not absorbed by the shadows. I absorbed them. Thousands of them. All of them. An army of the dead living within me.


  It was getting crowded in here.


  Zeta was the first to vanish, and I felt her consciousness join mine.


  Vera?


  For a split second she sounded almost like my mother, and then other souls began to pour into my unconscious and her voice vanished in the tumult.


  Mother? Mother!


  It’s just me in the channel, Roman said, but he was wrong.


  The implant let me hear them, and they were already so loud I could hardly hear anything else. One by one, his captors faded to insubstantiality and were absorbed by my mind. They rocketed into me like rubber bands snapping. The further away they started, the more forcefully they were drawn to me. Roman shook off the last shadow as it was sucked away and he darted to me, the other marines hard on his heels.


  My head swam with so much sudden input, and my balance quavered. My eyesight was flickering in and out as my brain tried to process too many signals at once.


  Driscoll flew towards me from the other direction. Roman arrived first by a fraction of a second.


  “You?!” Roman exclaimed at the sight of Driscoll.


  Behind him the other marines came to attention, saluting Patrick Driscoll.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Roman demanded, anger and confusion warring in his eyes, as his head whipped back and forth between his fireteam and me.


  “Sorry, Sarge,” one of them said.


  Roman tore his gaze from them and turned to me. I reached for him, but stumbled. He caught me just as I started to fall to the ground. The corded strength of his arms wrapped around me and his breath was hot and close. I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to hide in the warmth of his shelter forever.


  “Vera? Stay with me, Vera.” And then, so quiet that I thought I might not have heard it all. “I can’t bear to lose you, too.”
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  I MUST NOT HAVE BEEN passed out for very long because Roman was still gripping me like I was going to fade away like the shadows. He was curled over me, like his very form could protect me from danger. The others crowded around him.


  “She did it. I can’t believe she did it!” That was Kitsano.


  “Be glad she did. I thought we were gone there for a moment,” said Ch’ng.


  “What’s going on here?” Roman asked a marine.


  “We’re Driscoll’s Own,” he said. “Who is she?”


  “Vera Matsumoto. The Emperor’s cousin,” Roman said, almost reverentially.


  “She looks more like a jungle warlord. What’s with the scar?”


  “Have a little respect,” Ch’ng said, “Who cares what she looks like? She saved all our heads just now.”


  “But what’s a Matsumoto doing here?” the marine asked, clearly unable to see when he was beaten.


  “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Driscoll said. “You don’t seem to have many marines left, Mr. Guardian.”


  “Just my fireteam,” Roman said grimly, “But it seems they aren’t mine at all. I never suspected that they were secretly terrorists.”


  “We’re all terrorists, now,” Driscoll said. “You’re the only one here who isn’t sworn to Driscoll’s Own, and I’m guessing you’re sworn to her, which makes you one of us.”


  “I’m Vera Matsumoto’s guardian. I’m not a terrorist or a murderer,” Roman said, flinging a baleful look at his fireteam.


  “Let us explain, Aldrin…” one of them started to say.


  I was listening to it all, and following as I could, but my head was still pounding with the pain of absorbing the entire population of Baldric into my subconscious. I felt new souls drawn in one by one and added to our number. I was just one soul floating on the sea of them all, still living, but that was barely an afterthought.


  The masses of them felt very alive to me. The Javierian minds felt foreign and strange, leaving me ill at ease within my own self. They were nothing compared to my fellow humans. I felt assaulted by their emotions and desires, all raw and bare. I flinched as they whipped me with them, red hot with need for revenge, or an agony of icy despair. I struggled to stay afloat – drowning in my own mind.


  Something tugged from beyond me. Two somethings. I felt them resisting the pull of the collective. Suddenly one broke free and joined the rest.


  Driscoll gasped.


  “What the-” Ch’ng said, his face white and drawn.


  I couldn’t look to see what they were looking at. It was something on the ground.


  “The shadow part of him broke free. He ate too much of Compound VX-7,” Kitsano said, her voice grating, “We need to go-”


  Her voice broke off as she screamed. I felt the other something start to break loose. With a surge of will I pushed back, willing it to stay outside of our whole. I heard Kitsano coughing and gasping as I refused her soul entry. It seemed I had at least that much control over my own mind. Now, if I could just find a way to survive rather than just bob on this morass of minds.


  They were still quarrelling above me, and reacting to the loss of Ch’ng’s friend and what had happened to Kitsano, but I let my eyes fall closed again and I fought within myself for supremacy.


  Somehow my mother had achieved it. Now I must achieve it. I focused, rallying all of my wits and senses under my banner. If this was going to work it would take all of me. I WRAPPED myself around the surge of souls, the way my mother’s soul had been, and tightened like a python. Then I forced it all deeper into the recesses of my mind and jammed a mental wall in place. I forced myself not to notice them or pay them any attention – that was the wall. Gratefully, it was half-working, but I could tell it was weak. One slip. One moment of inattention, and it would be gone again. I’d ‘won’ today, but it seems what I’d won was an eternal battle for my own mind.


  So typical. Any time I won, I just kept losing.


  I opened my eyes with a sigh, and the first thing I saw was Roman’s face. He greeted me with such a look of relief and joy that I almost cried in sympathy. I felt so tired. So tired that it took all of my energy to push away from him and regain my own feet.


  I smiled up at him.


  “Thank you.”


  Always.


  His answering smile was tender and protective and all that I had ever hoped to see. He didn’t seem to notice how I looked like ‘a jungle warlord.’ Even better, I was not dead. I was enjoying this instead, but that state was temporary unless I did the right things now.


  I stood up as steadily as I could, channelling all my mental energy into keeping that wall strong. I needed to think without passing out for this next part.


  “We’ve done it. We’ve beat the odds,” I said, realizing as I spoke that I was gripping the short spear, that my mother had held. I looked down at it, gripping it harder, and ran a hand through the stubble that used to be my hair. Then I looked up at the gathered few that were my army.


  “We’re alive, and Baldric is ours, but it’s not enough. It can’t atone for our fallen, or for the deeds that brought us here.”


  “Are you saying that you want to overthrow Nigel Matsumoto and seize the Empire?” Driscoll asked carefully and formally.


  “I am,” I said. “Someone needs to fix what is broken in Blackwatch.”


  There was a gasp from Roman and a collective sigh from the rest.


  “In that case, I pledge you not only my service, but also the service of Driscoll’s Own,” Patrick said, and he stiffened to attention, like he was in the military. Behind Roman, his fireteam stiffened, too, and more reluctantly Kitsano joined them.


  My eyes widened. I hadn’t expected that. Roman’s face was a mix of emotions.


  Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad they want to support your insane ambitions. I’m just feeling a touch betrayed by my fireteam. We are supposed to be brothers.


  Well, you still can be.


  And I’m not fond of terrorists. I thought if I ever saw Patrick Driscoll it would be through my scope.


  Tell me about it.


  I was very reluctant to trust Driscoll, or to team up with terrorists, but what were our options? If we chose not to work with them, they could betray our plans, or worse, kill us.


  Our plans? Roman asked.


  I didn’t have a chance to discuss it with you, I told him.


  I think maybe you need to take the time.


  Can it wait? I need rest.


  He made a mental sound like an irritated grunt.


  “Thank you for your support,” I told Driscoll and his followers, who were now my followers I supposed. “You marines swore an oath to Blackwatch when you enlisted. You didn’t swear it to the Matsumotos. You didn’t swear it to the government. You swore it to the people of Blackwatch. You said you would defend and protect. I’m standing here telling you that the people of Blackwatch are under a threat so farsighted and insidious that it goes unseen. They are under a threat so pervasive that it will infect and change them all in the next six months if we don’t protect and defend them. You saw the shadows that fought us here. Blackwatch did that. We made them, and that’s the fate of our own people if we don’t do something to prevent that. I’m calling on you to live up to those vows and to help me fight. You might be Driscoll’s people. But if you follow me off this planet you are my people.”


  There were murmurs that sounded like a cautious agreement. It would take more than my words to win them. I turned to Roman.


  “I don’t have much time. The shadows are in my mind and I need to find a way to keep them in place without losing myself. I need somewhere to sleep for a few hours. Can you find me somewhere?”


  I was all business, and he nodded, turning to business himself.


  “Yamamoto, Nakamuri, set up camp on the shuttle side of the bridge. We’ll stop here and rest for a few hours. Brady, walk a perimeter. Make note of any threats and see if there’s a path down to the water to refill our canteens.”


  “I’ll look for the water,” Kitsano volunteered, holding out her arms. “Give over the canteens.”


  I left them to the details, struggling for consciousness, and slowly losing the battle. In the last second before I sunk bonelessly into Roman’s arms, I remembered his words and finally took the time to reply.


  I can’t bear to lose you, either.
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  MY BATTLE RAGED ON. I refused to give ground to the shadows in my mind, but they fought for supremacy. I must have looked asleep on the physical level, but I was not sleeping. I was waging a deadly war. Individual voices were starting to emerge and starting to attempt to bend me to their wills.


  Every so often I would fade into physical consciousness long enough to realize that another battle was raging outside my mind, too.


  “Will you follow her in this rebellion?” a marine asked Roman.


  “I’m her guardian. I go where she goes. My life for hers,” Roman said, and there was steel in his voice. I couldn’t get my lids to open to see him, but I hoped he was doing okay. This was a lot to digest.


  “Sorry we didn’t tell you, Sarge.”


  “I can’t talk to you about that right now.” There was a tremor in his voice. I wished I could see his face.


  “Yeah, well, we’ll be here when you’re ready.”


  I faded out, again. Within my mind seven beings were forcing themselves to the foreground. It was a battle to emerge from the horde. They flickered in and out. I thought one might be my mother. I wrapped ever tighter, fearing one might break loose and wrest my hold from them all.


  When next I came to, Driscoll was talking.


  “So you’ll come with us, then?”


  “What other option do I have?” Ch’ng asked.


  “You could stay here. Without the shadows it isn’t a bad planet,” Roman suggested. Conspiring with criminals was not sitting well with him.


  Something about Ch’ngs tone made me think he was shrugging as he answered, “Driscoll says she’s alright, and I trust him. I wasn’t meant to rot away on a backwater planet.”


  I was back in my own mind again, and the seven beings were clearer than ever. One was definitely my mother. She was the clearest, and as she coalesced I could feel her reaching for me, trying to communicate beyond the flow of the throng. Five of the other beings were Javierian’s, and one was an elderly scientist from the records I’d been watching. The aliens were less clear than my mother and the other human, as if it were more difficult for them to get their thoughts through to me. Maybe these were their leaders.


  I didn’t know how much time passed on the outside. It was still day, my lids were painted scarlet when I was conscious, but the flow of conversations seemed to suggest that a lot of time was passing.


  “…still no word from the starship. I think our communications are a bust,” Roman was saying. He must be refusing to leave my side, because whenever I was awake I heard his voice.


  “Will they pull out of the system if they don’t hear from you or just send more shuttles?” Driscoll asked.


  “SOP is to send another squad to investigate, but our commander is touchy, and we’re not here because we are in his good graces.” Roman paused and then said, “It could go either way.”


  “I hope she wakes up soon then,” Kitsano said. “I want nothing more than to be rid of this place.”


  “If we move her now we risk setting those shadows loose. Who knows what kind of war she’s fighting with them?” Roman said.


  “I know,” Kitsano fumed, “and I’m not saying we should move her…yet. I’m just worried. She’s our ticket out of here. If the shadows come back we’re finished.”


  “She’s more than a ‘ticket,’” Roman said savagely.


  “Easy, marine,” Kitsano said, “Don’t you think I’m starting to realize that?”


  “You should have realized it before, Lieutenant,” Driscoll said, “I did tell you she was extraordinary.”


  “And I promised you I’d follow through with your plans, Patrick, but I still chafe at working with a Matsumoto, no matter how much I personally have come to respect her.”


  “You swore to Driscoll’s Own, Lieutenant,” one of the marines said.


  “When you’ve been through what I have, Private, you might get nervous about things, too,” Kitsano growled.


  “But you did give your word,” Driscoll said.


  “And I’ll keep it,” she agreed with a leaden voice.


  I turned back to my internal situation. I looked around the circle of shadows, for they had formed a distinct semi-circle, and hints of their physical looks and shapes ebbed in and out like the surf. My mother spoke first.


  “We are the Elders of Baldric.”


  So now I was going to do what I was born for: make a treaty. I’d never expected to have to make one with the voices in my head. I wondered how that would look on my resume.


  “We have been watching you and testing you since your arrival on our planet,” the scientist-looking one said.


  “I am Zeta Matsumoto,” my mother said, needlessly. “These are the other Elders; Caradand, Elizandar, Dalinoro, Fretzler, Javazuri, and Ed Yokiro. Together we rule the people of Baldric.”


  I wondered how my mother and Yokiro got on that list. It seemed just a touch presumptuous for two humans to be governing Baldric.


  “We have chosen you,” the one she’d identified as Fretzler said, “after much deliberation. You will take us away from our beloved planet.” Fretzler seemed sorrowful, her long hair hung over her face, as she looked down, refusing to meet my eyes.


  “Leave? You want to leave?” I asked, surprised.


  “We don’t want that!” Dalinoro said. He was taller than the rest and he spoke in clipped tones that couldn’t mask his intensity.


  “But what we want is beside the point. We must keep our promises, and we promised our people that we would stop the ravages of the Matsumotos, and set them free from our bound consciousness,” Zeta said.


  I wondered how she had managed to manipulate them into promising that. It must have been her, since it was so clearly a Matsumoto thing to do.


  “In that case,” I said, “my time is limited. If you truly want me to take you off this planet and ‘stop the ravages of the Matsumotos’ I need to be on my way as soon as I can.”


  “Then we must speak quickly,” Caradand said. He was smaller than the others, with a solid body but an impish grin made him look less threatening. “We are bound together and require certain things to be released. We chose you-”


  “Chose me?” I broke in, “You killed my friends and tried to kill me! I beat you and bound you and that’s the only reason you are here now!”


  “Yes, of course,” Zeta said irritably, rubbing her shadow chin as she spoke, “We certainly wouldn’t want to be borne by a weakling. Only someone able to defeat us and command us is worthy of the chance to free us.”


  “Great,” I said. “Just great. So I have a whole army of you in my mind who are looking at me for salvation?”


  “Essentially yes,” said Yokiro, adjusting shadow clothing, “But that is far too basic of a way to look at it. We require your service, but we will aid you. We can leave your mind in our shadow form if you release us, and as you adjust to our presence we will grow quieter. You will be able to choose when to release us and gather us up, and when to listen or when to ignore us. It will just take time and practice.”


  “And in time, when you are not so anxious to be on your way, we can explain everything else,” Caradand said.


  “But right now,” Dalinoro said fiercely, “we need your word that you will do everything in your power to destroy those who did this to us. We require your promise.”


  “Require?” I said, “I don’t see how you can require anything from me.”


  “Please,” said Fretzler, and her pain tugged at my heart, but it was short-lived.


  “And incidentally, we can make your life rather miserable, even though you bind us. We can make you focus all your efforts on keeping us bound instead of other things,” Dalinoro said.


  Good old Carrot and Stick diplomacy there, Dalinoro.


  “So you require my promise to do what I can to give you revenge and grant you the freedom – somehow – to move on from this existence, yes?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Yokiro said.


  “Then in return, this is what I require. I require your full obedience and support in all things. I require that you keep no secrets from me, and that you will help me with my own goals on the way to meeting yours.”


  “Done,” seven voices said at once, and I wished I had asked for more.


  “And now I need to focus on the living, because we have a starship to assault, hijack and fly back to Blackwatch, and that’s going to be tricky.”


  “Well, that’s something we can help with,” Zeta said, “We are able to fight for you, if you release our shadow forms.”


  “And we have those here who once served on starships,” Yokiro added.


  I fought to keep my thoughts unreadable. That would be a major advantage.


  They faded out and I was back to the outside world.


  “…she rode in like a hurricane and saved us. It was awe-inspiring,” Driscoll said.


  “It was,” Ch’ng agreed.


  I opened my eyes.


  “And now we need to do it again,” I said, as I sat up. “This time on a starship.”
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  “GLAD TO SEE YOU’VE JOINED us,” Roman said lightly, but there was an edge under his voice.


  I hoped it was just worry for me. I looked around. We were in a temporary camp, with a small fire. Everyone was here and eating or drinking what was left of our supplies. Yamamoto faced away from camp with his gun in hand, so he must have been standing a semi-watch. I wasn’t worried. All our enemies right now were inside me.


  I stood up, surveying the people in front of me. We were a collection of marines, sentenced criminals, masterminds, and fools. I smiled wryly. I had asked Driscoll if the fate of our Empire rested on a small band of people making it through impossible odds. We’d already done the impossible, but we had so much more to do.


  “What did you decide while I was…sleeping?” I asked.


  “We’re with you, Vera,” Roman said, but his eyes told me he wanted to talk more and the sooner the better.


  “Into the jaws of death and back…just like before, Matsumoto,” Driscoll said.


  “All of you?” I asked, looking each one in the eye and surprised every time at the affirmation in them.


  “All of us,” Kitsano said.


  I nodded, grim, but satisfied.


  “We talked for a long time,” Driscoll said. “Driscoll’s Own will support you, since I am your liege, and Kitsano and Ch’ng have joined Driscoll’s Own. Your guardian seems to be loyal.” An irritated grunt from Roman punctuated that.


  “Well then,” I said, scratching the back of my neck, and smiling awkwardly, “I have only one more thing to say. Whatever happens, I won’t fail you. I will hold the course. I won’t back down. I’ll die before I lose, and I won’t ask anyone else to do something that I won’t do.”


  There were either nods or grim looks from everyone. We all knew that most likely we’d be dead before another Baldric day was over. No one had ever hijacked a Blackwatch starship successfully, but they were as committed as I was.


  “In that case we should move out. We’re running out of time.”


  “Marines, let’s roll it up,” Roman said, sending a look at Driscoll, like he wasn’t quite sure if they were following him or the terrorist.


  “If I could just have a private word with you, Roman, before we go, I’d appreciate it.”


  “Once you’re done, head out. We’ll catch up in a few minutes,” Roman ordered.


  Ch’ng had the audacity to wink at me, and I saw looks passed between the marines and murmurs of, “Only takes him a minute.” Typical military humor.


  I took Roman lightly by the bicep and led him through the towering trees to the edge of the ravine. I must have been fighting my internal battle for a very long time because the Baldric sun was high and intense. The shadows of the tree canopy were enough to keep us from squinting, and for once they were only natural shadows. Below, the water glinted silver in the sun.


  I felt awkward at our reunion. So much had passed since the last time we’d talked. I took a moment to study the scenery so I could compose my thoughts, pretending to admire the huge trees with their wide branches and velvety purple leaves. Golden yellow cliffs plunged below into a diamond river. Baldric, as always, was as beautiful as she was deadly. I was leaving the beauty, though, and bringing the deadly with me.


  That thought brought me to my senses, and I turned to Roman and looked up into his cinnamon brown eyes.


  “Why, Vera? I thought you wanted to be rid of all this Matsumoto nonsense?”


  “Wherever I go, it just follows me. I’m a Matsumoto whether I like it or not, and I have to face that.”


  “Wherever you go I’ll go, too,” he said, gently, “As long as I know that you really chose to try to bring down your cousin and it wasn’t forced on you.”


  “You don’t have to come with me,” I said. “It’s going to be deadly.”


  He laughed, and new lines crinkled around his warm eyes.


  “I don’t know if anything is as deadly as you, Vera Matsumoto. Driscoll has been telling us stories.”


  I blushed.


  “And,” he continued, “You’re even starting to look the part.”


  He brought one hand up to delicately trace the scar on my cheek, like he was touching the wing of a butterfly. I trembled with a combination of insecurity and desire.


  “I must look terrible,” I agreed, still blushing furiously.


  He leaned in close, so his lips were millimeters from mine and whispered, “Terribly beautiful.”


  His kiss was tender and gentle. I kissed him back, but he ended it quickly, and pulled back, his forehead resting gently on mine, and his eyes locked onto mine.


  “You look older,” I said, my concern for him evident in my voice, and my own hand reached up and stroked his worn cheek. In his dull brown hair there was a thick white streak. A sign of something so stressful that it shocked the hair white. I wondered if it was Ashlyn’s death.


  “I am older,” he teased, smiling in the way he did when it was only the two of us.


  “That’s not what I meant,” I said, still worried.


  “Vera, neither of us have been children for a very long time.”


  My smile turned bittersweet, thinking about him and Ashlyn.


  “I’m sorry, Roman. I’m sorry for everything you’ve suffered. I’m most sorry of all that you are stuck fighting an impossible war with me, rather than living a normal life with her.”


  He laughed, but this laugh was bitter.


  “I don’t think I could live a normal life if I wanted to, Vera. But please know this,” he said, as he gathered me up in strong, gentle arms, “there is nowhere I’d rather be than with you. And there is no one I’d rather be with.” He paused for a moment and then looked me in the eyes as he said, “I love you, Vera Matsumoto.”


  My face grew hot with embarrassment.


  “And I’m willing to wait for you until you’re done conquering the Empire,” he teased.


  This time his kiss was firmer and laced with longing. My return kiss was the same. I longed for a better, safer time, when we could love fully instead of in bits and pieces.


  Me, too, Vera. One day, when it’s all over, and I make you mine.


  I love you, too, Roman Aldrin.


  I said it in the channel, because I didn’t trust my voice, and it just kept echoing in my thoughts, over and over. I felt his answering joy though our channel and his kiss was bittersweet and seeded with hope. My heart soared, but I clamped down on it. There was still too much to do to think of that.


  And I’m going to hold you to that promise, I said.


  You do that.


  We caught up to the rest quickly and our march to the shuttles was surprisingly pleasant and quick without a constant assault on the way. We made our plans as we walked, though there was only so much we could plan ahead of time. Most of what came next would depend on how things played out.


  Every time I looked at Roman all I could think about was how grateful I was to have him back, and to have him as mine. We’d taken a long journey apart from each other. At least whatever came next, we’d be doing it together.


  All along our path, towering fungus spiralled up into the Baldric sky. I shuddered every time I saw one. The bodies at the bases of them had calcified, and were looking less and less human, but that didn’t make the ghastly totems any less chilling. It was like the planet was warning me all along the way, ‘Don’t forget that the people you are putting your trust in did that.’


  When we reached the shuttles, I glanced at the shiny exterior of hull. It was the first time I had seen myself since I began the journey. I looked at least ten years older. I was in a ragged, torn skinsuit. My eyes, still almond shaped and Matsumoto, were hard and piercing, and my shorn head and thick scar gave me a hardened, deadly appearance. The spear I still carried lent such an exotic air, that I looked, for all the world, like a neo-barbarian jungle warlord. I’d started off a pacifist diplomat, then I became a jungle warlord, maybe in the months to come I could find something in between.


  You look beautiful, Roman said, noticing my hesitation as my fingers traced my scar. Battle scars suit you.


  And somehow they did. Somehow all of this pain that I had never asked for, had shaped me into something that was more suited to me than anything I was before.


  I turned for one last look at Baldric, and thought of Ian lying dead miles away. He’d died giving himself for me. I wouldn’t forget.


  Don’t forget, the shadows in my head echoed, and I saw Ian’s face coalesce for an instant behind my eyes.


  Don’t forget, but don’t let it destroy you, Roman echoed.


  I won’t forget, I thought, and looking out over the rolling hills of Baldric, heart-stoppingly gorgeous as they were, all I could see were the jutting fungi that infected that gorgeous world, and I knew I would never forget, and that whatever it took I wouldn’t let it happen again.


  Vera? It was my mother speaking in my thoughts. I think there’s something you should know about Patrick Driscoll…
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  VERA? IT WAS MY MOTHER speaking in my thoughts. I think there’s something you should know about Patrick Driscoll…


  “Matsumoto! You’d better get in here,” Kitsano called from inside the shuttle.


  I broke off my last look at the deadly totems of Baldric, and hustled into the shuttle. I was the last in, and I pulled the hatch closed behind me. Roman waved me off and secured the hatch while I squeezed into the cockpit. I felt warm inside at the glance he sent my way.


  We’ll talk as soon as we get the chance, I promised him via our implants as I passed.


  His half-smile assured me that he understood. Don’t forget, my shuttle, my rules.


  Rules?


  No spitting. No swearing. No ignoring your guardian’s requests.


  Fair enough. I smirked, wondering what might fall under the category ‘requests.’


  Driscoll was already at the controls flicking his fingers over the touch navigation pad. Kitsano had an arm elbow-deep into a holo-manipulator, and with singular concentration she was twiddling the projection at Driscoll’s instruction.


  “What do you need?” I started, but then changed it to, “Does no one else know how to fly a shuttle?”


  “No,” Driscoll replied, in a distracted tone. “I told you that in time you would need me, and this is only the beginning.”


  “Then it’s a good thing you’re sworn to me,” I reminded him.


  He fiddled with the communications screen before looking up at me. “You’d better call your pet marine to the front. They’re wondering what we’re up to.”


  “Call him a pet again and we’ll live without your expertise,” I lied.


  If he calls me pet again he won’t live, period.


  Driscoll grunted, but Roman was already behind me, his hands slid across my waist as he squeezed past and slipped into the dedicated com chair to call up the display. I saw him subvocalizing. His marine helmet must have linked up directly. I wished I could hear what he was saying, but he was right to keep it subvocalized. The last thing we wanted was for the ship to start picking up background chatter, and the cockpit was full of noise. A careless word and they might suspect that we weren’t exactly what we seemed.


  The shuttle was pretty large for the few of us who had survived. Low and sleek, she was primarily a troop deployment bird, and the number of bare seats and harnesses in the main compartment suggested she would hold a squad plus equipment. The cockpit was much more compact, but there was seating for five; a pilot, co-pilot, com officer, gunner, and navigation specialist.


  I was sitting in the navigation chair. My implant was trying to translate the screen for me with the Tactical Interface, but I wasn’t paying much attention to that. The irony of my seat was not lost on me. From here on in I was navigating all the way. It was a first step in a long journey to seize what wasn’t mine...yet.


  Exactly how did a teenage girl go about stealing an empire? I was about to mentally say “sixteen-year-old girl” but I stuttered over my age, remembering that I had been in cryogenic sleep a lot longer than I thought.


  I queried my implant for the date. I’d missed my seventeenth birthday… eleven and a half months ago. That made me angry. You hear people accuse others of stealing their lives. Almost a year of my life had actually been stolen – erased forever. Is that how it worked? Would I just live a year longer, since technically my body was still sixteen? Or was it? I mean, it had been in stasis, but it had still been alive and degenerating. I felt sick. Someone had stolen an entire year that was mine.


  No, not someone. Nigel Matsumoto.


  I looked up at the navigation screen with fire in my eyes.


  “Vera?” Roman said, trying to catch my eye.


  Forget second guessing. It was time to step up and take my year back…plus a tad bit more for pain and suffering.


  “You called?” I asked, trying to keep the rage from my voice.


  Roman’s eyebrows lifted, but he kept his tone mild and on task.


  “Captain Sato wants to know our ETA to Cardinal’s Blood.”


  I nodded to Driscoll.


  “Launch in five minutes, rendezvous in twenty-seven-point-niner minutes,” Driscoll said, in a cool, professional tone that I’d never heard from him before.


  Roman repeated it back to Captain Sato and then turned to me.


  “He’s demanding a list of passengers.”


  “Keep it vague. When we get there we want him to be surprised. Remember,” I said, turning to Driscoll and Ch’ng, who had slipped into the gunner’s chair, “I don’t want any killing. If we have to fight, we aim to injure, not kill. I don’t care how you terrorists usually do things, but I don’t want to kill Blackwatch citizens.”


  Kitsano’s laugh was derisive.


  “Good luck starting a civil war without casualties,” she said.


  I opened my mouth to speak, but Zeta’s thoughts cut through mine.


  We need to talk about Driscoll.


  “Since you bring it up,” Driscoll said, dropping his hands from the touchscreens and turning to me, “I should perhaps mention that you have the wrong perspective about Driscoll’s Own.”


  I thought there was really only one perspective on terrorists, Roman said through the channel.


  Unless you are one, I suppose, I said.


  “Yes?” I asked Driscoll.


  “We didn’t call ourselves terrorists,” Driscoll said. “It was the Matsumotos that called us that.”


  I sighed. Driscoll was an ally, and a sworn liege-man. I had to be careful how I did this.


  “You killed my cousin Denise,” I said, allowing a smidgen of my sorrow into my tone.


  “I didn’t kill your cousin,” Driscoll said, and he sounded sincere.


  Driscoll’s Own did, Roman chimed in. His own distrust and anger ran thick through the channel. And not just her, but as many Matsumotos as they could get their hands on. We think they all are dead, except for you and the Emperor.


  “In my mind, giving the order is the same thing,” I said, trying to keep my tone gentle. “I understand your animosity, but I want to be clear. That ends now.”


  Some of them were children. Children. Roman’s emotions were laced red with rage and in an odd burst his actual thoughts came through again. How can she trust him, no matter what he swore? She shouldn’t. He deserves to stay on this planet. I shouldn’t have let her bring him. This is all wrong!


  Easy, tiger. I said to Roman, reaching across to gently lay a hand on his knee. He double-blinked, realizing I could hear his thoughts. I’ll explain everything soon, okay?


  He flashed a color coded assent and I breathed a quick sigh of relief. I needed everyone focused now that we were heading into the thick of it.


  “Launch in two minutes,” Kitsano reminded from the co-pilot’s chair. I was uncomfortably aware that while she could count the launch down Driscoll was the only human we had who could fly the bird.


  You need to listen to me…to us, Zeta broke in. The voices in my head were never patient. Regardless, I needed to sort Driscoll out first. It was hard to think amidst so many voices.


  “You aren’t hearing me, Vera,” Driscoll said. His face flushed as he spoke and strong emotion burned behind his eyes. It was partly that blazing look I’d been seeing so often, but also partly something else. There was enough fury in this shuttle right now to replace her fusion reactor. “I didn’t kill your cousin. I didn’t order her killed.”


  Oh really? They just magically died? Roman was quivering in his chair despite my reassuring touch. I guess he couldn’t wait for my explanation after all. I hoped he wasn’t accidentally subvocalizing, or Captain Sato’s com officer would be getting quite the earful.


  You saw them, didn’t you? I asked. The children?


  He turned so I could see his eyes. The unshed tears in them, glistening extra-large and bright reminded me that he was barely out of childhood himself. They were all the confirmation I needed.


  “Thirty seconds to launch,” Kitsano said, in the tone of a parent to misbehaving children. She was looking more solid here in the shuttle than I’d ever seen her.


  Driscoll erupted from his seat so suddenly that Ch’ng flinched out of the way. He filled the small cockpit. Roman lunged to his feet beside me, but he was too late.


  Driscoll took a step, seized me by the collar, and lifted me to my feet, his face inches from mine. Adrenaline jabbed my heart into overdrive and I fought to control my breath and remain calm. I was no fool, though. I booted the Tactical Interface.


  “I swore to you, Vera. I swore. And none of this is going to work if you don’t believe me,” he said, inches from my face. Roman looked like he was going to attack.


  Don’t, I said to him, Not yet.


  Driscoll’s tone turned to pleading. “Please, Vera. I need you to believe. We are not terrorists. Yes, we are freedom fighters, but not terrorists. I can’t explain right now, but you need to know. Think, Vera! If we didn’t kill the Matsumotos – and I’m telling you we didn’t! – then who did?”


  My eyes narrowed in concentration and Driscoll began to nod.


  “Exactly,” he said, though I hadn’t voiced my answer. He put me down, looking slightly chagrined. His fists flexing and unflexing for a moment and his eyes on the floor and then on my face, and then back on the floor like he wanted to apologize, but couldn’t. Then he shook himself and sat back down in his seat, clipping the five-point harness back together and nodding to Kitsano.


  “Clear for takeoff?”


  “All clear” she acknowledged.


  “Then all passengers prepare for takeoff in five…”


  Who killed them if it wasn’t Driscoll? We had solid evidence it was his organization, Roman said, fury still lacing his thoughts.


  “…four…”


  Evidence provided by who?


  Imperial investigators.


  “…three…”


  The government, I confirmed. I knew what Driscoll was saying.


  So what?


  “…two…”


  So, who would kill us if not Driscoll?


  A foreign power?


  “…one…”


  Then why make it look like terrorists? I asked, only to answer my own question. Because it was him. Nigel Matsumoto.


  “…launching now!”


  The shuttle took off at a sharp angle, throwing us back in our seats, the in-atmosphere rotors whining as they grabbed the air to fling us towards the heavens. From the viewport beside me the wreck of The El Dorado shrank to a gnat and the horrible chartreuse pillars shrank with it until the planet became an amethyst jewel, heart-piercing in its glory, set against a velvet backdrop.


  You really should listen, Vera Matsumoto, my mother chastised in my mind.


  This is not the time. What could you possibly know about Patrick Driscoll? You’ve been out of circulation for twelve years, I snapped, frustrated and taking it out on one of the people who couldn’t get away from me any more than I could get away from her.


  Patrick Driscoll is your father.


  My gasp was loud enough that the whole cockpit heard it.


  THE MATSUMOTO: 2


  THIS JUST KEEPS GETTING BETTER and better. I used to think that the worst part of my life was that my parents were dead. Now I was starting to wonder if the worst thing had actually been that they didn’t die. Hi, I’m Vera Matsumoto. My mother is a shadow jungle warlord and my father is a terrorist. Don’t ask. It’s a long story.


  Are you ok? Roman’s tone sounded like someone trying to negotiate with a suicidal teen.


  Did you catch that?


  I caught the freak out, but not the cause.


  Exactly how much do you love me? I asked wryly.


  A complicated tangle of emotions rushed from him into me and I clamped down hard on my own mind to keep it from damage. I’d never felt anything so strong in the channel. It threatened to slag the implant. Despite that, it was far from clear. Love and loyalty were uppermost, but bittersweet sadness, fear and discomfort swirled around them.


  As much as I possibly can.


  I drew in a deep breath, savoring the comfort of those thoughts while I breathed in the last scent of wild Baldric.


  In that case I hope this doesn’t change things, I said, only half teasing. It turns out that Patrick Driscoll is my father.


  How…?


  The usual way, I assume.


  Something was tugging at a memory. I rolled my head back and forth, stretching my neck and trying to remember what was triggering a feeling of déjà vu.


  I hate that man, Roman said bitterly, rage boiled just under the surface of his thoughts. And I don’t like this plan.


  It’s the only one I have.


  I just got you back and now you want to waltz into danger. Plus, I just don’t trust Driscoll’s Own. Until a few hours ago they were killing everyone we considered friends. I don’t whipsaw like you do, giving people extra chances, or suddenly seeing things from a new perspective. When I make someone my enemy, they are my enemy forever.


  I know.


  His misgivings were valid. Was I wrong to be doing this? Would seizing the Empire really do any good? What was that quote about revolutions? Something about how they just keep coming around again. Here comes the new boss, just the same as the old boss. Was that it?


  I forced those thoughts away. This was the only tenable path I could see. What was the alternative? Living in the jungles of Baldric, haunted by the ghosts in my head until the food turned me into one of them? Someone needed to turn the air conditioner on in here.


  I could live in the jungle with you, Roman said. I read a story once about a man named Tarzan. You’d probably like him. He was like me. Strong. Capable. The ladies swooned over him…


  I guess my motives weren’t as altruistic as I was pretending. Like every other decision in my life, what it came down to was responsibility. I needed to do this to meet my responsibilities. I needed Patrick Driscoll in order to succeed.


  I’ll watch your back so that your so-called allies don’t decide to eat you.


  I felt all warm inside at the mental image of Roman fending off a pack of hungry lions.


  The memory that had eluded me, the one that had seemed to be important, surfaced inside my mind. It was of that glow in Patrick Driscoll’s eyes when he looked at me. Could it have been…pride? Absurd.


  I shook my head hard to try to dislodge the questions that bubbled up as fast as thought.


  “Time to rendezvous?” I asked. It felt strange to be travelling in a shuttle again. I thought I’d never live to travel in vacuum again.


  “ETA is approximately twenty-four minutes,” Kitsano said promptly.


  Why don’t you ever speak to me with your mind? I asked her.


  Please don’t. I saw her shoulders tense in front of me. I don’t want to be reminded of what I am. I just want to…go.


  One of her shoulders twitched as I paused, trying to think of what to say. In the end I decided to leave her alone. I would honor her request.


  “Well then if you’ll all excuse me, I need to consult the spirits,” I said.


  “They’re going to help, right?” Ch’ng asked, tugging at the lobe of one ear. “Because without them this whole thing blows up in our faces. You know that right?”


  Great. Because I wasn’t on edge enough, now I have to deal with his abundance of nerves, too.


  “She knows,” Roman said quietly from beside me.


  He might not like what we were beginning, but he was with me. I sighed mentally, resting for half of an instant in that steady loyalty. It was like a wall in a storm. I tried not to think of how his loyalty had shifted last time, almost as soon as he thought I was dead. There were a lot of things that I was going to need to work through later.


  I settled back into my seat and allowed my thoughts to turn inwards. I cringed as my focus cleared and I could see the hordes within queuing up for a piece of my attention.


  “He’s your father,” Zeta said right off the bat, but the rest of them were all talking over her, angrily and insistently. Zeta crossed her arms, held her chin high, and glared at me.


  I tried to force them into silence mentally, but I failed. I used to turn inward in the quiet moments of my life and meditate. There was no quiet in my core anymore, only this loud mass of souls desperate for their final end. I was supposed to bring that. Because when you’re just shy of eighteen and trying to topple an empire you can’t expect that to be enough for people. You need to add some extra credit work in there for good measure.


  I drew a deep breath and spoke. No one could hear me. I tried again, this time forcing all my strength of will behind my voice. I felt like a child with these people – for more reasons than just that I was the child of one of them.


  “You promised to come when I called. You promised to help me topple the Matsumotos. I’m asking you to help me in just a few minutes,” I tried to yell above the cacophony.


  Dalinoro made calming gestures with his hands and the shouting faded low enough for me to hear his raised voice.


  “You will release us to aid you?”


  “For now. Some of you,” I agreed.


  “Which ones?” Zeta asked,scowling. I knew she wanted one to be her.


  “Whoever has experience running a starship. Engineers. Pilots. Navigators. Technicians. Anyone else who has served on one. And maybe a few others to lend aid in the capture of the ship we are headed towards.” I fingered the broken spearhead in my hand. It was a talisman of my authority.


  “You have no experience controlling us in our shadow forms,” Yokiro said, “You will not be able to control our movements with the precision you will need.”


  I could do that? Maybe I should have let them give me their lecture before leaving the planet.


  “I’ll have to rely on your good will and understanding then,” I said, groaning internally as I said it. The Javierians were low on both.


  “Freedom to go as we like?” Caradand asked, a little too eagerly.


  “Not as you like. As I direct,” I said, a little more forcefully. “And remember how you said you would make me suffer if I didn’t agree to your little pact? Well, that must go both ways. I can make you suffer, too. Besides, it will be your first chance to work towards a real revenge against the people who did this to you.” Carrot and stick. I was turning their own strategies back on them.


  They shared agitated looks. They liked to be the ones doing the telling.


  “So people with ship experience then,” Zeta agreed, “and a few more to aid them.” The look she exchanged with the others was enough to make me groan inside a second time. I knew just who would be volunteering themselves to assist. “You’ll need our expertise and advice. We will be there to shepherd you through this battle.” She raised her head high, looking down her nose at me and her expression was far too smug.


  I barely prevented the sigh, but I nodded.


  “I will be grateful for your help in this. If I pass the details of my plan on to the Elders, will you be able to select the appropriate people to fill each roll and to direct them as needed?” I asked.


  Yokiro nodded to Elizander. He frowned repressively at Yokiro and then faced me.


  “Timing will be tight, I assume? We’ll need to explain to you how you can communicate with us when we are outside. Otherwise coordination will suffer.”


  The angry looks on Dalinoro and Yokiro’s faces told me they didn’t want him sharing these secrets with someone they saw as both an ally and enemy. Would every single thing with them be a struggle?


  “Yes,” I agreed, “That will be helpful.”


  “I will explain,” Elizander said.


  “And she will need someone beside her to remind her all along the way,” Zeta said triumphantly.


  “Impossible,” I argued. “I will be in full sight of the ship’s crew at all times and we cannot afford detection.”


  Zeta eyed me up and down.


  “Good thing we are roughly the same size, then. I’ll fit perfectly in your shadow.”


  I’d already lost before I even began to protest.


  By the time they were finished lecturing, and choosing who would go with me (surprise, surprise, all the Elders were coming) our rendezvous with the Cardinal’s Blood was five minutes away.


  I resurfaced like a drowning victim grasped from the waters.


  “Will they help?” Driscoll asked from the helm, before I’d caught my breath.


  “Yes,” I said, glancing at Roman. He was glaring balefully at Driscoll. Those two were like propane and open flame. “They will do their part, as we discussed. If we all play our parts exactly as planned, we’ll get through this without anyone getting hurt.”


  No plan survives contact with the enemy, Roman reminded me. His brow had a deep furrow in it from worry that I didn’t remember being there.


  The enemy?


  Like it or not, that’s who they are now. They might have been your military before, but they aren’t now. You and Driscoll’s Own were already traitors – some of you condemned and some undercover, but traitors nonetheless. I was forced into the marines and sent here as a punishment. We’re their enemies and they know it. It’s time you started thinking of them that way, too.


  He was right, as unsettling as it was.


  “Maneuvering to small craft bay,” Kitsano said out loud as Driscoll’s hands made steady, concentrated motions.


  “Everyone remembers their role?” I asked, hearing assents from the cockpit and the hold behind us.


  “Docking in five…” Kitsano began the count down.


  “Then let’s knuckle down and get to it,” I said, to murmurs of agreement. It wasn’t the most inspiring thing a leader’s ever said before a potential battle, but at least there was no talk of freedom or truth or justice. Those things were further away than the original solar system.
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  “FOUR, THREE, TWO, AND…DOCKING,” KITSANO chanted. Her words were followed by a light bump of the landing gear settling into the docking bay.


  The view from all the portholes and screens was of a brightly lit small craft bay. Tools and emergency devices were arrayed in brackets on the walls. Two other shuttles rested in docking collars and maintenance staff in the brightly colored armbands manned consoles and fail-safes in enclosed pods.


  In the past when I had boarded starships the ship’s company were usually turned out and lined up at parade rest. Recently there had been shackles, jumpsuits, or cryosleep pods instead. This time felt radically different than either of those. This time I was arriving not as a visiting dignitary or as prisoner, but as an invasion force.


  We unclipped our harnesses and lined up at the shuttle hatch waiting to be cleared to exit. Roman was in the lead, of course. As the leader of the surviving marines it was him they’d be expecting to see. Even if that wasn’t the case, he was back to taking his job as my guardian with deadly seriousness.


  Stay behind me. I don’t care how many shadows you pulverized, these are real people, and I won’t risk the chance that your Tactical Interface might not work with them, Roman ordered.


  I ignored his gnawing anxiety, chalking it up to the usual for bodyguards.


  “Ready?” I asked, one more time. After all, someone had to say it.


  It worried me that everyone except Roman looked to Driscoll for confirmation. He nodded his agreement.


  “I feel naked going in there without weapons,” Ch’ng said.


  “No one dies today,” I reminded him. “We’re responsible for these lives now. They are fellow citizens and I want to handle this without violence.”


  “I don’t see how there’s any ‘we’ about it. I’ll make my decisions and they’ll make theirs and if that means shots exchanged then so be it,” Ch’ng said.


  “Hold up,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder when he tried to look away. “I want us to be clear. We’re boarding this starship. That’s our action. If anything happens and innocent lives are lost, that’s on us for initiating this. We’re responsible for these lives because we took the first action.”


  “Well…” Ch’ng said.


  “Well what?”


  “Well, how far back do you want to go with that? Because they are responsible for sending everyone to Baldric, and for splitting the planet. And we were the ones who committed the crimes that we were sentenced for. And they created the conditions that forced us into those crimes. How far back do you want to go with all that responsibility talk? It goes on forever, until you go into parents and parents of parents.”


  I compressed my lips with disapproval. “It’s time someone took responsibility, and that someone is me.”


  “As long as you don’t get us killed with that attitude is all I’m saying.”


  I took a deep breath, trying to keep my temper.


  “Could we please start by trying it my way?” I asked.


  He looked to Driscoll a second time and I barely suppressed a frown. It was worse now that I knew he was my father. Driscoll nodded and his sworn followers stood a little bit straighter. Irritation swelled within me. This was my plan, my secret weapon, and it had been me who had brought us this far. If I hadn’t stepped up on Baldric then we’d all be shadows or decorative fungi. How quickly they forget.


  Tell me about it. I saved Brady’s life last month. They were my fire team. Now they follow their terrorist leader.


  It was nice to have Roman back. Our eyes met for a moment across the distance and the matching fire in his gave me strength.


  “We’ll do it her way,” Driscoll said, and then pointed to the green lights on the hatch indicating atmosphere on the other side. “Time to move out.”


  Since I didn’t get to kill Ian, maybe you’ll let me kill Driscoll, Roman suggested.


  I felt a sudden pang at the mention of Ian’s name like I always did. Roman ignored it. I might feel bad that Ian had developed moral courage just in time to die, but Roman felt nothing but resentment towards him.


  I’ll consider it.


  Roman pushed the hatch open and stepped through. Driscoll and Kitsano were next, followed by Ch’ng and I. Brady, Nakamuri and Yamamoto brought up the rear. It made it look like they were guarding us, exactly as they should be if our story was true. The marines had sidearms, because they were expected to have them, but all other weapons were left in the shuttle. The only exception was the short spearhead that I was still holding from my battle with Zeta.


  The artificial lighting of the boat bay felt strange after spending so much time under the open Baldric sky. The lighting was made to imitate the light of New Greenland and it felt too yellow after the blaze white of the Baldric sun.


  Maintenance crews worked steadily around the other shuttles in the bay with the practiced motions of familiar routine. Unlike our battle-scarred one, the other shuttles gleamed with a sleek ferocity.


  Arrayed before our shuttle were the ship’s officers and a squad of marines. They seemed awfully eager to meet a group of rescued ‘colonists.’ I flinched when I saw the officer I remembered from Roman’s memories at the head of the squad. He looked different when he wasn’t administering a harsh whipping. I felt Roman stiffen though the channel.


  I see a friend of yours is here, I said.


  You know about him?


  I saw him torture you.


  Roman’s emotions were so murky that they were unreadable. Clearly he had mixed feelings about his former commanding officer. Or maybe about the fact that I saw him being tortured.


  That really was you all along in my mind, wasn’t it? How could that even be possible? The implants don’t connect that far.


  I’ve thought about that. You might not like the answer. When we get time alone I’ll explain what I can.


  When we get time alone I’ll want more than explanations.


  For some reason my heart was racing more than the adrenaline-inducing situation in front of me called for.


  Roman came to attention in front of the officers, and so did his fireteam and Kitsano. In the poor light of the shuttle bay she looked solid enough that hopefully no one would notice her condition before it was too late.


  Driscoll, Ch’ng and I remained as we were. The thought occurred to me that it wasn’t just because we were civilians. For widely varied reasons, the three of us saluted no one.


  “Permission to come aboard?” Roman asked the captain.


  “Permission granted,” the captain replied, returning his salute. He wore a fleet uniform rather than a skinsuit and it had too few ribbons on the chest to make him very important. I remembered from the communications that his name was ‘Sato.’


  It’s time to release us, Zeta prompted me internally. Don’t worry, there are enough shadows even in this bright light for us to slip through the bay undetected.


  Roman turned to the marine major. “Permission to report, sir?”


  “Report.” The major’s mouth was set in a grim line.


  I was starting to feel nervous about our negotiations with these people. I carefully released some of my mental hold on the shadows, feeling a tiny tug as each of them slipped away from my grasp. Zeta claimed that I could gather them back at any time, but I was a little concerned that she wasn’t being fully honest with me. Ours was, at best, a mutually beneficial alliance but I knew that the minute they felt they could escape my control they would. Two extra shadows tumbled free before I could secure my hold again. I frowned in irritation. I had no practice with this, but it was vital to our plans that it work.


  “As per our orders,” Roman was saying, “we have located and acquired the senders of the distress signal to the Cardinal’s Blood. Unfortunately those present here represent not only the ones who called us, but also the only survivors of a mass aboriginal attack, resulting in the deaths of all other colonists and marines.”


  The ship’s officers were trained enough not to show their shock, but a tiny stiffening of their posture betrayed them. I guess no one had warned them that Baldric had a tendency to do that. Fair enough. No one had warned me.


  Get to your assigned duty stations and wait for the command, I ordered the shadows. Hopefully they could find their way to the vital areas of the ship while we negotiated. If negotiations turned badly they were our insurance that no one destroyed something vital onboard. I was hoping for a peaceful resolution, but I hadn’t come this far relying on the good will of others.


  On our way, Dalinoro replied, practically vibrating within our channel with his delight at being free of my brain.


  I could hear them all chattering away inside my head, as if I had suddenly been possessed by a legion of demons. I wondered if demons would have been more comfortable. After all, they at least might have a common purpose. The Javerians, on the other hand, quarrelled worse than siblings. Sharing an infinite subconciousness together hadn’t brought out their best qualities.


  “This is all of the colonists, then?” Captain Sato asked, with a furrowed brow.


  “Yes, sir,” Roman agreed.


  I started up my Tactical Interface. I wasn’t planning to fight, but at least it had the capability of managing a communications net. Maybe it could do something with the shadows. I nearly sighed in relief when the program started to display the names and conversation on the sidebar of my vision, somehow muffling the scrambled thoughts so I could think straight again. Color coded text spilled onto the sidebar. I could review it if I wanted to, but fortunately I didn’t have to. I designated the Elders to a priority channel. If there was something important to hear it would be one of them saying it.


  “And your squad?” the captain asked.


  “We lost all except those present,” Roman said, his face staining red.


  My heart ached for him. No one could have prevented what happened to his marines. Marines far higher ranked and with better resources had failed on Baldric. It was only my battle with Zeta -or possibly the shadow’s choice, if you believed their side of the story- that had spared any of us.


  No guilt, Roman. This wasn’t your fault.


  I felt a snort through the channel. This coming from the reigning Guilt Queen. Isn’t it your guilt that’s brought us aboard?


  An unwarranted exaggeration.


  I needed to shut up and focus, but nerves had me chattering like a squirrel. The shadows progress was not as quick as I had hoped. They needed to be in place, protecting the vital parts of the ship from emergency shut-down or self-destruction before we announced our intentions to the crew.


  Tell them to hurry it up, I ordered Zeta.


  Calm down, they’re going as fast as they can. These things take time, which you’d know if you were a real leader and not just propped up by the software in your head.


  Thanks, mom.


  “All?” the marine officer asked. His lip curled slightly and I felt a flinch of fear in Roman’s thoughts. There’s nothing like being beaten to really sear the hate of someone onto your mind.


  “Yes, sir,” Roman said.


  “And who is this?” he asked, pointing to Kitsano, but fortunately not looking too closely at her. I could barely see her left foot.


  “Lieutenant Kitsano, Imperial Marines,” she said, saluting.


  “Another washout.”


  Kitsano flinched.


  “And the colonists? The usual group of murderers and scum, I expect?” He asked, glancing at us under his heavy brows. He left the line of officers and sauntered over to us, as if to say that he would sort out the mess himself. “Is that Patrick Driscoll? The terrorist? You didn’t think that maybe you should leave him down there?”


  “I was following orders, sir.” Roman’s voice was wooden.


  In the channel Roman added, Not that I would have left anyone on the surface. Even Driscoll.


  Was your entire time in the marines like this?


  Like what?


  Beatings, incompetent superiors, impossible missions, and barely being able to hold on to your humanity?


  Hoo-rah.


  My heart hurt for him. Roman would have found that moral ambiguity particularly demoralizing.


  “And who is this?” The marine major took a step towards me and lifted my chin with a finger. It was obviously meant as a power move to make me feel small. Those kind of games don’t work on me, though. Especially right now when I command an army of shadows who could shoot green fungus out of his chin if I asked them to.


  “Vera Matsumoto,” I said. No one dies today, I reminded myself.


  He spat in my face. That seemed undignified for an officer of his rank, but I was hardly in a position to protest…yet. I resisted the urge to wipe off his spittle. I knew how this script went. If I moved at all he’d take it as an excuse to beat the life out of me. He’d say I was physically resisting or something like that.


  Roman’s anger in the channel spiked, almost eliminating his fear.


  Just hold on a moment longer, I sent to him.


  He wasn’t the only one. I saw Driscoll and Ch’ng shifting dangerously. It was nice to know that I still had their loyalty.


  The major wasn’t done. He ripped Zeta’s short spear from my hands, cracking it in two over his knee and tossing it aside. It skittered over the deck plating and into the drainage system.


  Any time now, Dalinoro, I reminded him. The shadows had sworn up and down that they understood the schematics and could be in place quickly.


  “You’ve disappointed me, Sergeant,” the Major said.


  We’re still five minutes out, Zeta replied for Dalinoro. There were a few…kinks… we had to sort out.


  Kinks?


  It’s not easy to distract sailors away from their duty stations.


  Make it fast.


  “You should have had the initiative to let Driscoll rot on that planet, and that goes ten times for her,” the Major paused, and tilted his head like he was thinking, but it was clearly only for effect, as was the sudden gleam in his eyes. “But I recall a detail in your CV, Sergeant. You were her guardian in the past, is that correct?”


  “Yes, sir,” Roman said, stiffening in his parade rest. His emotions were roiling. I hoped he could keep that iron self-control in place.


  “I thought we’d beaten that loyalty out of you when you were returned to the marines.”


  “Is this an internal matter?” Captain Sato interrupted, “because if so, the other ship’s officers and I need to return to our duties. I’ll leave the prisoners and marines to you, as they both fall under your purview.”


  “Thank you, Captain,” the major acknowledged with a salute.


  My tension was rising. The shadows should have already been in place. If the ship’s officers returned to their duties it was going to make this a lot more difficult. I had hoped to negotiate with them while everyone was still here. I felt like my opportunity was slipping away, but without the shadows in place we had no fall back position. We needed them to seize the essential structures and systems of the ship if it came to a fight after all.


  I need an ETA, Zeta.


  Five minutes.


  That’s what you said two minutes ago.


  Five minutes.


  If this was how she ran things back on Baldric, then it was no wonder I’d beat her back on that bridge. I felt a growl through the channel and sighed. She wasn’t supposed to have heard that thought.


  THE MATSUMOTO: 4


  THE SHIP’S OFFICERS EXITED THROUGH a hatch and the major turned to us. He loomed over Roman, looking down his hooked nose.


  “Take the prisoners to the brig,” he ordered, nodding to a marine sergeant. “I think I need to remind this one where his loyalties lay, don’t I Sergeant Aldrin?”


  Remind me that when I become Emperor I need to completely overhaul the Blackwatch military, particularly the marine corps, I told Roman.


  I’ll do it for you. Starting with the lovely Major here, Roman agreed.


  The first blow took us both by surprise, but I noticed that Roman’s surprise lasted only a moment. Apparently he was used to being savagely and suddenly beaten. The major’s fists thudded into his torso, first the solar plexus, then a belly shot. Roman didn’t fight back. I didn’t know if that was because he was still acting to buy us time, or if the marine discipline had been drilled so deeply into him that he was incapable of striking a superior officer. His hands were clenched into fists and the muscles in his arms swelled as he held them rigid at his sides.


  In the glare of the boat bay lights it all felt unreal as the major leaned in to strike Roman’s head with blow after blow. Roman lurched and stumbled, blood spraying from smashed lips and splits in the skin of his face.


  It happened so suddenly and so quickly that I didn’t have time for thought. The second the first blow landed I felt something snap in my mind. Not Roman, was all I could think. No one was allowed to do this to him.


  By the second blow I had my Tactical Interface fully online, and this time not for communications. I could feel Roman’s pain through our link. At the third blow I spun around, crushing the marine closest to me with a roundhouse kick to the jaw. My spin carried me forward and into the reach of a second marine. He turned to look at me, but he wasn’t fast enough. My uppercut and jab fell in perfect time with the two Roman received from the major, and then my path was clear, and I snap-kicked the major’s knee, following it up with a vicious stomp to his instep.


  What are you… Roman began, but then like a bursting dam the rest of the marines shook off their shock and threw themselves into the fight. Roman pulled out of his own shock and spun, kicking out at an approaching enemy in an identical uniform.


  My attention was fixed on the major. I landed an elbow to his ribs and a second stomp to his instep. He cursed as he shoved me and I stumbled back, spinning and ducking under his quick follow-up blow.


  The small craft bay was a mass of bodies. Ch’ng and Driscoll responded to the surprise of the attack, flinging themselves into the fray. Roman’s fireteam moved to cover his back, their own fighting showing the coordination of those who have spent many hours drilling together. I had been worried they would turn on us if it came to fighting their own, but I was wrong. They formed up between Roman and Driscoll, proving their loyalty with every blow they delivered. They were pressed hard by their brother marines and Yamamoto fell as someone whipped out a nettlegun and fired.


  “Not in here, you fool, or you’ll kill us all!” someone yelled, but it was too late for Yamamoto lying prone and shaking. Brady stood over him, fending off attackers, and Kitsano stood with her back to Brady, but I couldn’t see Driscoll and Ch’ng had fallen to the deck beside the marines.


  The Tactical Interface converted me into a fighting savant. My reactions were quicker than I could have dreamed without it, and my body responded in part to my own will, but mostly to the urgent threat assessment of the program. I had wondered if fighting shadows was different than fighting humans. I had my answer now. With every landed blow, grunt of pain and splatter of blood I flinched inside. Since the program was doing most of the work that left me free to consider how this violence was staining my soul like red ink dropped into a bucket of water. It felt hideously wrong.


  My fist slammed into the Major’s nose with a crack. Blood burst from his nose, and as his body twisted back my spin kick connected with the side of his head. He slumped to the ground, motionless. I froze, staring at his fallen body, a wave of guilt rocking me so hard that I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t… It was like someone hit a pause button on me.


  Two other marines closed in, circling me. They were out of the reach of anyone else. My fighting had maneuvered me off to the side of our little group and I had been cut off, like the weak member of the herd. I looked up, the horror of what I felt splashed across my face. The big marine was in his thirties with a grizzly scar on his chin. He pounced lightning fast and the Interface moved my arms and legs even as my mind protested against the violence. Something inside me was screaming in denial, at the same moment that the Interface identified a weak point and struck. The edge of my hand hit him perfectly in the throat. He gasped, choking as he tried without success to draw air through his crushed windpipe. His eyes showed two things as the life left them - fear and regret.


  Fear overwhelmed me, but I didn’t know how to stop. I blinked.


  I was looking at myself from across the room. My hands and feet blurred as they fought. Had I just…? Yes. I was in Roman’s body. His opponent stretched out on the ground before him, stunned or dead. His breath was ragged in his chest and his face blossomed with pain from the beating he took before I broke my own promise and attacked.


  Oh shoot. He was going to be really mad now.


  Beside me Ch’ng was clutching a leg and cursing. I reached down and pulled him back up to his feet. I snapped back into my own body just as suddenly as I had snapped into Roman’s. Roman had dispatched my other opponent while I was distracted.


  Well…that was unpleasant, he said.


  Shame overwhelmed me. Could I ever look in a mirror again? I looked down at my hands. My knuckles were pulped. Tiny pieces of skin hung off them raggedly. I didn’t know if the blood was all mine. I scrubbed my battered hands through my hair.


  Where in the galactic hells are you, Zeta? I said, venting my roiling emotions on her. And bear in mind that if you say five minutes I will absorb you and never let you out again.


  Driscoll tried to pull himself up from a scrambling fight on the ground, only to be laid out by a fist. Kitsano dove after him, landing a half-dozen blows to the back of his opponent.


  We’re in place…now. Now. Activate? Zeta said.


  Yes, you should damn well activate!


  I was really rattled. I didn’t usually swear.


  “They’re activating,” I announced to the room, realizing that only our people were still standing. Yamamoto was down, but Brady was working on him. Kitsano hauled Driscoll back onto his feet and Ch’ng was limping but walking. “We need to catch up to Captain Sato.”


  “And tell him what? That we plan to take over his ship?” Driscoll asked. “The chance for negotiations ended when you decided to start killing people. Which, I might add, would have worked a lot better if you’d let us plan for it and allowed us to bring weapons.”


  “Granted,” I agreed, flexing my hand irritably. The smell of blood was in the air, and my stomach lurched with every breath of it I inhaled.


  “Well…alright then?” he said, confusion dominating his tone.


  “If you want flowery apologies or explanations would you mind if we covered them a little later? We have a starship to hijack.” As usual, I covered my intense embarrassment and shame with abruptness. “Or have you decided to go back on your oath of fealty?”


  A dark look passed over Driscoll’s face, but he took an obvious breath and then said, “I gave the oath. It’s good for life. So let’s just get on with this.”


  He pushed past me into the lift, Ch’ng hard on his heels. Great, Vera, just great. You have two friends in the world, and you’ve managed to make both of them angry in the space of ten minutes.


  Roman spoke quietly to Nakamuri and Brady and then joined us inside the lift.


  “They’ll hold the boat bay and take care of Yamamoto,” he said aloud before Driscoll pushed the lift button.


  I’m not angry, he sent through the channel. Just worried.


  Because we shifted bodies again?


  In part. But right now I’m a touch more worried about what’s going on in your head, Vera. You need to pull yourself together.


  Tell me about it. As usual, there was no time for introspection or licking my wounds.


  We’ve got a problem, Zeta said through the link.


  THE MATSUMOTO: 5


  TALK TO ME, I SAID to Zeta. Dalinoro and Fretzler started talking at the same time, but I forestalled them. Let’s make this less confusing. Just you, Zeta. Or have you forgotten that you are the real leader here?


  That barb had stung more than I realized. I was well aware that I was not a natural leader. Ian had been that, but I was going to have to learn to be better at leading if I wanted to lead the entire Empire.


  “Are we going to admit that we are planning to fight this time?” Driscoll asked casually, checking the readout on the nettle gun he’d taken off a fallen marine. Ch’ng raised an eyebrow in agreement, carefully balancing a pair of stolen sidearms in his own grip. Everyone but me, even Roman, had gone ahead and armed themselves. I wondered why the marines in the boat bay hadn’t opened fire. Was it just shock, or did they know something we didn’t?


  “Yes,” I said, but the word was bitter on my tongue. “Why didn’t they use those on us?”


  “Standard ship protocol. Not everything responds well to nettles,” Roman said aloud, as he watched the control screen for the lift.


  We have Engineering suppressed. Navigation is in hand. Life support, check. The problem areas are the bridge and the morgue. Both have emergency lock outs. The morgue has been activated. They have a group of marines holed up in there. There was a miscommunication about the bridge. We have no one there.


  No one?! That’s quite the miscommunication.


  We’re working to rectify it.


  We’re headed there now. You can back us up. Leave the morgue for now. We’ll deal with that after.


  “The shadows have run into trouble,” I said, wishing now that I’d grabbed a gun. Roman handed me a small firearm wordlessly. I double blinked. Sometimes it still surprised me when he read my thoughts.. He smiled slightly.


  “Trouble?” Ch’ng asked.


  “They failed to take the bridge and Morgue. Emergency lockouts are in place.”


  “Morgue? Who cares about dead people?” Ch’ng asked.


  “On a starship the morgue is weapons storage,” Driscoll said with a frown.


  “Well, that’s not very welcoming of them,” Ch’ng said. His grin was anything but friendly.


  “Let’s try to limit casualties because we don’t know who has the lockout codes,” I said.


  “I seem to recall that it wasn’t us that started things back there. If you’re worried that someone might start attacking people then maybe you should remind yourself,” Driscoll said. He was still sour as wine vinegar.


  I didn’t respond. Responding when goaded had already put me in a jam.


  Why did you change your mind on the violence? Roman asked as the lift doors opened to the bridge.


  You’re a weakness of mine.


  The emotions I received back from him were too muddled to sort out. A mixture of pleasure and apprehension stood out most strongly.


  Weaknesses will get you killed.


  Didn’t you hear? I’ve already been killed, I said, pushing to the front of the lift and taking the first step out of the doors.


  Roman tsked aloud, jamming himself against my back as if that would protect me as I stepped out to the chaos beyond the doors.


  The standard coolness and low lighting of the bridge raised goosebumps on my arms. In the center of the bridge, the huge holo-tank lit the faces of the officers surrounding it in blues and greens. Displayed in the holo-image was The Cardinal’s Blood with Baldric in the background.


  “What do you mean Engineering is not responding?” Captain Sato barked at a hapless lieutenant in front of him.


  “They aren’t responding through primary or secondary channels. It must be a technical malfunction.” He looked young and frightened. Captain Sato must not be an easy man to serve under.


  “I’m getting a strange report from the morgue. They’re saying something about locking themselves in because of shadows?” a petty officer reported from the communications station.


  “What?” Sato started to ask, and then he noticed me. The blood from his face drained, but he had to ask the obligatory question. “What are you doing here?”


  “I’ll be needing your ship, Captain,” I said calmly, keeping my face still. I hid my bloody knuckles behind my back instinctually.


  “Everyone just stay calm now,” Driscoll said to my right, his nettlegun aimed casually at the officers on the bridge. To my right Ch’ng held a sidearm to the head of a marine rating – likely the one assigned to guard the door. He hadn’t done his job very well. I was starting to think that Sato had been promoted past his level of competence.


  “And what? No one gets hurt?” Sato asked, “This is the real world, colonist, not some sort of entertainment drama.”


  “I didn’t say no one would get hurt,” Driscoll said in a dead tone. “Now if you’d all step nicely away from your stations, that would be the right move for your continued vitality.”


  He’s going to resist, Zeta advised.


  Likely true, I agreed.


  Release your hold only a little and any shadows you release I will guide to victory.


  I hesitated.


  “If you think any of you will live when I’ve finished with you, you have never heard of Captain Lewis Sato,” Sato said. “Or, for that matter, of the S.S. Guideway. There are legends about what I did to those people. I will make new legends with what I’ll do to you.”


  He was serious. I saw Ch’ng and Driscoll tighten their grips on their guns. Beside me I felt, more than saw, Roman tensing, too. There would be more death. Unless I could think of another way.


  Fine. But try not to kill, just incapacitate.


  “This is your last chance for surrender,” I said as calmly as I could with thousands of shadows vibrating within me.


  “Don’t think you can threaten me just because you wear a Matsumoto face,” Sato replied.


  “I wish you’d said, ‘You and what army,’” I said, coolly, “Because I really wanted to say ‘this one.’”


  I spread my hands to either side, arms and fingers flung wide, and the shadows spilled out of my mind and into my own shadow, popping free and bursting to life as quickly as soap bubbles forming in a kitchen sink. They formed so quickly and fully that the officers on the bridge barely had time to gasp before they were outnumbered by blank-faced humans and Javierians, standing stoically throughout the spaces between them.


  One officer lunged towards the shadows. They turned on him so suddenly that I didn’t have time to gasp. He was blocked from my view by a surging mass of dark, and then, like the raising of a flag, a yellow fungus shot up from his location hitting the ceiling and branching across it until it stopped growing with the same suddenness that it began. The shadows separated to show their ghastly work and a collective gasp broke from the mouths of the living.


  “We surrender,” Sato squeaked, his hands outspread. “Unconditionally.”


  I thought I said no killing, I sent to Zeta.


  You said to try not to kill. We tried.


  Remind me to make my orders more specific in the future.


  My head ached.


  As you request.


  THE MATSUMOTO: 6


  “TAKE CONTROL OF THE SHIP, Driscoll,” I ordered. He was going to do it anyways and I was sick of him making me look like a fool when he did.


  Driscoll appeared satisfied. Already his eyes were roving around the sleek lines of the bridge stations and holotanks. A look of hunger filled his eyes, and a small smile played across his lips.


  He waved a hand, “Ch’ng, take the prisoners to the boat bay. The Javierians will back you up.”


  I nodded to Zeta who started calling off names in our mental channel. A group of ten flanked Ch’ng, ready to help. He looked far more nervous about them than he did about the group he was escorting below decks.


  “Join up with the rest of Driscoll’s Own. We’ll assemble the ship’s company there,” he continued.


  “The shadows control the vital areas of the ship, but they will need human assistance to escort the prisoners to the boat bay,” I said.


  “Kitsano, take it deck by deck and handle the communications and prisoner escort. Can she have back up, too?” Driscoll asked.


  I nodded, and Zeta again pared off a group for escort duty. Kitsano’s arms were crossed, and her face was unreadable. I knew she could hear the shadows, although she acted as if she couldn’t. Maybe she’d thought that if she escaped Baldric she could escape them.


  “I’ll need a few moments here to settle things down and then I’ll need about a half hour on the shuttles,” Driscoll said, looking at me with a question in his eyes. He seemed reluctant to tear himself away from the main holo, one of his hands had already dipped in it and was swirling within like he just couldn’t keep from touching it.


  “Then be about it and we’ll meet in the boat bay when all the prisoners are rounded up and contained,” I agreed.


  “What about the morgue?” he asked. “They still have a group holed up in there.”


  “Roman and I will handle that,” I said, “I’ll take Captain Sato with me. Maybe he can convince his men that now would be a good time not to see how easily shadows can slip into otherwise secure compartments.”


  Driscoll nodded, returning to his new ship and Captain Sato gaped at me.


  “You are leading this…hijacking?” he asked.


  “Wherever there is trouble, look for the Matsumoto,” I said, gesturing with my gun that he should wait for the lift with Roman and I. “She’s probably at the heart of it.”


  “But you’re just a teenager.”


  I sighed. “If only. Come on, we have places to be and people to talk into rational responses.”


  And I’m there for window dressing? Roman asked.


  Hardly. You’re the brains of the operation.


  The piece of anatomy you are referring to is somewhat south of the brain.


  I smiled.


  Roman gripped Sato by his upper arm and angled him in front of me. He must still be irritated that I’d managed to beat him out of the lift and into the danger zone without his shielding presence ahead of me.


  Not irritated, just wise to your games.


  The ship schematic that we’d downloaded from the shuttle popped up overlaying my vision. We were a flashing inverted yellow caret, traversing the three-dimensional passageways. I hadn’t been on a starship in a long time, and I was forced to learn all over again how to duck and step high over every emergency hatchway.


  My hands ached badly and I thought one of the knuckles might be broken, but I was in great shape compared to Roman. Purple bruises blossomed on his face, and he walked favoring his left side. I was trying very hard not to think of the people I had damaged and killed, but it wasn’t easy. Inside I was almost vibrating with suppressed horror. I’d seen horrible violence in the last few months, but I had not been its cause. It felt like a betrayal of myself. Oddly, I felt Roman’s agreement in our channel. He was disappointed in me.


  Not disappointed. Concerned.


  It’s the same thing, I said, sighing mentally. Was there any part of me left that was undefiled?


  Yes. Plenty. But you’re right about violence not being right for you. It doesn’t suit you.


  It’s a little late for me to grow a conscience, I thought, bitterly.


  Hardly. You’ve been almost nothing but conscience since the day I met you. Cities could be crushed under the weight of the guilt you carry around. He paused, and I felt him wrestling with thoughts and emotions. Don’t add to that guilt any more than you have to. I’m afraid of what it will do. I…I don’t want to lose you.


  In the background of his thoughts the word “again” echoed. He’d already lost me once. I kept forgetting that. Courage and sorrow soared highest in his emotions. I thought that perhaps self-loathing and depression were probably at the forefront of mine. I must be a real treat to be linked to.


  I, for one, am not enjoying your emotional state, Zeta chimed in where she wasn’t welcome*It’s not conducive to a happy environment for my people. I’m also ashamed that any daughter of mine would be so weak.


  I remember my mother from when I last saw her alive. She was kind to me – almost sweet. Zeta did not remind me of her. What happens to people when they die? Or, possibly, don’t die but are absorbed into a collective consciousness of the waiting dead. Does it change them? Or does it just distill them until they become the most potent form of themselves possible? What would that mean for me someday? There are a lot of days that I don’t like myself. Would anyone want to be around me if I was distilled to the purest form of me? I didn’t think so.


  I would, Roman said


  And that was the kind of loyalty ballads are written about.


  “You turned easily on your own people, marine,” Captain Sato said, biting through my thoughts. “How does it feel to be a traitor?”


  “About the same,” Roman said shortly. He hated that he was forced into the position to betray anyone. Even if I hadn’t been able to glimpse his thoughts, his body language would have screamed it to me.


  “It’s not too late to make things right,” Sato suggested, he was huffing a little from our pace. I guess captaining His Majesty’s starships doesn’t afford one a lot of physical exercise.


  “Yeah. That’s what I keep hearing,” Roman said, picking up his pace even further.


  “Then forget whatever hold the Matsumoto girl has on you and remember your duty here.”


  “Now might be a good time to pipe down, Captain Sato,” I said mildly.


  “I will not pipe down!” Sato said, thinking he had some hold on me now. He lifted a long forefinger, waggling it under Roman’s face. “This man needs to be reminded of his duty.”


  “You said something about making the crew of a ship pay,” Roman said, suddenly. I knew what he was thinking. His parents died that very way.


  “You’d better believe I did! We found her trespassing in our space and she tried claiming that there was a navigation error. I did what any Blackwatch Captain would do. I sent her people to their lifeboats, and blew her out of space. That’s what happens to lawbreakers,” he turned to me, “and that’s what will happen to you. You should surrender now.”


  Roman turned on the Captain, his whole body was shaking, but he managed to say one thing in a reasonably level voice, “How many of them did you rescue after.”


  Sato shrugged, “What does it matter?”


  “It matters,” Roman said tightly, his face red from suppressed rage.


  “About a third. Their lifeboats were defective.”


  I blocked Roman’s blow just before it landed.


  I don’t mind if you want to beat the crap out of him, but can it wait until we’re done at the morgue? It will go easier there if we can show them we treat our prisoners well.


  He didn’t answer. That’s how angry he was. He just stormed along the passage, half-dragging Sato with him. Sato started to protest, but I cut him off.


  “If you like wearing that face you really shouldn’t talk right now,” I said, “Roman has a sensitive spot when it comes to murdering innocent civilians.”


  “Trespassers…”


  “Seriously. Don’t.” I warned, and some survival instinct must have still been alive in the Captain’s mind because he stopped trying to talk and focussed on keeping pace with Roman.


  At the pace we were moving we made it to the morgue in record time. The passageways had all been empty, and when we arrived at the morgue two shadows stood on either side of the door.


  They’ve been standing guard on the men inside, Zeta told me. There are twelve by their estimate.


  Twelve. Armed, obviously, I sent to Roman. He looked like he was itching for a fight. He still couldn’t even look at Sato.


  My own anger ramped up almost as if it was reverberating off of his. That wasn’t good. Could we spin each other right up like that?


  I tried to clamp down on my rising rage, finding the communicator into the morgue and keying it to active.


  “This is Vera Matsumoto. I am in possession of your ship. Please stand down and prepare to surrender,” I said formally into the video pick up.


  The return feed flickered to life. A man in a lieutenant commander’s uniform stood in front of it. He’d made use of his time by arming himself to the teeth, and nettle guns and flechette pistols were in both hands and stuffed down the front of his skinsuit. I could see four other sailors in the view of the feed. They were also prime candidates for ‘Best Armed: Shipboard Category.’


  “In the name of the Empire of Blackwatch we demand your surrender,” he said in return.


  “Well now, I take issue with that,” I said, scratching at my scar. “In the first place, I have your ship. The Bridge, Engineering, Environmental, Weapons, the Boat Bays and other essential departments. That leaves only your tiny corner of the starship left to clear out. Eventually, you will either surrender and join your fellows, or you will try to kill me and die trying. I’d like to convince you not to die today.


  “In the second place, I’m the Matsumoto here, so if anyone is going to claim to speak for the Empire, well, my family has first dibs.


  “In the third place I have your captain here as a bargaining chip. Say ‘hello’, Captain Sato.”


  Sato moved irritably into the pickup and I arched an eyebrow at him until he finally said, “She’s telling the truth, Ross.”


  Ross’s eyes darted back and forth like he was thinking. Behind me a group of shadows assembled. They were drawn to the conflict. Maybe Javierians couldn’t resist a good fight. Or maybe Zeta had called them.


  “Come on, Lieutenant Commander Ross.” I said, “I came down here to negotiate in person because I’d rather not see anyone else die today. Do me a favor and surrender peacefully. You’ve seen your captain. He’s unharmed. You will be, too - if you surrender.”


  The lights above the hatch flashed the green telltales that informed anyone watching that the morgue was being opened. Ross’s face was frozen in the pickup. I drew my gun quietly. It worried me that Ross wasn’t talking. Roman shoved Sato in front of me, and pressed in beside him, like they were going to form a human shield. I was about to protest when the hatch banged open and flying flechettes and nettles preceded our attackers. Roman and I dodged to the side, but Sato was too late. If I hadn’t known who he was, we would have needed a forensic team to identify him.


  Shadows rushed to fill the gaps in our battle line, their filmy forms ripping apart by the nettles, only to reform and rejoin the fray. They seemed almost eager.


  When the first sailor exited the morgue, the Tactical Interface aimed and shot him in the vulnerable seam in the neck of his body armour. He went down without a scream. Two of his fellows ran right over his corpse, screaming bloody murder, or a battle cry of some kind. I fired again, and Roman fired, too.


  In the stress of the moment I flickered back and forth from his consciousness and to my own three times before I got my stress reaction under control. Thankfully, the Tactical Interface could control my fighting just fine without so much as a flicker when I lost conscious thought. Roman wasn’t so lucky. In a moment between our possession of his body he slipped and fell to the ground. I bounded forward, crouching over him and shooting cowboy-style.


  We flickered back and forth again, and I slipped, too. Prone on the floor, with Roman scrambling up beside me, overwhelming panic took me for a moment. I couldn’t control our switches. It was going to get him killed and it would be all my fault!


  I needn’t have worried. The shadows loved this battle. There were five new chartreuse pillars before the remnants surrendered. The fungus looked just as horrifying shipboard as it had on the planet. Roman reached down and pulled me to my feet, not meeting my gaze, as I fought to control my hyperventilating.


  “What madness is this?” Ross asked, his voice high with tension as he and the others dropped their guns.


  “Javierians,” I said, finally under control and giving the devil a name for the Lieutenant Commander.


  Roman seemed to be no more damaged than he was before this fight, though he was cursing and wiping the blood from his hands all over his skinsuit.


  “Where did they come from?”


  “The same place I’m going to send you,” I said, cryptically.


  “Hell?” he asked, his face white.


  I laughed and only I could hear Zeta laughing with me.
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  WE SENT THE PRISONERS ON their way -not to hell as the unfortunate Ross had feared - but to Baldric. Which, in a way, was a kind of hell, although less so with the Javierian’s all aboard the Cardinal’s Blood. True to his word, Driscoll rigged the shuttles for a one-way flight and landing on Baldric.


  “When the landing sequence ends there will be a long burst of sound. You will have two minutes to unload your gear and get as far away as you can before they self-destruct,” he told the highest ranking officer still alive and conscious. It was the lieutenant Sato had been reprimanding when we arrived on the bridge.


  “Two minutes isn’t very long with injured and unconscious people to haul out of here,” he said with a white face.


  “I don’t want to risk one of you hacking into the system, so you’ll have to make two minutes work. And don’t even think of opening the cockpit door. If you do she’ll go up immediately.”


  “Yes, sir,” the Lieutenant said, his shoulders slumping.


  I gave the ship over to Driscoll and Kitsano after we had them launched and heading inward. They needed time to sort out the ship systems and prepare her to leave the system. The bonus with Kitsano was that she could also speak to the shadows, since she was almost one of them. The rest of us went to stake out quarters and get some shut-eye. There was a lot to organize, and we’d have to be on our way quickly, but a few hours to sleep wouldn’t be too many and we were all too fatigued to trust our judgement.


  Roman shadowed me as I walked to what had been the first mate’s quarters. I decided, in a surge of generosity, to let Driscoll have the captain’s quarters. Since he was our only human pilot, and those quarters were closest to the bridge, it only made sense to let him have them.


  The quarters I picked were in perfect order. I didn’t worry about the fact that they were still full of someone else’s things. I’d worry about finding fresh clothing and toiletries later. The room was large for a shipboard compartment and the bed was almost twin size. There was a small head, two chairs, a mirror and an automated desk.


  I glanced in the mirror on the way in. I was a sight. Dirt was smeared on my face and arms. My knuckles were bloody and tattered. Bruising that could be from any of the past days marred my skin in grapefruit-sized blotches and the jagged scar down my left cheek was puckered along its length. I ran a hand through my jagged cropped hair and over my forehead in an act of exhaustion. Roman secured the hatch and crowded in behind me, looking even worse after his most recent beating. His face was like a rock, carved and hard.


  I fiddled with the hologram on the autodesk and called for a first aid kit, which arrived promptly from automated ships stores and through the supply tube into the cabin.


  “Sit,” I said, wearily, and Roman dropped into a chair as if his legs could hardly hold him.


  “I wish you’d let me beat Sato back there,” he said with death in his eyes.


  “I wish I had, too,” I agreed as I washed my hands in the sink. My knuckles stung from the soap, but I didn’t want to infect his wounds.


  He grunted, satisfied by my answer.


  I sat across from him and laid out the first aid supplies, looking at him through my lashes, afraid of what I might see.


  “It happened again,” I said, timidly, reaching across to daub his wounds with disinfectant. He hissed in pain.


  “Yeah,” he agreed and I shied away from the look in his eyes.


  “I’m really sorry. I don’t know how it happened. I swear, I don’t mean it, and I just don’t know how to stop.”


  I was afraid. I was afraid that this was the part where he was going to leave forever.


  “It’s a bit much to have someone steal your body whenever she wants,” he said, his tone gruff.


  I started to bandage his wounds, my hands as gentle and reassuring as I could make them. His injuries looked painful, but none of them were too serious.


  “I get that,” I agreed, pulling in on myself to ward away the inevitable pain. “I totally get that, and I promised you never again, but I swear I didn’t mean to.”


  “I think it happens when you are extremely emotional. Fearful, maybe? Angry? I don’t know,” he said, still not looking at me. “You said that you thought you knew how we were connected over all that distance.”


  I nodded.


  “I don’t think it’s just the computers anymore. I think it’s soul deep.”


  “You think our souls are connected?” he was staring at his feet.


  This was worse than I would have ever guessed. Rejection wrung my heart in a new way. By now I should be immune to any form of emotional torture, but oh! I’m not. I’m not.


  “I won’t do it again. I promise.”


  “I don’t think you can promise that,” he said, finally looking into my eyes. And their cinnamon color bore into my heart and wrung me out like a rag. There was no mercy in their depths.


  “Ok. Yeah. I guess not. Well, I have you fixed up, and there’s a cabin beside this one that I can sleep in so I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  He hung his head down into his hands, bent almost ninety degrees at the waist.


  I think it was just all too much for him. He saw me kill today. His innocent dove turned viper. He saw that when we are close our minds can’t stay contained. We’ve crossed too many barriers and we can’t go back. Even over the distances he could never really be free of me.


  It would be too much for any man. And Roman had already been through hell.


  My tears were falling before I could stop them.


  He was silent. I took that to be assent. I stood up, picking up the first aid kit, and walked towards the hatch, but as I passed his chair, his hand clutched at mine. He didn’t look up, but I clung to his hand like life itself, silent tears slipping down my cheeks.


  He stood suddenly.


  “Come here,” he said, and I turned to him woodenly. He wrapped his arms around me, tucking my head under his chin. We stood like that for a long time. Me, with tears flowing freely, not sure if I felt – or even should feel – relief or despair at his embrace.


  Eventually he pulled back a little and looked at me, a half-smile, not really all that reassuring, but like he was still with me in the moment, and then a fiercer hug. His eyes were glassy from unshed tears. And then for a moment I could hear his thoughts again, too.


  Love her always. Scared. Wrong. It could happen at any time. How can I protect her when I don’t know if I’ll even have my own body? What would happen if we switched at a time when I wanted her not there?


  He looked in my eyes again, his emotions so tangled that they were unreadable to me. To be fair, I couldn’t have parsed what I was feeling beyond fear and desperate need. A single tear slipped loose, tracking down his cheek. Compassion seared me to the core, and I reached up a hand to gently stroke his hair behind his ear.


  I broke this beautiful man. How could I possibly put him back together again? I’d grown used to being fissured myself, but I didn’t realize that I was cracking seams into him at the same time.


  “You’re scared. It’s ok to be scared. I’ve really ruined you, haven’t I?” I said.


  He let go of me and sank to the bed as if his knees couldn’t hold him. He sat there, looking at me for a long time in silence. I crossed my arms over my chest, holding myself together.


  He laughed harshly.


  “It’s not you. It’s…” he let it hang there, “…everything. It’s everything. Some days I just don’t know if I should keep going. And now this. You want to be Emperor? Really?”


  I sniffled messily.


  “I don’t know what I want besides just to live. And to be with you. But I can’t just be left alone. My name and my face guarantee either persecution or power. I’ve discovered that there is no in between for me.”


  “I thought when I found you we could ride off into the sunset,” he said, bitterness and cynicism warring for his tone.


  “There aren’t any sunsets for me. The only red in my life is blood.” I examined my knuckles. “Mine, or someone else’s. That’s my only option these days.”


  He took the first aid kit from my hands gently, and opened it up.


  I was starting to shake, from fear or stress, I didn’t know which.


  “Here,” he said, taking my hands. “Let me bandage those.”


  The gesture, in the midst of so much shared disappointment, was so bitterly sweet I could barely breathe. He cleaned my wounds gently as I spoke, watching his eyelashes, since his downturned eyes were hidden from me.


  “I have to do what I can to erase my family’s great debt. It seems like we owe everyone. We’ve ruined everyone. I can’t run away from that. Not even into sunsets.”


  He daubed ointment onto my knuckles. His rough hands were gentle. He was thinking hard. I couldn’t catch what it was, but it felt intense. Finally his wet eyes looked up at me. His eyelashes clung together with dampness, and it made the cinnamon of his irises glow.


  “I don’t like you hurting people. It’s not you. It was never you.”


  Silent sobs shook me.


  “Promise me you’ll stop. Promise me that from here on in you’ll find another way.”


  I took a deep breath.“I’m so sorry.”


  “Shhh. I’m no god. I can’t absolve you.”


  I nodded, tears dripping off my nose.


  “But please, please for the sake of what is left of your soul, promise me.”


  “There will have to be violence before this is over,” I protested.


  “But not from you,” he said, his eyes boring into me.


  “Why? What difference does it make?” I said.


  “I see you, Vera. I always have. I see the real you. This is destroying you.”


  I nodded.


  “Then you promise?”


  “I’ll think on it.”


  He nodded.


  I’d like that – to be free of violence, to find other ways to conquer evil – but was it really possible? Maybe one day when all of this was over. Maybe after I’d overthrown Nigel and brought back justice…


  He bandaged my knuckles with tenderness, and then kissed the snowy folds.


  I wiped my face, sniffling.


  He pulled me down into his lap and held me.


  “This switching bodies thing is going to be inconvenient,” he said.


  A fish flipped in my belly, and a spark of interest danced in his eye. I laughed, and he smiled with me, but that gleam was still there.


  “Come here,” he said, shifting me off his lap and stretching out on the narrow bed. “We’re both exhausted.”


  “I’ll go to the other cabin so you can sleep,” I offered.


  “I don’t think I could sleep if I didn’t know you were safe,” he said, and there was something in his eyes that I so badly wanted to comfort.


  I slipped into bed beside him, thinking I could shower later. He wrapped his arm around me.


  “Roman?” I asked, but he was already asleep.
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  I WOKE A FEW HOURS later. Roman was still fast asleep, so I showered, cleaned my teeth for the first time in forever, and ordered up some clothing from ship’s stores via the tube. Unfortunately they had nothing that wasn’t standard fleet issue, so I ended up wearing a uniform without insignia. At least it fit well and was clean. It was strange to have tailored clothing again after so long in a skinsuit, but there is something about no longer sporting a number and barcode that makes a girl feel more at ease.


  I snuck out of the room quietly, careful not to wake Roman. He needed his sleep, and he could contact me any time he needed. It was an uncommon luxury for the two of us to be safe, even if it was just for a short time.


  Driscoll was the only person on the bridge when I entered. Well, I say person, but what I mean is living human. A dozen shadows worked over consoles. Fortunately the holographic displays could be manipulated by only semi-solid spirit denizens. They almost seemed to fit the artificial calm of the bridge. A starship bridge is manufactured to promote calm and quiet and reduce stress in difficult situations. The furniture curved and sloped ergonomically, the lights and temperature were kept low but crisp, and the colors were calming. The shadows felt like just one more silent installation to calm the human occupants.


  Driscoll looked up at me from his display. His eyes were bloodshot and he was leaning on his elbows.


  “You should get some sleep. Please tell me no one else is crazy enough to be awake right now,” I said.


  “They aren’t. I have to stay up for two more hours before the pre-flight is done and I can leave the rest to these rascals,” Driscoll said, nodding to the shadows. His eyes lingered wistfully over one of them, and I realized it was Sammy.


  Despite his current corporeal form, I knew that a great barrier separated them. Sammy couldn’t, or wouldn’t, talk to Driscoll. Like all the shadows, he performed his duties as his Elders told him to, but he seemed not to even notice the humans around him.


  “He was with me for five years,” Driscoll said, noting my gaze. “Driscoll’s Own, of course. Like a son to me, really.”


  Distant? Abandoned? I tried to be irritated, but the bitterness didn’t come. He owed me nothing beyond his vow of fealty, and I owed him nothing beyond that. We’d fight together, but I needed no affection or advice. Maybe he didn’t even know that he was my father.


  I wandered over to the largest holo-display, reading the codes and statistics scrolling through or flashing across the ship’s schematic. My implant translated them for me, which helped. They were in an alphanumerical code I didn’t know.


  “Will they be able to sail her to our destination?” I asked.


  “Sure, if you can communicate with them the way you have been. They don’t listen well to Kitsano.”


  “They don’t listen well to me,” I griped.


  I turned to him and he shrugged.


  “It’s cold in here,” I noted, falling into small talk to avoid having to say what I knew was coming.


  The center of the bridge sunk lower than the rest so that the main holotank could be viewed from anywhere in the room, but concentric half-circles formed console stations with their own glowing tanks, and behind each one was a seat and crash frame that were standard in warships. Though I’d toured many in my time, I’d never been directly responsible for one.


  “They keep it cold to help you concentrate. Dark, too. It’s an old trick,” Driscoll said.


  “If the fleet likes it cold and dark they won’t like Baldric much.”


  “I doubt they’ll like it anyways,” Driscoll said, twiddling some alphanumeric codes into a new spot in his holograph tank. “After all, we did maroon them there. They were still complaining about their captain when we sent them off.”


  “He wasn’t our fault. They should have been blaming their idiot friends in the morgue. Plus they were well provisioned, and you timed the explosives on the shuttle to give them ample time to get off before it blew.”


  “Yes,” Driscoll agreed dryly, “how could they complain with such beneficence shown to them? I noted that the provisions were VX-7 heavy. Any guesses on whether they’ll become shadows now that you’ve removed the population?”


  I rubbed my chin in thought.


  “You know, I hadn’t considered that. I wonder if the shared subconscious is with us now, removed from the planet. Maybe I’ll ask Zeta.”


  He nodded, but he looked down. It was nice to know why he was so cagey about her. I realized, and not for the first time, that the two of us thought a little too similarly for comfort. At least now I knew why.


  “Listen,” I said at the same time as he spoke.


  “I need to talk to you.”


  “Go ahead,” I said.


  “I really do want you to know about Driscoll’s Own. We aren’t a terrorist organization. We are revolutionaries. Seventeen years ago I lost someone who I loved very much.” He shook himself with a wry smile. “It sounds strange, maybe, but the only thing I could think of doing was fighting back, so I started Driscoll’s Own – not to kill civilians, or even the Matsumotos, but to start a revolution.”


  “That’s a big undertaking,” I said, leaning backwards against his console. I wanted him to go on. I wanted to hear him confess.


  “We have been working tirelessly ever since, doing whatever we can to bring the tide of change.”


  “Bombings. Killing teenagers,” I prompted.


  “No!” he said, but he still didn’t look at me, and his hands were balled into fists on his lap. “We’ve saved people. Lots of them. Everyone thinks they are dead, but we hide them. We’ve established safe houses, and scientists who can test what the government claims, and imbedded our people into the media and the fleet to try to keep a semblance of sanity.”


  Sounds like an all-out conspiracy to me, Roman said, and I tried hard not to glance up at him. He was leaning against the wall, by the hatch, picking at his nails. Neither Driscoll nor I had heard him come in. He must have called up his own clean uniform, because he was dressed identically to me, although the uniform clung to his frame in a much more appealing way.


  “So you have people everywhere,” I said, “waiting for the moment of the revolution. And you began it all.”


  “I’m not explaining well,” Driscoll said, scrubbing his hand through his hair. “I wasn’t the beginning. I mean, I began the revolutionary component, but there was already a secret society in place to deal with things if the Matsumotos ever became…rabid.”


  “Rabid?” I challenged.


  “Essentially.”


  “And who started this little club? Is there a handshake involved?”


  Driscoll frowned repressively and leaned back in his chair. He looked me in the eyes as if we had finally come to the part he wasn’t ashamed of.


  “Neal Matsumoto started The Hand of Blackwatch when he founded the Dynasty. A man of great foresight and care, that one.”


  “The Hand?” I asked, “Why not ‘The Fist?’ That would be more impressive.”


  I’d join an organization called ‘The Fist’ no questions asked.


  Driscoll’s eyes twinkled as he registered my mocking tone.


  “Well don’t blame me. I didn’t name them. The name is yet another thing to blame a Matsumoto for. The list is long, though, so I doubt we’ll get to it anytime soon.”


  Sometimes he talks sense, Roman said.


  “Everything,” Driscoll said, “in Blackwatch is interconnected and controlled by relatively few people. Media companies report the news desired by corporations, because they are owned by the same man. The military is backed by the research from university studies, because the woman in charge of the military has tight ties to the man who oversees the education system. I could go on, but suffice it to say that I have spent years searching out and finding these ties. I’ve traced them to a tiny handful of people, and all of them are whipped into place by the Emperor. Do you realize what that means?”


  That’s crazy. Is it true?


  “It means that if we topple Nigel, and take the reins we can steer the Empire wherever we want. If power is in the hands of so few we can apply pressure as easily as he did, or replace them with our own people.”


  “Exactly!” he said, looking pleased.


  “But I’ve lived as part of the inner circle of the Empire my whole life and I’ve never seen any evidence of this.”


  Remember, you didn’t see a lot of things before I came along.


  That’s true.


  “Look at this file,” Driscoll said, pulling something up on the holotank. “I made it for you. Do you see these five people? Recognize them?”


  “Yes,” I said, feeling the blood drain from my face. Admiral Tagawa, Prime Minister Everard Oshiro, Aia Castberg, Chancellor Iriguchi, Janzen Zaizen. As I looked at their faces with data points listed beneath them and lines drawn from one to another it all fell into place.


  He’s right.


  So you could really do this, then? Replace the Emperor with yourself and the Empire will fall in your lap?


  I think so. But how does one overthrow an Emperor with an army and the wealth and power of seven planets behind him?


  Well, I guess that’s the million credit question.


  “So, our next step would be to find this Hand, then?” I suggested.


  Driscoll smiled. I didn’t even need to tell him that I believed him.


  “Exactly. Their help would be invaluable. I have already plotted a course to the planet Nightshade, where we can meet my contact there. It’s close and within the Empire, so we would have to cross no borders and could reach it in roughly a week of sailing without much fear of discovery. You know that we’ll be battling the clock. You can’t steal a Fleet ship without someone noticing and pursuing.”


  Well that was true. And that was along the lines of what I’d been planning, although it would hardly do to admit that right now. Besides, my mind was still whirling with this new revelation. It was like I’d been wearing dark eye-protection and just taken it off.


  “I was thinking that New Greenland would be a better destination.”


  “No, we’d be discovered immediately. We need the help of the people on Nightshade first.”


  “You’ve arranged it all nicely, Driscoll,” I said.


  “Thank you, Vera.”


  “And by all of it, I do mean all of it. Because it was your plan all along to fly to Baldric and find me, wasn’t it? Somehow you knew I would be there.” I spoke carefully, gauging his reaction. It was time to lay cards on the table if I was going to trust him with so much.


  He looked at me, caution and worry warring in his eyes.


  I continued. “Most likely spies in Nigel’s court. My banishment here wasn’t told to the public. They were told I was executed, but Oshiro was there to see it done, as were members of the military.”


  “Astute,” he agreed.


  “Which means that somehow you needed a Matsumoto, and decided that as I was disaffected I would make a good candidate.”


  “The only candidate, really,” Driscoll said in the tone of someone walking on thin ice.


  “And you thought it would be easy to manipulate a teenage girl into dancing to your tune once you had me in your sights, didn’t you. You thought I’d be an easy mark. Your shuttle crash was planned by your spies, not by errors from Kitsano’s team. You managed to inveigle yourself into my good graces, and you even swore fealty to turn me to your side. And you thought I’d never realize.”


  Driscoll started to speak, but had to clear his throat first.


  “Oh, we bet on you figuring out. We just hoped that by then you might come to see things our way.”


  They manipulated you.


  “Which is?”


  “That the Matsumoto Dynasty needs to be reclaimed. That a revolution must take place.”


  You’re only a pawn to them. You can’t trust them.


  Don’t worry. I don’t. But I can use them.


  “And somehow you thought that after all this I would still trust you, and be willing to work with you,” I said.


  “I swore fealty,” Driscoll reminded me, his eyes calculating.


  “You did,” I said, and he seemed to relax, but only for a moment. “And I can put my very loyal servant in a room somewhere and order him to cool his heels while I do this without him.”


  He blanched, “You need me.”


  “I don’t,” I said, with a tone cold as ice. “Baldric taught me that.”


  Fear blazed in his eyes, mixed with…what? Was that pride?


  “You’re better with me than without me,” he said, like he was putting down an ace.


  “Really? Is that what you thought when you didn’t stick around to watch me grow up…Dad?” I asked.
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  DRISCOLL’S MOUTH DROPPED OPEN, AND it was hard not to grin in triumph. There. It was all out now.


  “How long have you known?” he asked, running a hand through his thinning hair.


  “Since the ghost of my mother took up residence inside my skull.”


  He exhaled, and took his time doing it. Roman moved from his perch at the wall to stand at my shoulder. As always, his instincts were good. Driscoll seemed more on edge than ever.


  “It wasn’t as simple as that,” he said.


  “It never is,” I agreed.


  But it kind of is, Roman countered. I mean, you love someone, so you move heaven and earth to protect them. Where was he this last year when your life was constantly on the line? Working on his precious revolution, that’s where. When I have kids you won’t catch me walking away from them. I’ll be there every step of the way making myself a pain in the neck just to keep them safe.


  That was a bit of a speech from Roman. I sent him a flash of warmth over the channel. I agreed with him. But while I was irritated over Driscoll keeping secrets and using me as a pawn, I didn’t blame him for not being there for me. Matsumotos tend to put wrenches in your plans. Who knew what Zeta’s part in it might have been?


  “Will you try it our way? Will you at least meet The Hand?” he asked, carefully. His expression was guarded. I could tell he was trying to act casually about something that mattered to him enormously.


  Don’t do it.


  I have to. It’s my best play. Or do you have a better plan?


  “I’ll meet them,” I agreed, and he let out a long breath. “You should get some sleep. Can I do whatever it is you are waiting to do?”


  “Sure,” he agreed, quickly explaining the inputs and what to watch for.


  I was surprised that he agreed to go to bed so easily, especially now that I’d revealed that I knew who he was. There were no touching speeches or awkward hugs. My parents were real gems in the affection department. Almost made me miss the other Matsumotos. Almost.


  He’s using you, was Roman’s explanation.


  Maybe he was right. He usually was, but I thought that this time there might be more to it.


  Vera, Vera, always willing to suspend judgement.


  Maybe, I agreed, But not forever. One day I will call in my debts.


  There was a wordless murmur of approval in the channel.


  The rest of the day was spent preparing to leave. We couldn’t spend too much time sleeping, but we all needed as much as we could get after our time on Baldric, and I needed food after my self-imposed fasting. Food was one thing that the shadows didn’t do, but the staples were all available in the galley, and most of the cooking was automated. Fortunately, Driscoll’s Own tossed coins and Brady lost, so he was cooking for the voyage. Everyone’s wounds had been tended to, and only Yamamoto was too injured to function. Nakamuri was assigned to attend him, but it wasn’t looking hopeful. Each one of us left had taken on a part of the ship that required human supervision.


  My job was to work as a translator and interface for the shadows. I spent most of my time beside the damage control console on the bridge, since it had the best access to in-ship communications.


  The shadows had been over everything on the ship and declared it ready to sail. They’d also double checked to be sure we hadn’t missed any crew. There was no one stowing away.


  I reviewed the sensor readings to be sure that the shuttle we sent our prisoners in had exploded, as it was meant to. Everything looked right. We were ready for the next leg of the journey.


  Roman was a quasi-hero to everyone, as he’d hacked into the clothing generator. He said it was a common trick the marines knew, but I thought that maybe he was just being modest. As a result we’d been able to order clothing in the designs we preferred. We had to utilize the cloth available in ship’s stores, so our options were the blacks, whites, greys and blues of Fleet and Marine uniforms, but it felt nice to be back in clothing that wasn’t one-size-fits-someone.


  Roman grinned ear to ear when he saw me step out of the first mate’s cabin. I’d chosen a fitted pair of slacks in charcoal and a filmy white shirt. I felt feminine for the first time since Capricornia. I guess he liked seeing me looking more like myself. It was nice to feel him back to his old self for a few minutes as he enjoyed the view.


  We were the only two up on the deck when Ch’ng wandered in. He’d been assigned Engineering to supervise, and he seemed to know his way around technical fields, which was a bit of a relief. Unfortunately I couldn’t forget the summary of his convictions. One had been for human trafficking. Roman got all huffy and agitated if they were in the same room together.


  Ch’ng looked all around the room, like he wanted to know if we were alone, and when he saw it was just Roman and I he wandered over to where we were and sat casually beside me.


  “Got something on your mind, Ch’ng?” I asked.


  Like maybe a need to confess to crimes you’ve committed? Roman chimed in.


  “I saw what you did on Baldric, and I respect it,” he began. “Plus there was that whole thing with Ian.”


  What whole thing with Ian?


  “You know,” Ch’ng continued, “How he died.”


  How did he die? Roman asked.


  I nodded, and Ch’ng and I both looked at our feet like someone had asked for a moment of silence.


  “I just want you to know that it wasn’t personal when I signed up with Driscoll’s Own,” Ch’ng said.


  How did he die?


  “And I’m behind you, and I want to help. It’s not easy to smuggle a ship this size through to another planet. There will be searches conducted, and paperwork, and inspections.”


  Vera?!


  Jumping in front of a nettlegun to save my life.


  Oh.


  “Anyways. I get that you never liked me because of, well, everything. But I’m offering you my contacts to get us through to Nightshade. Just ask if you want the help, okay?”


  “Thanks, Ch’ng,” I said. “I appreciate the offer. And I’ll let you know.”


  He nodded and left, looking embarrassed. Roman was still glued in place, a look of surprise on his face.


  “I didn’t know he had it in him to be a hero,” he said.


  “Neither of you ever understood the other,” I said with a sigh.


  “Well,” Roman said, coughing and blushing, “I respect that, and I’m grateful. I’ll lay off of Ian.”


  After all, he said in the link, there’s still Driscoll to despise.


  Despise all you want, but please let me handle him. He’s my problem.


  Roman waggled his eyebrows.


  He doesn’t have to be….


  I ignored him. It didn’t do to encourage him, or next thing I knew I’d be thinking threats and judgments with every second breath just like him. How could someone so compassionate also be so incredibly judgmental?


  I heard that, you know. I’m glad that you acknowledge my compassionate nature.


  I believe there was also something in there about judgment.


  I didn’t hear that.


  We sat in silence for a few minutes.


  Are you going to take him up on his offer?


  To use his backchannels to ensure our safety?


  Yes.


  I don’t know. I’m not exactly planning to follow the law, but you aren’t the only one with scruples. I don’t like the idea of rubbing elbows with people who really hurt others for their own gain.


  So we should avoid Matsumotos then.


  I punched his arm.


  But seriously, he acknowledged. I see the dilemma.


  What do you think?


  I say take him up on his offer, but keep track of what he does. When this is done and you rule Blackwatch, then we’ll weed out these kind of criminals using the information you are gathering right now.


  You make it sound simple. I’m so glad to have you back.


  He gathered me up into one of those all-encompassing hugs he was so good at.


  I’m sorry that you have Ian on your conscience, he said.


  So am I.


  We were emotionally close again, and I could hear his thoughts.


  Ashlyn. Ashlyn.


  I was surprised at the sharp dagger of jealousy that shot through me. Really? He was thinking of someone else while he held me? It didn’t make it any better that she was dead, but I tried to disguise my pain by feigning interest in my work.


  For the rest of the day I busied myself so I wouldn’t have to think about it. I held a conference to be sure everyone knew the plan. I gave Ch’ng the go ahead to use his contacts, although I felt a pang of conscience doing it. Then I gave Driscoll the green light. We were ready to sail.


  Are you ready, Zeta?


  My people are in place and are attending their duties. We Elders will ensure that all is done according to our orders.


  Like last time when you failed to meet our agreed upon schedule? I asked, a bit of bite in my tone.


  Last time was an anomaly.


  Let’s hope so.


  “What’s the big deal?” Ch’ng said, as he exited the lift.


  “The big deal,” Kitsano said, from her place at the large holo tank, “is that if Driscoll’s math is off by a fraction of a fraction we’ll end up in uncharted space and we’ll be taking the long way home. Would you like to spend the rest of your life on this ship with just us?”


  “Not particularly.”


  “Then pray he got it right.”


  Ch’ng looked worried.


  “Don’t stress, Ch’ng,” Driscoll said from the navigation holo. He was rechecking his numbers before he moved to the helm. “The computers double-checked everything. My numbers are good. I’ve done all of this before. Is Engineering ready with the engines?” he asked me.


  Zeta?


  Ready.


  “Ready,” I reported.


  Driscoll plunged his hand into the main holo, spinning it with a practiced touch to pull up his communications menu. With a flick of his forefinger, he activated the all-decks-communication.


  “Engineering. Fire engines.”


  I relayed the information from the shadows.


  “Engines fired.”


  “I’m showing Engines online at 70%,” Kitsano read off from the other side of the main holo. Her own hands were carefully manipulating the display, like a woman speaking in sign language.


  “Acknowledged. Keying in the navigation plot,” Driscoll said.


  “Navigation plot accepted and locked,” Kitsano said.


  I was impressed by her skill at the holotank. These things took years of practice. There was more to her than I knew about.


  “Moving to the helm,” Driscoll said.


  He strode across to the helm console and plunged his hands into the tank. They spiraled together, and settled into semi-closed fists.


  “Power to thrusters, 5%.”


  “Power to thrusters,” Kitsano acknowledged.


  “Engineering reports all clear,” I chimed in.


  My inner ear made me feel a touch queasy as we started to move. The steady reporting chants carried on as we moved out of orbit and into a course to pull away from the planet’s influence and towards free space. When, finally, we were locked into our course and able to turn the navigation and propulsion over to the computers, we were all sweat-soaked and tired.


  “Brady has a hot lunch ready,” Roman said to a round of smiles. “Why don’t you all go eat and I’ll call you if any red lights start flashing.”


  Driscoll chuckled and we followed him out of the lift. Brady had made sandwiches, and I took one for me and one for Roman. I brought it up to him on the bridge.


  Roman was peering intently into the holotank. He took the sandwich wordlessly and I refused to break the silence. I felt like there were miles of icebergs between us and they all had ‘Ashlyn’ carved on them.


  I sat at a console not far away and began to eat my sandwich. After a moment he came over to me and sat down at my feet. He put a hand on my knee and looked up at me.


  “We need to talk, I think.”


  THE MATSUMOTO: 10


  “THERE’S REALLY NOTHING TO SAY,” I said, shying away from his touch. It hurt, almost physically to feel him touch me, knowing he was thinking of her.


  He slid back from me, looking off at the main holotank, but I didn’t think he was seeing it.


  “She was a beautiful woman,” he started. It was not a good start. “I don’t mean pretty – although she was. It was her courage that I was drawn to. She was a conscript just like me. Plucked from an orphanage in Derivat on Nightshade.”


  He paused and looked up at me through his lashes, before resuming his far-away stare. “The fact that we are headed to her home planet only makes me think of her more. She didn’t want to be in the marines any more than I did. It took a long time before she trusted me enough to tell me that.” He fiddled with the mechanism on the side of the chair, not daring to touch me again. “It took even longer for her to tell me why. But that’s not my secret to tell.”


  His words hung in the air for a while. His emotions were sorrow, mixed with sweetness that would have brought tears to my eyes if I wasn’t so bitterly jealous. But why was I so jealous? Hadn’t I decided that I wanted him to have a happy life without me? Hadn’t I cried with him when he lost her?


  His eyes flicked to mine. I guess he hadn’t known that I’d seen that.


  Maybe jealousy is something that you have to deal with more than once. Maybe it’s something that you have to keep choosing to kill and choosing to kill, over and over. Loving Roman came so easily. I’d slipped into it, without conscious thought. I was beginning to see that nothing – even the best of things – is free. So far he wanted my understanding, which would require that I murder my jealousy daily, and he wanted me to embrace pacifism again, something that may cost me everything. It was like being given a sample of something, only to find out afterwards that the price was very high. Was it better to have never tasted the morsel? Or was it worth enough to sell everything you had for it?


  He waited patiently as I digested what he’d said so far. Had he gone through this same costing at one point when he thought of me? The glimmer in his eyes suggested that maybe he had. He’d picked me anyways. Or at least, he had before he’d picked Ashlyn.


  He began to speak again, perhaps prompted by my thoughts.


  “She was afraid in her core. Not so much of the challenge, but afraid of what lines she might have to cross. I felt the same. It cemented us together. Even if it hadn’t, I was mourning you and missing you, and she comforted me. She showed me that maybe there was another way for me – another future. We had plans. Plans to get out. Plans to leave Blackwatch. If she hadn’t died in my arms they might have worked.”


  “And so you can’t help but think of them and wish they were true.”


  He shrugged, and his cinnamon eyes melted me as he said, “Wouldn’t you?”


  It was like a knife cut to the chest. I gulped in a breath, struggling to keep emotion from crowding out thought. I wasn’t thinking of anyone else! It wasn’t me betraying him. But could I blame him for missing a friend who had died? Could I blame him for breaking my heart with it? I did blame him.


  His eyes, his deep dark eyes, full of understanding, full of bittersweet – they broke, and broke, and broke my heart.


  “And you’ll go on missing her forever,” I said, knowing it was true, “and forever she will be perfect in your memory. There’s no way to compete with that.”


  “It’s not a competition,” he said, simply.


  “Obviously not when I’ve lost so quickly,” I said, the bitterness seeping out. “You might be ok with having a heart divided, but I am not ok with being just one of two – or many.”


  He sighed, rubbing his forehead with his hand.


  “What can I say? I can’t change it,” he said, and of course he couldn’t.


  I wanted to scream and to punch something. Maybe I should have. Maybe it would have let some of the pain out. Or I could cry. But I was done crying.


  “Yeah. Fine. Okay,” I said. Feeling the opposite of okay.


  “Well what? What do you want me to do, lie to you?” he said, bridling.


  “No,” I said.


  “Well, then there you go,” he said. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he kicked one of his feet out irritably.


  “I’m tired. I’ll see you around,” I said, and I went back to the cabin, locked the door and nestled down into the bed.


  I was preparing for a good cry and maybe a few hours of staring numbly at the wall, when a voice in my head pulled me out of it.


  Vera. We need to talk, Zeta said.


  I scowled, flipping up to a sitting position as petulantly as I could, even though no one could see me.


  Yes? I asked venting my irritation.


  That’s not a good way to treat your allies.


  A shadow slid through the air vent and slid upright to take Zeta’s shape. Immediately after she materialized the other elders formed up: Caradand, Elizandar, Dalinoro, Fretzler, Javazuri, and Ed Yokiro.


  Oh great. The whole posse was here. Now that I was getting to know Zeta adult-to-adult I was starting to think that maybe being raised without a mother hadn’t been all bad.


  Don’t forget, I can hear your thoughts sometimes. Insulting me is not good for our relationship.


  I gave her the formal half-bow of Blackwatch society. Maybe if I showed proper respect they would get to the point and I could go back to my frustrations and distress.


  You do no one any favors sulking in your room. You are a leader and you need to act like one.


  Is that what you want to talk about? I said respectfully, hoping it might prompt her to move on.


  In essence, yes, Fretzler said, seeming more focussed than she usually did. For her even speaking out was a rarity and I wondered why she chose to do so now.


  Think of it as a performance review, Yokiro suggested.


  One minute, you want to give me a performance review in my role of Baldric planetary warlord and shadow cookie jar?


  I’m sure that’s a funny joke with your generation, but comedy is not your strong suit, Zeta said. There wasn’t even a hint of humor in her words. You represent us out there in the world. It is in our best interest for you to be a strong leader. How else can you conquer the Matsumotos and free our souls?


  To be honest, I’m a touch uncertain on how that will work-


  I was cut off by Yokiro.


  We are upholding our end of the agreement. Our people work tirelessly to crew your ship. We demand that you take up your part of the bargain.


  Wasn’t my part of the bargain to overthrow Nigel Matsumoto and release your souls? I’m working on it. It takes time.


  Then stand up and make decisions instead of wavering. Stop worrying about petty childish jealousies, Zeta said, and even mentally her frustrations were apparent. Take Ch’ng’s offer. Refuse Roman’s demand to end your battles. It is absolutely important that you do not waver, but lead!


  Well, no mistaking what her priorities were. Matters of the heart? Forget them. Just like she forgot her lover and child.


  I didn’t forget, she said, I channelled everything I had into reaching my goals, and they are almost in sight. I will not let you fail.


  And there was the rub. She needed me to do what she could not. She was reaching past the grave to force me down the same path she took. And where did that path lead? To a shadow after-life? To forgetting anything that once made her human? Not for me.


  You made a bargain, Caradand reminded me.


  And I will keep it. But in my own way. I’m already more blood soaked than I ever wished to be.


  So you will embrace your abandoned pacifism? Dalinoro asked. He looked angry, but he always looked angry.


  Not yet, I said.


  He nodded. I wondered what he would have done if I had said yes. The shadows were not pacifists, whatever else they might be.


  In that case you should consider the tools at hand, Yokiro suggested.


  Pretty sure I’m using all the tools at hand already.


  You only use that marvelous implant of yours for the most basic of functions. You should see what other gems there might be hidden in there.


  I use all the functions they come with, and mine hasn’t been upgraded in a long time.


  Ah. But did you know about that Tactical Interface before you asked for it? Yokiro asked.


  It bothered me that they knew about that. Bothered me even more that he had seen potential where I had missed it. I’d been busy, though.


  Not that busy, Yokiro objected.


  He was starting to get irritating. How did the other Elders stand him? I noted a look of commiseration on Dalinoro’s face, and almost laughed. Dalinoro hated me. If he felt compassion for me over Yokiro, then the former scientist must really bother him. I wondered what it was like to live in the mind of someone you hated.


  Not all it’s cracked up to be, Zeta replied. Was that a joke?


  I’ll see if I can find any more goodies, I agreed.


  Excellent, Yokiro agreed. We are an invaluable resource to you. We can fight your physical battles, but unfortunately we cannot transform you instantly into a real leader. That will take time and patience. We will try, but you will need to work hard with the tight timeline we have.


  This was worse than any performance review I could have imagined. Action point: A group of judgmental elders will check your work for quality and lecture you from inside your own thoughts. No company had ever gone quite that far.


  For now, stop sulking about the boy and get to work. As frustrating as you are, you are our best chance of success, and we will do whatever we need to in the quest to achieve our goal. Including bucking you up and making you worth the trouble it took to bring you into this world, Zeta said. As always, she was just full of touching mother and daughter moments.


  As you wish, I agreed. Best to keep them happy. I was dead certain that they could make my life hell. It would be like a living migraine if they became angry with me. I was starting to think I got the very short end of the stick in this deal.


  Zeta will keep us informed of your progress, and remind you of your duty to us, Javazuri said.


  It was the first time I had ever heard him speak. With his words the others faded away, becoming shadows in truth, and leaving only Zeta and I alone in the room.


  Will the prisoners become shadows now that we’ve marooned them on Blackwatch? I asked her.


  Unlikely. The Javierians already communicated through the subconscious. The Splitting rocketed them into it – and the animals of Baldric, too- but the patch was already there.


  Did you bring the animals with you?


  What would be the point of that? she sniffed. Only people are needed to overthrow the Matsumotos.


  There are humans that you’ve absorbed, though, so I guess it wasn’t just mind-talkers…


  Humans are susceptible to mental shifts, too. You should know that by now, Zeta said in an indulgent tone like imparting this information was a special gift from her to me. I decided to push it one step further.


  Why were you absorbed? You have an implant like mine. Couldn’t you have done what you want me to do?


  Zeta frowned at me as if she could burn a hole through me with her expression, but eventually she spoke.


  My implant failed. I tried to suck them in against their wills, but it failed in the process and I was absorbed.


  It explained a lot.


  I am not one to give up easily, though. I rose to their leadership.


  She held her chin high, pride radiating from her face. At least she was pleased by her place in the universe. She gave me a long look, and then, as if she was struggling over whether or not to do it, she spoke.


  Life is transient. It fades before you even begin. People are more precious than that, but they, too, fade. Decide what you want.


  Cryptic. And vaguely parental. I wondered if this was her warm and fuzzy side.


  And remember, if you fail us, you will pay for all eternity.


  Or maybe not.
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  THE NEXT FEW DAYS WERE excruciating. I didn’t see Roman the entire time. It was a large ship and easy to avoid someone. Driscoll claimed Roman was working down in Engineering, but when I went looking for him he was nowhere to be found. The shadows wouldn’t tell me his location, because Zeta said it was “inconsequential” and “a distraction.” I thought about using the ship sensors to ferret him out, but decided against it. It seemed too immature, besides, it could be my ace up the sleeve in case he didn’t appear before we reached Nightshade.


  The members of Driscoll’s Own were delighted to be headed towards The Hand’s base of operations. Driscoll regaled them with tales of various Hand exploits. They might have been true. Whether they were or not, Kitsano and the marines ate it up like tri-colored ice pears. Ch’ng was happy to listen in, although by the look in his hooded eyes he held the same reservations I did.


  Yamamoto had taken a turn for the worse and required constant supervision now. He was going to need proper medical care as soon as possible.


  Driscoll and I were still figuring each other out, but as the days wore on we settled into a working relationship. In fact, he was deferring to me in ship matters now that I had a secret weapon.


  The shadows had been correct when they said my implant had more hidden Easter eggs. One of them was a complete ship suite, including navigation programs, piloting programs, tactical programs and engineering programs. I was, in essence, a massive back up to the ship’s own computers, and I still marvelled at how my hands flicked through the holotanks as if I had years of experience. It was a grossly unfair advantage, but with Roman incommunicado, and not much else in my life, I threw myself into the new skillset with gusto.


  I’d picked up a little goodie that would solve one of Roman’s and my problems, too. Unfortunately, I hadn’t been able to tell him about it yet. He did not send me any thoughts over the channel, although I had caught two of his unconscious thoughts. They were both “Ashlyn” which had not endeared him to me.


  If he ever bothered to show up again, I’d be able to show him a neat trick, though. I’d found a fighting mirror program. Basically, if it was activated and slaved to his movements, the two of us would fight in tandem at his guidance, or vice versa. I thought it was amazing, and as always, I wondered what these things were even doing in my mind. After all, none of this was standard Matsumoto type stuff. We had a ton of processing power and memory in these tiny chips, and they fed somehow off of our own mental reserves, but this was topping anything I had ever estimated.


  I strode onto the bridge on the third day without Roman, trying desperately to retain my usual energy. His absence was draining my spirit. Driscoll was sorting through reports on the holotank with Ch’ng at his elbow.


  “Ah, Vera, just the person we were thinking of,” Driscoll said with a smile.


  “Oh?” I asked.


  “We are making excellent time, and I think we’ll arrive early, which means we need to make a decision.”


  “Whether to use Ch’ng’s contacts,” I said, surmising their drift.


  “I’ll need to get word to them as soon as we can contact Nightshade communications traffic,” Ch’ng said.


  “You can do that?” I asked.


  “Sure. I have pipelines for communications set up on Nightshade. I can hit the right transmitter with a filament laser and no one will detect it.”


  “And then?” I asked.


  “And then my contacts will….smooth the way. Reroute unnecessary bureaucracy. In essence, we will just vanish as far as authorities are concerned.”


  “Please, please tell me that this is not connected to human trafficking,” I said.


  Ch’ng and Driscoll shared a look and I blanched.


  “No, Vera,” Driscoll said, seeing my face. “It’s not that. But it is connected to Ch’ng’s…other dealings. Criminal dealings.”


  “As long as we aren’t talking slavery or murder,” I hedged.


  “We aren’t,” Ch’ng said, “although it won’t matter to the Imperial authorities if we get caught. I’ll lose my head this time around.”


  “So it’s risky. We could get caught. But without it we’re going to get caught anyways.”


  “Don’t kid yourself, Vera,” Driscoll said quietly. “All options that end with us discovered end with us dead. That’s been my life since before you were born, and it won’t change until you sit on the throne. We all know that.”


  “I know it, too,” I said, quietly. “But I won’t support human trafficking.”


  “It’s nothing to do with that, I swear,” Ch’ng said. “It’s supply chain, mostly.” He meant smuggling. “Some aggressive restructuring.” By that I assumed he meant murdering people who got in his way.


  “As your vassal, I must strongly recommend that our best bet is to utilize this approach,” Driscoll said.


  I wished I could ask Roman. Technically I could, but it pained me to try to act like everything was normal. I didn’t like the idea of supporting smuggling, and the ‘aggressive restructuring’ sounded even worse. When this was over would I be able to get the stink of crime out of my soul?


  “Ok. We’ll use Ch’ng’s contacts,” I agreed.


  Good Girl, Zeta said.


  I liked her approval even less than her judgment.


  We spent a few hours planning our approach to the planet. We needed to signal Ch’ng’s orbital before we were discovered by authorities, so a lot would depend on how the orbital looked when we arrived. Picking a best-chance plane of entry now would make things that much more likely to succeed when the time finally came.


  After we were done, Ch’ng hurried off to the perpetual card game that was burning up everyone’s extra time on the mess deck.


  “Give him time,” Driscoll said.


  My program was refining data in the holotank, and my hands were following the program’s prompts, busily whirling and swiping away, but my eyes were free. I glanced over at him, but his own eyes were glued to his tasks further down the tank.


  “Who do you mean?” I asked. I knew that he meant Roman.


  “Whatever he did, he’ll come around.”


  I snorted.


  “Chalk it up to irreconcilable differences,” I said.


  “Only death can make those,” Driscoll chided, and he looked up into my eyes, half-pleading. Suddenly we were talking about him instead of Roman.


  “Yes,” I agreed, but those words were for him. If he wanted to reconcile, then as weird as our relationship was, I was willing.


  It was funny to me, that even after all those years he and Zeta had not sought any sort of conversation with each other. And neither had sought one with me. I supposed that my parents were simply not like other people. They were both so focussed on their similar all-consuming causes that there was no time to waste on familial affection. Perhaps that was not entirely true. Perhaps Driscoll - I couldn’t hardly say “my father”, even to myself - was simply giving me time.


  “Death, battle. These things bring up loyalties and emotions. They intensify them. It makes things that are small seem big, and loves that are casual seem lifelong.”


  “He fell for me in the midst of death and battle,” I said, refusing to find solace in his words.


  He snorted. “Well that would be the only way, wouldn’t it? You always have conflict and blood swirling at your feet.”


  I was aghast. “I don’t choose this! It just keeps getting thrust on me!”


  “Don’t be naïve,” he laughed. “You are your mother’s daughter…and mine. Passivity does not come naturally. Maybe you didn’t seek violence, but you didn’t let things pass you by, did you? No, it’s that active engagement with life, combined with a sliver of conscience that fires your engines and drives you straight into trouble.”


  I felt surprise mixed with a dose of regret. He could be right that this had become my life. If anyone were to love me they would have to love me in the middle of the swirling chaos that had become my life. If I became Empress none of that would change. It bore thinking on.


  “Thanks,” I said, tossing him a half-smile which was about as cheerful as I could get right now.


  “The least I could do,” he said with hooded eyes, and we both went back to our tasks, trying to ignore the awkwardness between us at having an emotional conversation.


  THE MATSUMOTO: 12


  WE WERE SIX HOURS OUT from planetary communications with Nightshade when I finally found Roman. He was lurking in environmental, up to his elbows in a used water filter he was scrubbing. He looked up at me for a moment and then turned back to his work, rotating the fins on one of the mechanisms and carefully cleaning each one with a rag.


  I took it as a good sign that he hadn’t vanished before I arrived. He must have been tracking my movements to avoid me so thoroughly until now. I leaned against the wall and watched him work. He was in his element, completely absorbed in the task, and something about the algae smell of the filter seemed to fit with him. His sleeves were rolled up and the round muscle near his elbow bulged and twitched with his movements. I wasn’t even sure I had that muscle.


  I kept playing out different ways to say what I needed to, but I just couldn’t seem to voice them. They sounded too dramatic, or too flippant, or had too many histrionics.


  Eventually I said, “Zeta’s people can do that.”


  He grunted, “They have no vested interest in our drinking water. Never trust someone who doesn’t have a vested interest.”


  “You’re my guardian,” I said awkwardly.


  He sighed. “I am that.”


  “That means I have a vested interest in you.”


  He looked up, raised a single eyebrow and then went back to work. Round One went to Roman. I tried a different angle.


  “So, we’ll hit Nightshade communications perimeter in six hours, and from there it should be another twenty four to orbit.”


  “Good to know.” He said it more aggressively than needed, like he wanted me to shut up.


  “I’ll be heading down to the planet immediately. We all will be, really. Driscoll and his posse. Ch’ng.”


  “Mmmmhmmm.”


  It felt weird to only be talking without talking in our heads at the same time. It was like he was giving me the mental silent treatment. I felt further away from him than I had felt when we were physically parted.


  “Your choice,” he said, meeting my eyes for a moment and then throwing the rag to the floor and shoving the cleaned filter under a sprayer to finish the job. Defiance and anger shone out of his eyes. Wow. I hadn’t realized that he was so angry.


  “Ok, well, I need to know if you’ll be coming,” I said, trying to be strong in the face of so much anger. I was trying not to break down and cry right in front of him. Wouldn’t that be humiliating? I couldn’t bear to let him see how much his words stung.


  “You just said that I’m your guardian,” he said.


  “You are that,” I agreed, my words taught with the frustration I couldn’t express.


  “Then obviously I’ll be coming. To guard you. I’ll try not to fall in love with anyone while I’m down there,” he sniped.


  “Good plan,” I agreed, white faced now in reflected anger.


  I turned on my heels and left, smacking the wall of the corridor with the palm of my hand. I liked the metallic echo it made. At least something was effected by my fury.


  There wasn’t much for me to do. Driscoll wanted to leave the Cardinal’s Blood in orbit and running on autopilot. All of us needed to go to the surface, and none of us wanted to stay and babysit the ship. A stolen Fleet ship would seal a person’s fate. Driscoll claimed that his contacts could “pass the ship on” to people who could deal with it. I assumed that meant we’d be fencing it. I wondered what you could get for a fenced starship.


  “We could use an influx of currency,” I said.


  “Exactly,” Driscoll agreed with a nod.


  Don’t let him be the only one to handle the money. He wants your power and authority for himself.


  Zeta was remarkably suspicious of him considering he had once been her lover – or maybe that was why she was so suspicious.


  I wondered if I should feel guilty about stealing and then fencing a Fleet ship. Was it criminal if technically my family owned the ship? Because by Blackwatch law we technically owned everything within our territorial borders except for foreign embassies or foreign flagged ships. It was a bit of a grey area, although I could reasonably guess what Nigel would think of it. Then again, we held differing opinions on a lot of things – like whether I should be alive, and whether it was ok to turn our planetary citizens into shadows.


  When we entered the planetary communications perimeter Ch’ng used his laser filament exactly as he had promised and within minutes his contacts had sent us a mapped route and a shipping call sign to use while we were inbound. My eyebrows rose when he reported his almost instant success. I hadn’t expected things to work this easy. More than that, it was a little worrying to realize that someone in the Blackwatch Planetary Security detail must work in Ch’ng’s organization and must be high enough in the chain of command to set this up in a matter of seconds without anyone becoming suspicious. I shivered at the thought.


  “Twenty two hours until we reach Nightshade orbit,” Driscoll declared.


  “We’ll take the watch in shifts,” I said. “That way we can sleep and get ready. Everyone should be ready to move out in the shuttle the minute we are secure in orbit.”


  “I’m already four hours into this shift,” Driscoll said to me. “Why don’t you go sleep and you can relieve me in eight hours?”


  “Sure,” I agreed. It sounded reasonable, and it was nice to be able to use my newly downloaded skills for something helpful.


  Don’t let him take charge like that. You are the leader here, Zeta chimed in.


  Even a sulky Roman was more pleasant than my mother. I missed him.


  If I’m the leader, then maybe you can let me lead my own way, I suggested.


  Agreeing to the whims of your subordinates is not leading, Zeta objected.


  I forced back a sigh. I had to do that a lot lately. Fortunately, Zeta either didn’t notice or didn’t think it mattered whether I agreed with her. I wondered if the shadows really believed that this would shape me into a mighty leader or if they just thought it was a great way to punish me for the sins of my people.


  I headed to my quarters to get some sleep. The cabin made my belly swirl with bitterness every time I entered it. Thinking of Roman tenderly bandaging my hand and having lost all of that as quickly as I had gained it made me queasy every single time I looked at the seats by the holodesk or at the bed where we’d held each other in sweet safety.


  I ordered up an outfit for tomorrow -something that would be appropriately me without drawing attention. I preferred well-fitting, tailored clothing with the room to move if needed. A girl can never look too good, provided she does so in a subtle, understated manner. I chose whites, blacks and greys, of course. There weren’t any other options and attention is a bad thing when you are a convicted criminal. I laid them out beside the bed, and ordered a basic set of fleet underthings to sleep in. Once they were tubed up to me I stripped down and got into the sonic shower, letting the vibrations remove the dirt and sweat of the day. For some reason it played a trickling soundtrack to try to fool your mind that there was water involved, but the only water was a fine mist at the end to rejuvenate the pores just before the dryer kicked in.


  I stepped out and into my fleet issue skivvies and undershirt and crossed to the bed. I was almost there when I was startled by a voice.


  “Vera?”


  I leapt, barely suppressing a yelp. Roman was sitting at the holodesk. Had he seen me dress? My heart juddered and sped with a combination of fear and hope. I felt my belly flip yet again. He wasn’t good for my digestion.


  He bit his lower lip, and looked at me with those deep cinnamon eyes.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. So simple. So badly what I wanted to hear.


  I gave him a half-smile and said, “It’s ok.”


  I felt tears pricking my eyes. It really wasn’t ok. He’d hurt me bad, but for him I would be ok. For him I would make it ok. The tears spilled out. I wiped them away furiously, ashamed of my vulnerability.


  He stood up and came over, taking one of my hands in his.


  “I really am sorry,” he said, as he folded me into his arms. I grabbed him immediately, terrified that he might change his mind. “I used to hate Ian because he made you blush and worry. I wanted him to be gone forever.”


  And now he is, I thought. Roman took my upper arms in his hands and stood me back so he could look in my eyes.


  “You have to know, Vera. You have to know, that my loyalty and my heart have been yours from the moment I met you. Unwillingly at first, maybe, but then wholeheartedly. I thought I’d lost you and I gave away a piece of what was left of me. I can’t get that back. But the rest of me is still yours and it has been this whole time. That isn’t going to change. When I tell you that I love you, it’s not like that’s going to change.”


  So he’d love me forever – and maybe a few others along the way. He’d whittle himself down for them until all I had was a tiny sliver of what was once mine.


  He was shaking his head.


  “No. I didn’t know that you were alive. I didn’t mean to. If this ever happens again I won’t give up on you, Vera. I’m yours forever, whether you are willing to take me back or not. Yours to the death.”


  My tears spilled down my cheeks, hot and thick. I drew in a long breath, trying to still them, but he didn’t give me a chance. He kissed me just beneath one eye, kissing my tear away.


  That tiny gesture was all I needed. I wanted unity again. I wanted my Roman back. I could say goodbye to the piece of his heart he gave away, but I couldn’t say goodbye to the rest. More than that – I was unwilling to relinquish the rest.


  I wrapped my arms around him, drawing him close against me so I could feel his solid, real body. I wanted to know that this was real, and to remember it like this. I didn’t want to ever forget.


  “I love you, Roman. I want you for as long as you want me,” I said.


  “I want you forever,” he said.


  I turned my face up and kissed him sweetly, with forgiveness. He drew me back in and kissed the crown of my head, which was at just the right height for kissing. I reached up and pulled his head down so I could kiss him more passionately.


  “Come sit with me for a bit,” he offered.


  Sleep could wait a bit longer.
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  THE WHOOP OF THE KLAXON woke me. I sat up, flinging my legs over the side of the bed and standing before I’d realized what was happening. Months of being on constant high alert had programmed me, and I was stuffing my legs into my skinsuit as I yelled at Zeta in my head.


  Report. What is happening?


  I sensed a feeling of satisfaction behind the tone of her words. She liked it when I sounded authoritative, for all the good it did me.


  We’re in trouble.


  “All hands, this is Driscoll,” the harsh words echoed over the loudspeakers throughout the ship. “We are being chased by an unidentified ship. Please report to battlestations immediately.”


  Battlestations? We hadn’t even assigned battlestations.


  “Correction. Please report to the bridge immediately,” Driscoll said.


  That made more sense. I finished sealing my skinsuit and boots, checking to be sure that all the hookups were in order in case they were needed. These suits could pressurize into something in between a soft pre-diaspora Earth space suit and a hard maintenance suit if the ship lost pressure. All it needed was a helmet, but thankfully there were a few racked at every station around the ship.


  Roman was shrugging on his own clothing. He arched an eyebrow at me. I’d let him stay the night, although not in the way that everyone probably thought. It made both of us less anxious to have the other one nearby. Honestly, I still had a lot of mental barriers to breaking the three rules, even if I was now the blood enemy of the man who was responsible to enforce them.


  This is real trouble, I said.


  Well, if trouble comes a lookin’ for me I’m gonna be mighty hard to find, he replied. It sounded like a quote.


  Nice to see that someone has regained his sense of humor.


  Don’t let it fool you. This marine is like a neo-tiger and a plasma saw reconstituted into one.


  We ran to the bridge and joined the others. Driscoll was elbows deep in the main holotank with Kitsano at the tactical station.


  “We’ve ID’d her as the Barnacle Goose. Ship’s records show that is the flag ship of Admiral Tagawa.”


  Uh oh. Flaghship. There had never been a flagship in history that wasn’t accompanied by at least a task force. Hopefully it wasn’t a full fleet.


  “Do you read any other ships in her formation?” I asked.


  Kitsano nodded as if in agreement with the question, and scanned over her holo.


  “Passive sensors read nothing. We could try active, but most Fleet ships consider active sensors to be tantamount to declaring intentions of aggression.”


  I was aware of that, so I nodded.


  “How far are we from the planet?” I asked.


  “If you mean, ‘can we get a shuttle there,’ then the answer is yes. If you mean, ‘can we get a shuttle there undetected,’ then the answer is no,” Driscoll said, absently.


  “Forget running away. Can we fight?” Ch’ng said.


  “We don’t have the manpower,” I said.


  “Don’t you have thousands of shadows you can pull up at a whim?” he challenged.


  “Yes. And they can respond to the computers and run the ship like an amped up autopilot, but they can’t communicate directly with the humans on the ship, except for me and Kitsano, and that’s simply not good enough to maneuver and respond to orders in a timely manner in a battle.”


  Ch’ng looked at Driscoll.


  “We can’t make a fight in this ship,” Driscoll said,frowning. “You know Matsumoto. If she could fight for us, she would.”


  Ch’ng nodded, convinced.


  “So what, then?” he asked.


  I crossed to the main holo and stuck my own hands in beside Driscoll’s, sifting data with precise finger flicks and swirls.


  It looks like you’re finger painting in mud, Roman commented.


  I can’t afford to be distracted right now.


  His inappropriate thoughts were almost too much, and once again I wished that the filter that was supposed to exist between our minds had stayed in place.


  No you don’t. This is so much more fun. If I knew I had this ability earlier…


  “What do you think of this model?” I asked Driscoll, pulling up the numbers and trajectories I’d been working up.


  “It might work. Maybe. If we’re lucky.”


  “What might work?” Ch’ng asked. He hated that he wasn’t in charge.


  Keep the attention on your plan. Inspire your people. Lead them to victory! Zeta urged.


  Just survive, my own mind countered, all the rest is for fools.


  And Matsumotos, Roman added.


  Point taken.


  “We’re being hailed,” Kitsano said.


  “Put it on speaker,” I said, “but nix the feed on this end.”


  “Cardinal’s Blood, Cardinal’s Blood, this is Blackwatch Imperial Fleet Ship Barnacle Goose. Please respond,” the speaker chirped.


  “What now?” Kitsano asked.


  “Put yourself on speaker. Tell them you are our comm officer and that we are on a routine flight to Nightshade,” I said. “Driscoll, key in that course I laid precisely. Everyone else get down to the shuttle bay and prep shuttle number one for launch. Follow the computer prompts until either Kitsano or Driscoll arrives to take over. We need to time this well with so few people. And someone grab Yamamoto.”


  Kitsano surprised me with an, “Aye, Skipper,” that didn’t even sound ironic.


  You’re stuck with me until you leave the bridge, Roman said. I didn’t bother arguing.


  Zeta, how long will it take to retract the shadows into my mind? I don’t want to leave any of you here.


  She was quiet for a few moments and then said, Five minutes.


  “Driscoll, do you have the course laid?”


  “Almost.”


  “Can the ship’s computer do it on automatic?”


  “For the most part.”


  “Then once it’s keyed go to the shuttle to prep.”


  He nodded once, but kept his eyes on his work.


  Zeta, recall the shadows, I said.


  “The officer over there’s not buying our story. She says to get the captain on the line,” Kitsano reported.


  “Tell her to stand by,” I ordered. “Then leave the logo screen up and get down to the shuttle.”


  “Should I leave their communications on speaker?”


  “Please.”


  “Aye, Skipper.”


  What’s the plan? Roman asked.


  Driscoll’s laying in an evasive maneuver course. It will bring us near the planet, but put us in the shadow of some other traffic. Hopefully we can launch the shuttle in the chaos and leave the ship to fly itself out of harm’s way. When they capture her they’ll know we left and they’ll know when according to the ship’s automatic logs, but hopefully we’ll be on planet then and able to hide out.


  Yikes. I don’t give that much chance of succeeding.


  Well then thanks for the vote of confidence, I said, frowning.


  No problem.


  Sometimes I’d prefer if he lied to me.


  Your body looks fantastic in that skinsuit.


  Or maybe not. It was too easy to tell when he was playing me.


  “Cardinal’s Blood this is your last warning. Put Captain Sato on the comm in thirty seconds or we will open fire.”


  “That’s not good,” I said aloud. Only Roman, Driscoll and I were left.


  “There. Keyed,” Driscoll said.


  The shadows were beginning to enter the bridge now, merging with my own shadow and pouring into my consciousness. I hadn’t expected it to be so difficult to absorb them. Each addition made my head whirl and required a force of concentration that blocked everything else out.


  I took a step towards the lift with Driscoll and Roman to head down to the small craft bay.


  Don’t move! We can’t be reabsorbed when you are moving and this is where I told them to rendezvous! Zeta ordered.


  “Hurry Vera. There’s only three minutes until we need to launch our shuttle,” Driscoll called.


  I was unable to speak. The intensity of focus required of me was too great. I stood there, mouth drooping like a stroke victim, as sentient consciousnesses poured into me like boiling water on ice.


  Roman ran back towards me and scooped me up in his arms. I held up a hand.


  Stop, was all I could say.


  “Cardinal’s Blood, surrender now!” the speaker boomed.


  A shrill alarm sounded from the tactical holo and a second later the ship rocked, gyrating like it was on ice instead of in vacuum. Roman’s knees buckled and we crashed to the floor. I was immobile, my face pressed to the deck plating, looking up at the two of them as the shadows swarmed towards me.


  Driscoll glanced at the main holotank. “She’s hit. We need to get to the small craft bay. Come on!”


  He ran to the other side of me, and he and Roman hauled me up and then each threw one of my arms over their shoulders and dragged me into the lift. Driscoll jammed the buttons.


  Zeta was screaming angrily in my head. We were bound to lose shadows if I kept moving. They wouldn’t be able to catch up. What did she expect? My own thoughts were not responding clearly enough to communicate. I was overloaded with the sheer volume of the shadows streaming into me.


  “Driscoll, are you there?” Kitsano yelled over the comm.


  “I’m here, what’s on your mind?”


  “The small craft bay has taken a hit. We are leaking atmosphere. You’d better be right about that course. We need to launch the second your feet hit this deck!”


  “On our way,” he grunted, as the lift doors opened and the two men struggled out, running at a matched pace with me draped between them.


  I was frozen within my own body and I could see shadows rocketing down the passages before us before they collided with my living brain. Being an alien warlord and General of a Shadow Army is not all it’s cracked up to be.


  Loving one isn’t either, Roman grunted underneath me, although it offers excellent PT opportunities.


  We came up to the small craft bay doors, and Driscoll jammed the release and then cursed.


  “The doors are damaged. They can’t open.”


  Roman studied the schematic on the wall.


  “There’s another way here,” he said pointing to a route on the map, as the ship was rocked again by a blow.


  Passages and decks on the schematic were suddenly outlined in red and Driscoll shook his head.


  “Not anymore. We might be able to make it through the maintenance passage here, but I can’t tell if it’s open to vacuum.”


  “There’s a helmet rack here,” Roman suggested, pointing again at the schematic. “We can helmet up and give it a try.”


  “Best chance,” Driscoll agreed, and if I were able to form cognitive thought I would have marvelled at how smoothly they worked together.


  Roman started to angle us towards the rack and I heard Driscoll on the comm.


  “Did you pre-flight both assault shuttles, Kitsano?”


  “Aye, sir.”


  “Then you’d better take the first. We’ll take the second when we get there.”


  There was a pause on the other end of the comm.


  “What does Matsumoto say?”


  I felt a surge of satisfaction. She wanted to know if Driscoll was following my orders.


  “She’s out of commission at present. I’ve left instructions with Ch’ng in case we get separated. He’ll fill you in. See you on the other side.”


  “Aye, sir,” Kitsano replied.


  Roman jammed a helmet over my head, sealing it and then leaned me against the bulkhead as he and Driscoll sealed their own helmets and double checked the telltales. The shadow river continued to flood into my head, but even through the black mass I could see through the warped window on the small craft bay door. A bright glow filled the Plexiglas as Kitsano’s shuttle lit her engines and left us to die on our own.
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  “HAND HER TO ME,” DRISCOLL said, wiping the screen of his helmet with a gloved hand.


  It must have been subconscious since he didn’t have the ability to actually wipe the sweat from his brow, but it made me feel hopeful. I’d noticed what he was doing. I was beginning to get a grip on my own mind again.


  The last of the shadows had returned to me hours ago – or at least it felt like it had been hours ago, although that couldn’t possibly be the case. Our ship was still being rocked by missile fire, and she would have been smashed to slag if it really had been hours ago. I still couldn’t move on my own.


  Roman passed me off to Driscoll with an exhausted grunt and then scrambled down the ventilation shaft ahead of us. This was the third route they’d tried. All the others had suffered damage and proven impassable.


  “Cardinal’s Blood, you are damaged beyond recovery. Our boarding parties are on approach and will dock in your small craft bay in approximately 10 minutes. Any resistance will be met with deadly force. Prepare to surrender.”


  Miraculously, the comm systems were still in working order.


  “This better be it,” Roman muttered, fiddling with a panel beside the maintenance hatch.


  “If it’s not then we’ve lost our shot,” Driscoll agreed.


  I was tracking fully now, although I hadn’t regained full use of my body. I wiggled my toes and fingers. Not long, now.


  “Got it!” Roman exclaimed, and the hatch sprang open just as Driscoll caught up, towing me behind him.


  He dropped me just before the narrow hatch, and shoved himself through with harsh movements that spoke of exhaustion and stress in equal measures. I was pulled through next, bumping painfully against the edges of the hatch. I kicked my feet to try to help, and was gratified to feel movement.


  The hatch opened just meters from the other shuttle, and I felt a surge of excitement as I noted that it was humming with life, fully lit, and the shuttle door was open.


  “Come on, Aldrin, she’s ready and waiting for us!” Driscoll exclaimed, hitching me up on his shoulder.


  My belly hurt from the lift and I almost opened my mouth to tell him that I might be able to walk now, when a whooping shriek and a red beacon shot across the bay in the rotating spin that signalled the opening of the small craft bay doors. Our attackers must have hacked the ship’s computers and she was opening wide to greet them.


  My vision suddenly became crystal clear as vacuum filled the shuttle bay, my eyes drifted to the opening bay door, and then snapped back to the shaft we’d exited as a scream erupted from Roman. The opening of the shuttle bay doors had tripped the safety mechanism in the hatch we’d just escaped through and it slammed shut on him, pinning his leg in its jaws.


  “Go! Go!” he yelled over the helmet speakers, “Get her out of here!”


  “No!” I yelled, too shocked that he would suggest we leave him to realize that I could speak again.


  Driscoll thundered up the shuttle ramp, throwing me to the ground as I thrashed against his arms.


  “No!” I screamed.


  What did he think he was doing? We couldn’t leave Roman. I wouldn’t. There was no point without him. No point to anything.


  “Stop fighting me, we need to get out of here,” Driscoll said through clenched teeth as he pinned me down to the shuttle floor.


  “Not without Roman,” I gasped.


  “No time,” he argued.


  “No time not to,” I disagreed, slipping from his grasp and stumbling three steps down the ramp before I tripped and fell on my face.


  A hand caught the back of my suit and threw me back into the shuttle. Driscoll’s hiss of irritation could be heard over the helmet speakers.


  “Get up to the cockpit and fire the engines. I’ll do what I can for him.”


  I pulled myself up, glancing at him to see if he was telling the truth.


  “Go,” he said, gesturing to the cockpit. I waited till he took the first step towards Roman and then stumbled slowly to the shuttle cockpit, fell into a pilot’s seat, and booted the ship program on my implant. It started up slowly.


  The small craft bay was almost fully open now. If it hadn’t been for our magnetic boots the vacuum would have sucked us away with the air. We were down to seconds until the boarding party could enter the bay. I fired the engines. The pre-flight was complete and a course was set in. The shuttle required manual piloting to exit the bay, but then the computer could pilot it down to the set destination. Good thing they’d been pre-flighted. It was too much to do on the fly.


  I heard banging from the ramp and groaning.


  “Up ramp!” Driscoll yelled over the helmet as if I wouldn’t have heard simple speech.


  There was a hissing sound coming from Roman’s speaker. Maybe there was a malfunction. I stuck my hand in the holo and twiddled the pixels to pull up the ramp. My pilot program was finally online and I set it to 90% auto. I could tweak what it was doing, but it would do most of the heavy lifting.


  “Driscoll we need to get wheels up, now!” I said.


  “You can fly it now, right? You uploaded a program into that implant of yours?” Driscoll asked. His voice sounded strained.


  “Is everything ok back there?”


  “Can you fly it? Yes or no?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then get us the hell out of here!”


  I jammed the lift, flicked the landing gear up, rotated the shuttle in a computer-perfect spin and as the bay doors finally opened as wide as they could go, I sped forward and spat out of the bay like Lazarus from the grave, hurtling towards the incoming boarding shuttle and swerving away at the last second.


  Reprogram shuttle maneuvering to imitate the fall of unpowered space debris, I ordered my implant.


  Activating Pre-set Tactical Maneuvering Plan Beta Gamma Niner Seven.


  The shuttle twisted and lurched and then it felt like we were in freefall as we hurtled towards Nighshade. Driscoll cursed into the helmet speaker.


  “Is there a reason that it feels like you’ve lost control?” he asked.


  “I’m trying to avoid detection.”


  He grunted. “While you’re at it, correct your destination to Destination Epsilon. Our original choice of landing isn’t going to work out with military scanners watching our descent.”


  “Are you sure?” I asked, worried because no one had told me about any alternate plans for destinations.


  “Stop second-guessing me and trust that I put in safeguards,” he said harshly.


  I frowned, but adjusted the input.


  “I can’t hear Roman through the speakers,” I said.


  “His suit is damaged,” Driscoll replied after a long moment.


  I sucked in air sharply.


  “No, he didn’t suck vacuum. Stop flipping out and get back to piloting the shuttle,” Driscoll said.


  The stress in his voice was escalating. I badly wanted to go back and see what was happening, but I couldn’t leave the controls. Even with the computer handling things, my brain and hands were required to make the adjustments. We had to hit atmosphere just the right way or we’d die. We also desperately needed to avoid detection or our pursuers would be on us before we could crack the shuttle hatch.


  Roman? I asked.


  Nothing.


  Status on Roman Aldrin, I ordered my implant.


  Unconscious. Health unstable. Medical attention in progress.


  What the…


  “Driscoll, how badly is Roman hurt?”


  “He’ll be fine. I’m working on him with the med comp.”


  “The med comp?” I asked. That was serious if he was using a medical computer. They did all the stuff that normal people weren’t trained to do – sutures, setting broken bones, administering drugs.


  “What did I say about questioning everything I tell you?” he growled.


  I’d never heard him like that before. He always seemed so self-possessed and almost indifferent. My stomach felt like a pit and my mouth was suddenly dry, but I had to focus on flying. I tried to keep my mind on that, on the complicated patterns my hands made and the output from the holo.


  “Entering atmosphere in five…four…” I began the countdown wondering if it was only for my own benefit.


  “…three...two…one. Atmosphere.”


  The shuttle bucked into the pre-programmed path for Destination Epsilon, and once again the flight was rough as we hit weather. I pulled up the screen image that the sensors were relaying from outside.


  All I could see was a massive storm and swelling waves for kilometers around. Almost as soon as I’d looked around the shuttle plunged into the water and I was seeing only water, water, water, and still we were sinking.


  What the…?! Shuttles were built to float. They were designed to dock on water when needed.


  “Driscoll!” I called.


  “It’s a bit dicey here,” he said.


  “We’re sinking in an ocean!”


  “Hold on.”


  Hold on? I bit back a curse. Hold on? At least the shadows were staying out of this.


  It’s up to you to do something, Vera. I told you not to trust Patrick Driscoll. He’s going to get you killed. Change the heading and get out of the water! Zeta was right on cue.


  My hand hovered over the holo, considering. Driscoll was distracted. It could have been a mistake. I needed to reverse course. I thrust my hand into the holo.


  “I hope you’re not thinking about changing course,” Driscoll called aloud from the back of the shuttle. His voice was faint and it echoed. He must have removed his helmet, which come to think of it, I could do, too.


  “What’s going on here, Driscoll?” I asked with an edge to my voice.


  “Ch’ng’s underground contacts are also under-sea, as it were. When you see an amber glow, head for it. Dock as you would in deep space. The docking clamps operate the same and have the same markings.”


  I was noticing a glow a little to the left and far below. I angled towards the glow. He was right. Looming before me was a docking hatch, complete with markings that my implant recognized immediately and configured my movements to match. The soft clunk of a successful dock met my ears and then the sound of a pump and cycling hatches as our coupler was secured.


  We were docked. To what we were docked, remained to be seen, but here we were. My ears felt like they wanted to explode. I had thought that nothing threw your system for a loop like entering atmosphere from space, but it turned out that following that up with a deep sea dive was even worse.


  I pulled off my helmet, unsealed my gloves, shut down the engines, and put the shuttle on standby. We were officially docked. I felt queasy unease replace the tension of piloting a small craft for the first time. What had happened to Roman that Driscoll had taken this long to deal with?


  A sudden horrible thought occurred to me. What if he wasn’t back there at all? What if Driscoll left him and was hiding so I wouldn’t know and couldn’t check? Terror seized me and I bounded for the back of the shuttle, twisting through the narrow passage into the med comp section.


  Relief flooded me and darkened my vision for a moment when I saw Driscoll, helmet and gloves stripped off, working over a mobile gurney with Roman lying underneath. He was stripped out of his suit and in only his under layer. My eyes flickered over his chest and face. He was breathing and his face was pink. Unconscious, but alive.


  I started to breathe out, but then my breath hitched in my throat. His leg was gone.
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  “What…?” I began.


  “Got caught in the hatch back on the Cardinal’s Blood,” Driscoll said.


  A wave of nausea tore through my belly as fear drained the blood from my face while anger rose upwards to meet it somewhere in my chest.


  “And you didn’t think that was something I should know?” I asked, slowly and quietly so that he wouldn’t be able to miss my fury.


  “You just piloted a shuttle into atmosphere and then a submarine dive for the first time. I thought I should leave you to it,” Driscoll said sourly, but his eyes blazed with that light he got when he looked at me.


  I wasn’t interested in his pride in me right now. I was worried about Roman. I crossed to the med comp and read off the diagnostics.


  “You have much experience with trauma patients?” Driscoll asked wryly.


  “No,” I admitted, but I bit off the word hard, daring him to say more.


  “He’s stable. He’ll live. His leg is gone, but rejuvenation is possible.”


  “For a price,” I said, darkly. “And we’re a touch low on funds.”


  “Granted.”


  Once again he had the sound of someone trying to talk me down from a ledge. Was I such an emotional basket case that everyone around me had to walk softly? I used to pride myself on my iron self-control and internalized emotions. I didn’t even know who I was anymore.


  There was a clanging on the side of the shuttle like someone was knocking on the hatch with a spanner. Driscoll wiped his palms on his skinsuit and strode out of the med comp section.


  I reached out and took Roman’s hand, trying to transmit calm, loving emotions. My warrior. My beloved warrior, broken and maimed. A tear slid down my cheek, scalding me with recriminations.


  Driscoll’s head popped around the corner.


  “We have to go,” he said in a clipped manner, his face and eyes tight. Trouble.


  “Roman,” I said, wiping the lone tear away angrily.


  “You’d better carry him,” he said, and there was a warning in his voice that I shouldn’t question him.


  I decided to trust his judgment on this. After all, if we were meeting Ch’ng’s men then they were dangerous criminals and Driscoll had far more experience with the criminal elements than I ever would. After all, I still wasn’t certain that Driscoll’s Own weren’t criminals.


  I hitched Roman up over my shoulders in a fireman’s carry, anxious that I was hurting him, and only just able to support his weight. Fortunately my life hadn’t been roses and lilacs lately and I’d put on a little muscle. One leg and one arm hung over each of my shoulders. I flinched as the composite medical attachment on his stump of a leg rubbed against my hip. It didn’t hurt my hip, but it rubbed my heart raw.


  I’m a Matsumoto. The thought swam up from the depths of my pain. Not a lot of comfort, but maybe something to remember. Funny that as much as I hated my family I still felt strength from our heritage.


  I left the med comp section back into the open troop compartment. The hatch to the outside was flung open and behind it a dark passage with green light dripped noisily. A tiny runnel of water was leaking through the hatch into the shuttle. The corners of my mouth turned down. It looked like we’d hooked into an under-ocean sewer. I would have complained, but there were bigger problems.


  Three men and a woman had made themselves at home in the troop compartment. The woman had eyed me up and down as soon as I entered the compartment, and she was still staring at me. All that hostility was practically screaming ‘cat-fight prelude.’ I pretended that I didn’t notice her.


  Driscoll was negotiating with the oldest of the lot. He was short and wiry and he was wearing a strange jacket reminiscent of a shitagi. Perhaps fashions had changed since I’d been on a Blackwatch world, or perhaps it was just his personal style. It was heavily embroidered with heritage symbols and was a little ostentatious for my tastes. His eyes narrowed when he saw me enter the room, but he made as if he didn’t see me. Behind him, the other two men looked like the types you could find just about anywhere. They usually wore suit coats with black t-shirts underneath and not much in the way of jewelry. Everything was fitted to show off their physique and remind you of who they were – the muscle.


  “Norio Ishii says he will transport us to my contact,” Driscoll said to me, without breaking eye contact with Ishii.


  “For a price,” Ishii reminded him.


  “Which my people will pay you upon our arrival.”


  I pursed my lips. I hated negotiating with overt criminals - a category that included practically everyone these days. Speaking of not trusting, Zeta had been oddly silent lately. Maybe I’d finally found a way to shut the shadows up tightly enough that they couldn’t break into my thoughts all the time.


  “We’d like to see some up front,” Ishii said, glancing in my direction, “No one said anything about an injured man.”


  “That changes nothing,” Driscoll said.


  In response, the two men doing their best to imitate small mountains rolled their shoulders. The cranky woman started popping her knuckles. My mouth twitched irritably. I don’t like knuckle cracking. I suddenly felt glad that Roman hadn’t wheedled a promise of pacifism out of me just yet.


  “We’ll pay when we arrive,” Driscoll said again.


  Ishii made a great show of eyeing us all up and down. “And the shuttle is mine, of course,” he said, his eyes narrowing with the satisfaction of slaughtering helpless sheep.


  “The shuttle isn’t part of the deal,” Driscoll said, carefully keeping anger out of his voice.


  I heard a moan from Roman and shifted my feet impatiently. He wasn’t conscious yet, but we needed to get where we were going fast. I couldn’t carry him for much longer.


  “Before we finish negotiating, don’t you think you should help the little lady out?” Ishii asked, as if my features didn’t declare me Matsumoto to anyone but a blind man.


  “She’s fine,” Driscoll said without turning.


  “No, I insist,” Ishii said.


  My brow crinkled. Why was he insisting that Driscoll take Roman? Driscoll turned, matching my confused expression with a wry one, and scooped Roman out of my hold and into a carry in front of him. I didn’t like seeing him so limp in Driscoll’s arms. It was even worse than when I carried him. I felt my belly flip with fear.


  I glanced up and saw Ishii’s eyes on me. Something sparked in him at the flicker of fear in me.


  “We’ll take the shuttle as the down payment, and hold the sick man as surety. You’ll get him back when you’ve done what you promised,” he said.


  Driscoll might have turned him down, but I didn’t even give him time.


  “No,” I said flatly.


  “No?” Ishii mocked me, a perverse smile on his face. “You aren’t in a position to negotiate, little lady.”


  The woman smirked and one of the hulks reached to pluck Roman from Driscoll’s arms. I didn’t wait to let him. With my arms unburdened and Roman unconscious there was nothing to stop me.


  I spun into a full roundhouse kick, smacking the smirking woman right in her mouth. Blood sprayed, but I had no time to delight in the damage. I whirled on the momentum of the kick to place myself between Roman and the first hulk. A double-armed block stopped his reaching hand. With a thrust I forced shadows from the place in my mind where they were held. I didn’t know who or how many, but they came spitting out of my shadow like water on a hot griddle and popped up violently around me, surrounding the combatants before they could begin a counter attack.


  That didn’t stop my opponents. Both hulks rushed towards us, the girl drew a nettle gun, and Ishii fumbled for a weapon at his belt. The shadows were still spinning and confused when the counter attack started, but they were quick to respond when the nettles started flying.


  “Put him somewhere safe!” I yelled to Driscoll.


  You…warning…trouble! Fretzler screamed in my head. Apparently I’d forced an Elder out after all and her speech was stilted when she was surprised.


  Driscoll hauled Roman behind a seating unit and disappeared. I had too much on my plate to worry about that. Ishii’s weapon turned out to be a katana, and he advanced on me with it in a ready stance. I had never fought a swordsman before… if that was what he was. I booted my implant for a program to counter his attack.


  Searching…


  Looks like it was up to me. I ducked under a blow from one of the bully boys. Five shadows squeezed into the space I’d left, attacking him with an angry Fretzler at their forefront still breathing incoherent threats in my mind. A dozen shadows charged into the screaming nettles coming from the woman’s gun. A dozen more flung themselves at the other thug and I slid around them trying to keep pace with Ishii. He was angling towards Driscoll’s cover.


  I didn’t have a program to counter a katana, but maybe I had the guile to stop him anyways. I waited for an opening, making it seem as if my attentions were focussed on the other combatants when suddenly his eyes grew large and his attention was seized by something behind me. I slid across the floor, under the wavering katana tip and popped up from below to smack him crisply in the jaw with an uppercut and follow it with a stomp to his instep and a quick snap kick to the sword wrist. His katana flew from his hand, and my program-heightened reflexes swiped it from the air, brandishing it point-down in my left hand as my right hand and foot finished the job of landing him to the ground.


  I crouched over him, one knee on his chest. Despite my marvellous showing he still wasn’t looking at me. I took a moment to glance behind me. The two thugs were standing with their hands held high, surrounded by shadows, but clearly surrendered. Further behind them what was left of the smirking woman was encased forever in a gruesome tableau at the base of the swelling green fungus.


  I hadn’t thought they could do that away from Baldric.


  Neither did we, said Zeta, who was unfortunately back in my mind again. But don’t worry, we’ve redoubled our efforts both in combat and in communication.


  I managed to barely keep myself from swearing internally.


  That was nicely done, by the way. Keep on this path and you will win our favor.


  Great. That was a clear sign I was on the wrong path, then. But, in all honesty I couldn’t help but be satisfied with my work. I turned back to Ishii


  “Now I do the negotiating,” I said, fighting to catch my breath, and toying with the handle of the katana. “You’ll take us to Driscoll’s contact, and you’ll forget you ever saw this shuttle. Say yes, and maybe when I’m done with it I’ll sell it to you for a fair price. Say no, and I’ll feed you to these shadows. They haven’t eaten in a while.” I grinned widely, but without humor. “Oh yes, and as an apology for your treachery, you’ll throw in a top of the line regeneration unit.”


  Ishii’s eyes popped, and he licked his lips twice before speaking. “Regen units aren’t cheap…”


  “Good,” I replied, “Because if it was cheap you might forget this lesson, and that would be a very bad thing.”


  “What lesson?” he breathed.


  “The lesson that negotiating with Matsumotos is like entering black holes. You might go in, but you won’t be coming out again.”


  I turned to Driscoll who was standing protectively over Roman.


  “Get a stretcher for Roman and then lock the big boys in the med comp section. Ishii can retrieve them when he gets us where we’re going.”


  Driscoll nodded and I turned back to Ishii.


  “I think I’ll keep this,” I said to him, as I turned his flashing katana over in my hands. “I like shiny things.”
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  THE E-STRETCHER WAS EQUIPPED WITH a hover module, and that was a good thing, because Ishii was leading the way and someone had to keep an eye on that rat. I followed close on his heels and the shadows clustered around me like well trained dogs. Driscoll was towing the stretcher behind him and I tried not to glance at it every few seconds. Roman hadn’t woken up yet and worry gnawed at me like a wolf with a bone.


  Ishii led us out of the shuttle into what looked like a tunnel made of polymer pipe. Condensation lined the walls and where the pipe sections were sealed together drips of seawater fell, icy cold and briny, onto our heads and Roman’s prone body. The atmosphere felt clammy against my skin and the smell of stagnant sea water filled my nostrils.


  “Can we take the tunnels the entire way?” Driscoll asked.


  “Yes,” Ishii agreed, glancing nervously at my hand holding the sword. “It is not far.”


  “You need to call a friend,” I reminded him, “so that you can arrange to have the regeneration unit brought to our destination.”


  He frowned. Clearly he would have liked to renege on that expensive promise. We were still walking, but he glanced over his shoulder at Driscoll.


  “Ch’ng told me that you are Driscoll’s Own. We have deals with Driscoll’s Own. You’re overstepping them. Call your boss up and you’ll see. You don’t want to overstep with us. We’ve had a little misunderstanding, but that’s over now and it’s best to respect each other’s word.”


  I didn’t like the crafty glint in his eyes. He was trying to renegotiate.


  “I don’t think so,” Driscoll said.


  “Call your boss and see,” Ishii insisted.


  “I don’t have a boss,” Driscoll said.


  “And we don’t renegotiate,” I said, waiting until Ishii looked at me and then looking very pointedly at his katana in my hand.


  “Who is she?” Ishii asked Driscoll, and then turned to me before a reply was given. “Which one are you? I’ve seen all the Matsumotos on the newsfeeds. None of them looked as…weathered…as you do.”


  He said ‘weathered’ like he meant ‘homeless.’


  “I’m the one you’re stuck with, so stop trying to weasel out of the deal and call your people,” I said grimly.


  He shrugged and brought a hand up, palm facing upwards. He flicked a finger over a wide ring on that hand and the holo-projection of a colorful sphere popped up over his hand. He inserted his index finger and started to manipulate the hologram.


  I glanced back at Driscoll and raised an eyebrow. There’d been another tech advance since I’d been incommunicado with the world at large. Driscoll gave a head nod indicating that we should switch places and I complied. That thing could be rigged to explode and I’d have no clue. It irritated me to be out of the loop. I’m used to having the most cutting edge technology literally in my head.


  I took Roman’s stretcher and allowed my gaze to linger over him as Driscoll supervised Ishii.


  I heard him saying, “Because I’m the boss, that’s why.”


  “Ch’ng is our boss. Driscoll’s Own has a treaty with us, but you don’t call the shots.”


  “Ch’ng swore to Driscoll’s Own. He’s my liege man. That makes you under my purview. Understood?”


  I was too preoccupied by Roman to look up, though. Driscoll could handle this dispute on his own.


  As he always did when he was asleep, Roman looked smaller on that stretcher. Smaller, younger and oh so vulnerable. I wanted more than anything to protect him. I wanted to make it all better somehow. How messed up was it that I wanted to take over an entire empire when I couldn’t even fix things for the person I cared most about?


  Looking at him wounded and unconscious, everything else seemed so insignificant. Why did I care that he had loved someone else? He deserved that much at least, didn’t he? If only he could just be ok I’d let go of everything else. I was worried about his leg, and worried that it was more than his leg. People died from limbs being amputated incorrectly, right? What if he had an infection? What if Driscoll did something wrong when he was aiding him? If only he’d open those cinnamon eyes and be my Roman again he could have anything he wanted.


  I glanced back at Ishii and Driscoll. Ishii’s demeanor had changed to outright fear. Driscoll’s reputation had preceded him once again. And he keeps telling me he isn’t a terrorist. Who inspires fear like that if they aren’t terrorists?


  Ishii was sorting out the details with someone on a voice link when Driscoll drifted back to me. He spoke in an undertone so that Ishii wouldn’t hear.


  “He’s getting the device.” Meaning Ishii. “He’ll be fine.” Meaning Roman. “You need to stop solving all your problems with violence.”


  This was becoming a common theme.


  “Precious, coming from a terrorist.”


  “I won’t bother to address that accusation again, but think on this Miss Matsumoto, you are not far from being a terrorist yourself right now.”


  He had infused that with a little more bite than normal, and he turned and went back to Ishii as soon as he finished speaking. There was no room for me to respond. I frowned.


  He’s right. A terrorist is someone who uses violence or threats to coerce someone for political reasons. Since you joined us you have been doing that almost constantly.


  Zeta’s thoughts stung me and I froze. Had I become a terrorist?


  You need to buck up. You must and will be whatever you need to be to get the job done. Labels have nothing to do with reality.


  I badly needed Roman back, if only to counter Zeta’s relentless narrative. I wished I could lock her up again like I had before.


  Keep wishing. We broke through that seal. You’ll need to work so much harder to build another one now.


  But had she broken through or had I opened it when I called them out?


  I was so absorbed in trying to recall the details and worrying about Roman that I had hardly noticed the passing of time when we arrived. My implant said it had been an hour of walking. Had it really been so long?


  We reached a dripping manhole. Ishii flicked his ring again and spoke quietly into the hologram. The manhole above us clanged open and Driscoll and Ishii started the ascent up a crude metal ladder.


  I fiddled with the settings on the side of the stretcher until I managed to rig the hover module to allow the stretcher to rise upwards through the manhole. I double checked that Roman was strapped in tightly, and then we began our ascent.


  Time to get back inside, I reminded Zeta. Nothing stands out like a girl with a private army. Fortunately the shadows obliged…this time.


  I was the last one through the manhole and I was surprised by what greeted me.


  The pipe stood up about two thirds of a meter from the ocean. Around it was nothing but aquamarine water for thousands of meters. Beside the gaping hole, a small craft hovered over the water. Driscoll and Ishii were inside, and Driscoll was settling Roman’s stretcher in place. I leapt the gap of ocean between the pipe and the hovercraft, and as soon as I reached the deck a man reached over and toggled the release on the pipe lid that closed with violent suddenness. I shuddered to think what would happen to a person caught partway out if someone hit that toggle.


  I would have taken Driscoll to task for not warning me, but my attention was elsewhere. I had never been to Nightshade before. What I saw took my breath away. Above the hovering craft a city bloomed. Homes, shops, and airdocks hung like ripe fruit from the branches of the largest trees imaginable – if that was in fact what they were. They were like over-large mangroves and from their many flexible limbs woven structures hung like glowing birdcages or woven teardrops. They were far enough apart to suggest privacy, but close enough to be neighbors. Behind them the sun was setting in a lullaby of pink and black, but the woven drops shone with light.


  Our craft lifted off the surface of the water and towards the structures above. We were on the far end of the grove, but in the distance other craft glowed and danced like fireflies in the night. As we drew closer to the settlement the smells of food cooking and the sounds of humanity drifted out to us, drawing us in towards the grove and the life within.


  “A city in the sea,” I breathed.


  “No land to put it on,” Driscoll said.


  Our craft drew in close to a large airdock that held a half-dozen craft already docked against the metal-reinforced structure. We slid into the last slot, and disembarked silently. One of the men manning the craft whispered to Driscoll and I noticed that Ishii looked nervous. These were not his men. We were amongst Driscoll’s Own now and Driscoll was king.


  I led Roman’s stretcher, tucked in close behind Driscoll. He held Ishii by the upper arm, which was a solid move in my opinion. One of Driscoll’s men led us and the other tailed the group, both looking like bodyguards more than terrorists. It made me feel slightly better about the whole situation, but I was getting nervous. It was one thing to go toe to toe with Driscoll on even footing but something else entirely where he had all the power.


  We were walking on woven, swinging bridges that connected to solid hub platforms. Occasionally there would be a spiral staircase around the trunk of a tree to a platform above or below. All of it was supported by modern materials and technology. It might look like a nature paradise, but man had wrought this place more than anything.


  The breeze picked up, briny and yet balmy with the tang of a foreign ocean. I inhaled in wonder. What arrogance man had to seize the planets of far-flung stars, and yet here we still were, thriving like a bacteria that only grew more as you tried to eradicate it. Cynical, maybe, but wondrous all the same. Everywhere you went man was the same petty, selfish, insecure bunch and yet somehow we managed to do the impossible, as if we were players in a comedy watched by the gods.


  The twinkling of the woven houses was mirrored in the water beneath so that if you were disoriented you might not know which way was up or down. They seemed small, but as we skirted the edge of one I realized that some were multi-storeyed. Our path wound and hiked up or crawled down so many times that I became completely lost. We had started on the far edge of the …city? plantation?... and we were still on the perimeter somewhere, but we’d moved along it and a little inward, to where the pods hung the lowest and the closest to the sea.


  “We’re here,” Driscoll whispered to me, as we stopped outside a yellow-glowing pod.
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  DRISCOLL WENT THROUGH THE DOOR first, dragging Ishii in by the arm and I followed with Roman. He was stirring slightly but still not awake. I paused to smooth his hair with my hand as we waited for our turn through the entry. His hair was soft and so was the skin of his forehead. He looked too vulnerable. It made me want to guard him from everything.


  The first floor of the pod was woven of bamboo and carbon fibre, with hanging lights incorporated into the open design wherever possible.. Above us a spiral staircase led to the upper floors, and hand woven art hung on the ceiling beams. I imagined Driscoll’s people in a smoky den with weapons being cleaned and bombs being rigged, not something you’d expect to find grandparents living in.


  Don’t let appearances deceive you, Zeta warned. She sounded nervous.


  “Did you expect suicide vests?” Driscoll asked with a raised eyebrow as I passed him with the stretcher.


  I ignored him. I don’t like being teased.


  “Patrick!” a tall man with greying hair greeted Driscoll with a fierce hug. “We were all worried. Did you get what you went to retrieve?”


  Driscoll darted a worried look in my direction and shot the newcomer a warning glance. As if I didn’t already know that he meant me.


  “Keitaro Shiga,” Driscoll said coolly, but his smile was the warmest I’d seen yet.


  “You didn’t mention casualties,” Shiga said casually, nodding to Roman.


  “Has Ishii’s man arrived yet with the regeneration unit?” I asked, butting into the sweet little reunion.


  “A man arrived a few minutes ago,” Shiga said to me, guardedly, and then turned to Driscoll, “Are you sure about the timing of this? Project Aznio is still in the works. If you wait just a little bit we can finish the test phase. Besides, third fleet is coming down Nightshade’s throat like a comet is on her tail. Something has the Emperor upset and that means that smart citizens keep their heads down and mind their business.”


  “We need to bring her in now,” Driscoll replied, sounding as if he was arguing, but I was so lost that I had no idea what they were saying. “Especially with that information.”


  Shiga turned to me and looked me up and down.


  “She doesn’t look like much.”


  “You should see her with a shadow army at her back,” Driscoll replied drily.


  I ignored the byplay. I didn’t need anyone to give me bona fides. I was Vera Matsumoto.


  “Since the regeneration module is here we don’t need to detain Ishii,” I said to Driscoll. “Have your men negotiate a fair price with him for the shuttle and then send him back to collect it and his people.”


  Driscoll’s mouth turned up at the corner in a wry smile, as if he knew I was passing orders not just because it needed to be done but also to remind him that he was sworn to me. He nodded to Shiga.


  “Make sure that Neroi gets a fair price, but not too steep. The shuttle is hot.”


  “Hot?” Ishii complained.


  “Are you complaining, Ishii?” I asked, examining his katana in my hands again. The workmanship was exquisite.


  “No,” he said, reluctantly, his eyes still lingering on the sword. He must have known that I wasn’t planning to return it.


  “Do we need to worry about him?” Shiga asked Driscoll.


  “No. No need to worry about me. The Claw doesn’t rat,” Ishii said, and the glimmer of fear in his eyes was proof of his words. Driscoll’s Own struck fear in the hearts of hardened criminals. And to think Driscoll was still claiming that they weren’t terrorists.


  I shied away from the reminder that Zeta had called me a terrorist only a short time ago.


  Shiga nodded to a guard and Ishii followed the guard out the door. Driscoll seemed to relax as Ishii left.


  “You’re sure?” Shiga asked.


  “He knows about Driscoll’s Own. He’s terrified of us,” Driscoll said. “Which reminds me, we need clothing, medical assistance, and we need to get to Point B as urgently as possible. A Fleet vessel seized our ship and they’ll be sending insertion teams planetside as soon as they can. We need to move.”


  “It’s you the Fleet is here for? Typical Driscoll. And now it’s complicated further,” Shiga said.


  I was scanning our surroundings. The room was fully low tech. I didn’t see a computer or handheld device anywhere, unless Shiga or one of the others had one of those nifty smart rings on them.


  “How so?” Driscoll asked.


  “Nightshade’s sovereign space was invaded an hour ago. Our tap into the military net shows that it was completely unexpected and the Fleet is scrambling to meet the invasion force.”


  “Who invaded?” I asked, horrified.


  “Looks like The People’s Freehold,” Shiga said wryly. He was probably Driscoll’s age. Prettier, less certain of himself, but he was treating me like a child and I didn’t care for that.


  “Then if we move now anyone official would be too occupied to follow. Excellent,” Driscoll said.


  “They’ve stopped all shipboard traffic,” Shiga warned.


  Driscoll waved a hand.


  “For now. It’s probably an error. The People’s Freehold would never willingly attack Blackwatch. We’re too big of a fish to take down easily.”


  My eyes narrowed to a slit and I watched him carefully. Interesting. As urbane as he might be about Blackwatch politics, it seemed that Driscoll was more naïve than I would have guessed about inter-galactic politics. We were not at war with The People’s Freehold, but if they had entered our planetary space, that meant they were willing to risk a war. If they thought they could scoop up Blackwatch they would. This was a much bigger deal than he realized.


  Shiga nodded to Driscoll in agreement and I suppressed the urge to frown. Hopefully I was wrong and this was not the start of something very bad. Unfortunately, the prickling at the base of my spine made me think that I was right. I hate when I’m always right.


  “Ok then. Order a doctor, and some clothes to be delivered to Point B and let’s get moving,” Driscoll said, and Shiga nodded and left.


  I turned to Driscoll.


  “I thought we were at your place.”


  “It’s just a safe house,” Driscoll said dismissively. “I wasn’t going to let Ishii see the real thing.”


  “I’m worried about Roman. He’s been out a long time,” I said. I was worrying about Driscoll, too. He seemed to have his own plans here.


  “Don’t worry. I gave him something to knock him out. It will probably be another eight hours before he’s up.”


  I frowned. I didn’t like how unilateral he was getting with the decision making. Shiga returned before I could say anything.


  “Come on,” he said.


  We followed Shiga into a separate hovercraft that met us at the wide windows on the side of the house. One of Driscoll’s men was driving, and Shiga came too. I huddled close to Roman holding his hand and thinking about our situation as the hovercraft dipped down and levelled off above the ocean. There was no moon and the sun had finished setting. I had no idea what direction we were headed in or where “Point B” might be located and with a sinking heart I realized how much I had strapped my own fortunes to the careening rocket that was Patrick Driscoll.


  I told you not to trust him, was Zeta’s oh-so-helpful comment.


  Tell the Elders that I would like a different liaison, I replied.


  Forget it. They want me to keep an eye on you. After all, I am your mother.


  For all the good you’ve done at that role.


  There is good and there is good, Vera. I am the second kind of good. It takes courage to achieve the big things and sacrifice the little things.


  Like me?


  Don’t be so entitled. Of course I mean you. There are bigger things at stake here than you.


  I clutched Roman’s hand tighter, wishing he were awake right now. I needed help. I was sinking under all these big personalities. Zeta. Driscoll.


  I thought you wanted to be Emperor? I said to myself. Do you really think there will be fewer personalities to deal with then? If you can’t handle Driscoll and Zeta, then how will you handle that? There’s a war coming, too. What will you do when you have to negotiate the end of the war? No one is going to hold your hand through that. In the end we all walk through life alone.


  Any truth to Driscoll’s claim about a secret society?


  The Hand?


  Yes.


  I’ve heard of The Hand. I thought it was rumors, though. You should be careful about Patrick Driscoll. He will betray you if he can.


  Like he betrayed you?


  She didn’t answer. I always thought my father had been executed for loving my mother – or more specifically for having sex with my mother. There was obviously more to it than that, but no one wanted to tell me what it was. It wasn’t really any of my business, but at the same time I was caught in the middle of it now and the curiosity was eating me up.


  “We’re heading to The Hand?” I asked Driscoll over the sound of wind and water.


  The only interior lights were indicator lights at the helm reflecting on the faces of Shiga and the nameless terrorist flying the hovercraft. Driscoll, Roman, and I were in the back of the craft and it was semi-private although only partially shielded from the night air.


  “Yes,” Driscoll said.


  “Will they be willing to talk when we get there?”


  There was a long pause.


  “I don’t know,” he said at last.


  “But they are real?” I said. He said nothing so I followed up with, “I always thought you were dead. That’s what everyone said. If you weren’t dead, then what went sour between you and Zeta?”


  He snorted. “The Hand has taken in the people discarded by the Empire. Staged deaths where needed. Rescued us at the last minute and then let the Empire fake our execution at other times. I’m one of a long list. They found out about me and saved me.”


  “How did the Empire know that you and my mother…” I couldn’t finish the sentence.


  “I don’t know,” he said, and the words sounded heavy, “And don’t think I haven’t asked myself that question a thousand times. Somehow they knew. Zeta did nothing to stop them when they came for me.”


  So that was it. She betrayed him. Then why did she think he was the villain of the piece? She still hadn’t spoken up in my mind. I thought about her. Young. Pregnant, even if she didn’t know it at the time. She was a Matsumoto. She would never have betrayed the rules -although I did.


  “Who else did they rescue?”


  He laughed and said, “Mostly Matsumotos.”


  I was stunned into silence.


  “Oh yes, Vera. Matsumotos kill more Matsumotos than anyone. There have been a few others like me. Innocents. Political enemies of the dynasty, but mostly other Matsumotos.”


  “And what do they do with them?”


  “Hide them. Test them.”


  I felt a chill. “Test them for what?”


  “I don’t know. For something.”


  This didn’t sound good.


  “Then you’re taking me to be tested,” I said, in a dead voice. “What do they do with the people who fail.”


  “It’s not like that. Or at least, I don’t think it is. They hide them afterwards. Somewhere safe and far away. Neal Matsumoto set the whole thing up. It’s for the safety of the dynasty.”


  Why did that make me feel worse instead of better? Maybe because the rules were for our safety, too.


  “And what about Roman” I asked, “Will he be….”


  I was cut off by a loud curse from the front.


  “Strap in!” Shiga yelled.


  Driscoll and I scrambled to strap ourselves in and Roman down. I hunched myself over his prostrate form, cradling his head in my hands, not even sure what I was trying to protect him from. One minute I was huddled, breathing deeply, listening to the string of colorful curses Shiga was spouting, and the next minute we were hit by a wall of water and I was fighting not to lose the breath I’d sucked in at the last second.
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  I CLUTCHED ROMAN TIGHTLY, MY face cheek to cheek with his and my arms wrapped around both him and the e-stretcher. Panic flowed through me.


  We broke through the water and back into air. I gasped in a breath and heard Driscoll doing the same. The hovercraft was in a barrel-roll, hurtling so quickly that I couldn’t tell up from down. I kept myself tight over Roman, clenching my belly against sudden nausea and locking my spine instinctively against the whipsaw of the hovercraft. I refused to close my eyes as I scanned Roman’s face frantically. He was coughing – a good sign, but then we plunged under water again and back out.


  “Get this craft under control!” I yelled, pushing every ounce of command I could into my voice.


  “It’s not the craft. It’s the ocean!” Shiga called back.


  Driscoll had recovered enough to pull an emergency kit out from under his seat and clamp an oxygen mask over Roman’s head. He was securing it when we hit the drink again. Fortunately it was air-sealed and he’d secured it well. The read-out on the oxygen mask showed his breathing as steady.


  “Only one,” Driscoll gasped, meaning the oxygen unit.


  I shoved Roman at him, my heart lurching at physically leaving him. I hit the release on my belt and pushed towards the front.


  “Are you out of your…”


  Driscoll’s expletives could have stripped paint from the hull of the craft. I ignored him. As far as I knew I was the only one with a computer in my brain. I hauled myself forward. The hovercraft engines were screaming like a cat in a bonfire. I booted my pilot program.


  Connect to hovercraft directly.


  Connected.


  Force pair.


  Pair forced.


  Shiga’s curses grew more intense. I hadn’t thought that was possible. He was already giving me a very quick course in the shallow-end of human behaviour.


  Emergency pilot fed through human interface, I ordered my implant.


  Feeding.


  I sat on Shiga’s lap without permission. There wasn’t time for it, and I just hoped that he wouldn’t resist. I shoved my hands into the holo, and with my reactions and decision time boosted by my internal processors, I fought the crippled hovercraft like I was wrestling an alligator.


  The waves beneath us towered far above any heights I’d seen before. How had we gone from a calm sea to thirty meter high swell in moments?


  The hovercraft turbines shrieked with effort as I forced her upwards and into a complicated spin-turn that drove the hovercraft up above the wave peaks.


  “Tsunami,” Shiga said from behind me. “Tsunami.”


  “Nonsense,” I said absently, my mind focused on pulling the craft to safety. “Not a Tsumani.”


  The other pilot spoke up. “Point B says their monitoring system has flagged it as a rogue missile from the ships above. They fired on the Fleet. Planetary defenses shattered the rogue, but a big piece got through. It caused a massive wave.”


  “How bad?” Driscoll yelled from the back.


  “Bad. Emergency teams are dispatched, but everything is gone for miles. The safe house. The entire city we were just in…it’s not showing on satellite imagery.”


  I felt the blood draining from my own face. Planetary strikes. The civilian casualties were so high that no one did it intentionally, but some idiot had fired ship-killer missiles close enough that one had shattered. There would be so many dead. Children. Families. It hurt just thinking about it. I tried not to.


  “Point B?” Driscoll asked from behind me, his voice husky.


  “Intact,” the pilot said.


  I slid awkwardly off Shiga’s lap now that I had the craft under control.


  Return control to helm.


  “All yours,” I said to him, chagrin taking over so that I couldn’t even look in his eyes.


  I shuffled back to my seat and clipped in. My hands were shaking worse than the turbines. We were all dripping wet and cold. Driscoll unclipped and began to work clearing the baffles to drain the bottom of the craft.


  Shiga’s voice saying, “Well a princess can ride on my lap any time she likes,” did nothing to ease my embarrassment.


  Driscoll looked at me with a grin.


  “You think the death of thousands is funny?” I demanded.


  “Of course not,” he said repressively. “More than that, it will complicate things.”


  There was no “more than that” for me. I huddled over Roman and tried not to cry. I’m still human, even after everything. I’m still broken, even though I’m stronger.


  We flew in silence. The truth was grim and each of us was immersed in our own fears. The hovercraft was making a terrible sound, and I was certain we were going to crash at any moment, but somehow we didn’t.


  A tiny island appeared in the middle of nowhere and grew larger as we approached. The first glimmer of light was gilding the horizon and painting the mangrove trees on the island gold. We arced towards the island, zigzagged through the over-sized trees and then settled down into the docking harness against a stony outcropping. The harness was next to an entrance carved out of the thick rock and decorated with elaborately carved warriors similar in height to me. It was all the more eerie because no one was there to greet us.


  “Where is this?” I asked, trying to shake out what water I could from my Fleet-issued clothing.


  “Point B,” Driscoll said, his lips tight.


  “It looks old,” I said, staring in wonder at the lichen-coated carvings.


  “As old as The Hand.”


  Since The Hand started with Neal Matsumoto that meant it was as old as our dynasty – over ten generations.


  Shiga and Ebisawa finished docking and sprang up on the ledge to take Roman’s stretcher from Driscoll and I and then we followed. Roman shifted and his eyelids fluttered.


  “The drug is wearing off,” Driscoll said casually and then walked past and into the carved door cut from the rock.


  The door was narrow and low, with nothing but darkbehind it. I heard the scritching of boots on dust as Shiga and Ebisawa shuffled under the low stone frame, but I stood still, sniffing the fresh morning air as if the smell of earthy foliage could tip me off about whether it was safe to proceed. I didn’t think a dank cave was the right place for a wounded man, but I couldn’t leave Roman here. What if he woke up while I was in the cave? What if we all died in there and he was left alone on the edge of a cliff, missing a leg and strapped to a stretcher?


  “Hang in there, Roman. I’m right here,” I said and kissed him tenderly on the forehead. “Just hold on.”


  I shouldn’t have stolen a starship and made a bid for the Empire. If I hadn’t Roman wouldn’t have had his leg cut off in a door and he’d be whole and well. But then what? Would we have stayed apart? Me, going slowly mad with an angry army in my mind and he being treated like a human robot and beaten into submission when he showed his conscience? As always my limited options had shoved me into a place I never thought I would go. Sometimes I felt like my whole life had been a long tunnel with no branches and I was being prodded forward by life without any say in the matter.


  I sighed and pushed Roman through the door.


  Someone with a penchant for over-elaborate carvings and a lot of free time on his hands had been here before me. The tiny entrance led into a grand foyer. The ceiling was twenty meters high and dotted with little light beams. Someone had carved tiny holes in the rock above us and sunlight beamed in from them to illuminate the battle scenes that dominated the carved walls. The person who carved them seemed more concerned with grandeur than time period and richly dressed samurai’s duelled with katanas in front of skylines littered with starships. The martial theme was very in keeping with Neal Matsumoto, however, and that lent credence to Driscoll’s claim. It was Neal Matsumoto, after all, who had engineered the Red Room back at the Spring Palace that had featured so strongly in my own personal story.


  I almost jumped when I realized we weren’t alone anymore. Three men walked cat-like through a door to the side, and reached to clasp hands and bow to Driscoll and the others. I hung back to watch them.


  “Brother, you’ve returned,” the first one said. He was deeply wrinkled, but his frail shoulders refused to hunch and his thin hair was still cut in a military set. “And this is your Matsumoto?”


  I kept my face clear of emotion. His Matsumoto? Like a pet?


  Don’t let them treat you like you are his apprentice, Zeta reminded me. Don’t let him take credit for you, either. You became who you are all on your own. It had nothing to do with him.


  It was the closest thing to moral support I’d ever experienced from her.


  Just don’t screw it up now.


  There was the Zeta I was beginning to know.


  “This is Vera Matsumoto,” Driscoll said formally, gesturing to me.


  I looked sharply at him, but his eyes were hooded and gave nothing away. My hackles were rising and I felt myself instinctually letting my grip loosen on the shadows.


  Yes. Don’t hold us back! Zeta said, feeding my wariness back to me.


  I reined myself in sharply. This was not the time to let the shadows slaughter for me.


  How do you know? These ones look like they deserve to be fungi…


  I inclined my head very slightly to the military man. His eyes narrowed in response, taking my slight bow as an insult. They say beggars can’t be choosers, but when you have nothing left but your free will you need to cling to it.


  “Patrick Driscoll,” I said, being careful to fill my words with authority so there could be no mistake. “I believe introductions can wait until my guardian receives proper medical attention.”


  His eyebrows rose a hair, but that flicker of amusement still played across his lips. Shiga and Ebisawa looked aghast. I supposed they hadn’t seen so much disrespect shown to the leader of Driscoll’s Own, but then again, they had never been in the presence of a Matsumoto, either, and I was tiring of these games and intrigues. Real problems plagued me and they needed real solutions.


  “Ms. Matsumoto, Dr. Hoffstad is here to attend to Roman Aldrin,” Driscoll said formally, gesturing to a man in a white coat.


  I turned in Hoffstad’s direction and he bowed formally to me. Good enough. I reached out a hand to shake his.


  “My guardian needs swift attention,” I said glancing around me at the elaborate cave.


  “Please don’t be concerned,” Hoffstad said, his fingers flickering over the med-readout on the e-stretcher. “We have full medical facilities below.”


  “You can use the regeneration unit we brought?” I asked.


  “No,” he said, still focussed entirely on Roman. “Regeneration takes months. Mr. Driscoll said you need him up and about as quickly as possible. That means a smart prosthetic. I can fit one and program it in a few hours and we’ll see to his injury in that time as well.”


  I frowned. It had seemed awful when I thought that Roman would still get his leg back. This way he never would. I knew as well as anyone that there was only a short window in which regeneration could begin. Was my mission as important as that? I thought of the thousands of citizens above razed by an enemy that Nigel didn’t stop. One more debt the Matsumotos owed.


  I nodded, my mouth twisted into a bitter frown and I gripped the handles of the e-stretcher, preparing to follow him, but Driscoll gripped my arm. I flinched, wanting more than anything to strike him for touching me in that moment of anger and pain.


  “He’ll be fine with Hoffstad and he won’t let you in the room while he’s treating Roman anyways,” Driscoll said gently.


  I was about to say that I didn’t care what he ‘let’ me do, I would be sticking with Roman, but then Driscoll continued.


  “With a war waging, our options have shrunk again, and I strongly recommend - as your liege man - that you meet The Hand as quickly as possible.”


  My lips tightened in frustration, but I nodded. Driscoll wouldn’t bother with all the “liege man” business if this wasn’t important, and as much as I knew he had his own reasons for what he did, so far his judgments about people had been accurate.


  It was physically painful to watch Dr. Hoffstad pull Roman out of the room, but I overrode my pain and followed Driscoll back to the other two men. I didn’t wait for awkward introductions again. Zeta was right that I needed to take the upperhand as quickly as possible.


  “So you are The Hand, then,” I said. “A secret society dedicated to observing and possibly expunging the Mastsumoto Dynasty?”


  The military man frowned slightly and his eyes were still narrowed. To his right, a man who had ‘professor’ written all over his rumpled clothing and electronic pad, gaped at me. I was used to having that effect on people. If they wanted a tame Matsumoto they should have found someone else.


  “Yes, I suppose that’s correct,” the professor said, glancing at the military man.


  “And are you hoping to observe me or expunge me?” I asked, with a voice of etched crystal.


  “Both,” the military man said, and without thinking I let loose the shadows.


  THE MATSUMOTO: 19


  “EASY! EASY!” DRISCOLL SAID, HIS voice pitched higher than usual and his words forceful. I was beginning to get used to the feeling of people sounding like they were dealing with a crazy person when they spoke to me.


  Zeta whooped in my mind as she and Dalinoro tumbled free with half a dozen other shadows. They fanned out behind me, whirling in the dim light of the vestibule.


  “What insanity is this?” the professor said in a high pitch, taking a step back.


  At the same time the military man said, “Driscoll?”


  “Easy!” Driscoll barked, both hands held up, one with his palm facing me and one with his palm held out to Shiga and Ebisawa who had drawn their guns.


  “Don’t bother with the guns, boys,” I said quietly. “They don’t do too much to the shadows. They just end up replaced by their fellows, and I seem to have an almost limitless supply.”


  There are two million, six hundred and fifty-three thousand, eight hundred and twenty-two souls in your care, Zeta informed me acidly. Our souls mean a great deal to us, even if you would prefer to pour them out like water at every whim.


  You told me to stand up and lead. This is me leading.


  Her silence suggested she was mollified.


  “You didn’t say anything about…that!” Shiga grunted.


  “Everyone just stop for a moment!” Driscoll yelled and then spun to face me. “Vera, listen. No one plans to kill you or Roman, okay? If things go badly here then there’s no plan to get help, but that’s all. No one is going to try to kill you. Do you understand?”


  I compressed my lips, my mind whirring to plot out the possibilities.


  “Please. Trust me. No one is going to kill you here today.”


  There was a firm steadiness behind his eyes that I’d only ever seen in Roman’s.


  He believes he is telling the truth, Zeta agreed, grudgingly.


  She was still a good judge of him. Not for the first time, I wondered what had come between them.


  I lowered the katana in my hands - I hadn’t even realized I was holding it up – and nodded, temporarily willing to believe him. I was certain that he didn’t plan to kill me, but most of what had happened to me so far hadn’t been planned.


  “Ebisawa, Shiga, there are quarters below. Why don’t you take a load off and get something to eat?” Driscoll said.


  The two men of Driscoll’s Own looked back and forth between them, confused, but eventually lowered their guns. Speaking together in a worried undertone, they left for the door Driscoll pointed to.


  “And maybe as a show of good faith you could retract your warriors, Vera?” Driscoll suggested quietly.


  Frowning, I tugged the shadows back inside but not before I caught a glare coming from Zeta. She hated being out of direct action. I knew the feeling. I was sick of dancing to everyone else’s tune as well.


  “Impressive,” the man with the military cut said softly. “You are sure she’s a Matsumoto?”


  “Don’t I look like one?” I asked. This blasted face of mine was always there to get me blame and never there when I needed credentials.


  “People can be altered,” he replied, studying me openly. Perhaps it was my face and hair that were throwing him off. “I’m Colonel Alan Genda.”


  “I’m Vera Matsumoto.”


  “Vera? I thought they killed her,” the professor said.


  I raised an eyebrow. “Do I look dead to you?”


  He swallowed and I remembered that I didn’t look all that great, even if I was still alive. I turned to Driscoll.


  “You didn’t tell The Hand that you’d come for me?”


  “I told them I was hunting a Matsumoto. We were careful not to say which one.”


  I frowned pointedly at him. Did he do that because these people knew that he was my father? Maybe he was worried that they’d think this was nepotism.


  “You don’t look like your picture,” the professor pressed on, referring to a ring phone hologram.


  “Ever heard of evolution?” I asked. “Professor…?”


  “Professor Choshi, Eskil Choshi.”


  I nodded.


  “Do you plan to keep me waiting out my days on your doorstep, Eskil Choshi?”


  He colored, and said, “Of course not. Driscoll? Genda? Care to come below? And of course you, Ms. Mastsumoto?”


  I nodded as graciously as I could, remembering my manners at the last possible moment. I was getting a bit too edgy these days. I needed to remember courtesy.


  Courtesy is the first thing to melt away when the fires of suffering come, Zeta said.


  Genda spun and led the way through the last door in the entryway. Choshi was quick on his heels and Driscoll and I moved to follow. Our skinsuits still weren’t fully dry and we were leaving a trail of water droplets behind us.


  “Watch yourself,” Driscoll whispered.


  “I thought you brought us here to find allies.”


  “I did. And we’ll find them if you pass their tests,” he said and had the good grace to avoid my eyes.


  “A little warning might have been nice,” I said, stress making it come out more sharply than I would have liked.


  “Tell me about it,” he said, running his fingers through his hair.


  What could he have meant by that? Surely he couldn’t mean that something about me was surprising? I was only acting the same way that anyone would in my situation.


  He gestured for me to go ahead of him through the door. It led to a spiral staircase dimly lit by inset lights. I followed it down through the dark. Genda and Choshi were already out of sight on the winding, rivet-studded stairs. A glow of light was below us and it became brighter as we descended until all at once the solid stairs became studded treads only, with the risers missing and the sides suspended by cables. As soon as my eye-level dipped below the solid walls I was hit with brightness and had to stop to regain my sight.


  The room below was wide, but shaped oddly, protruding into large bubble-like projections in various directions. All the walls were made of thick glass and beyond the glass the eerie play of light in water tricked the eye with its ever-shifting shadows. The ceiling, glass also, broke the surface in a hemisphere and bright light filled the rooms below. I had the strangest feeling of being a fish descending into a bowl. The sun sat just above the water, climbing swiftly into morning and pinking the clouds. We’d travelled all night.


  “It’s one-way glass. No one from the outside can see us. It is camouflaged to the world,” Driscoll said from behind me.


  My feet continued downwards on automatic as I gazed around the massive room. Someone had taken the nautical theme very seriously; the struts between the glass were made to look like riveted brass, while levers and engraved dials dotted the areas between the glass bubbles. Or maybe this installation was really so old that they had used actual brass and the levers operated flood doors.


  Dark portals to hallways and other spiral staircases going both up and down appeared at intervals in the maze of bubbles, as Driscoll led me deftly from one to another. So far the place felt like an underwater museum. One bubble we passed held stuffed predators posed in various attack stances, and another had an ornate display of weapons that we carefully threaded our way through. Another met us with a living smell and hydroponic flowers grew from streams and carefully wrought brass fountains.


  A spiralled library with ladders on rails to reach books as high as the domed glass ceiling filled another portal, and yet another contained nothing but benches and a plinth inlaid with ivory and engraved with names - hundreds of them trailing upwards on the column. Out of the corner of my eye I caught the name “Genda.” Could this be a list of members of The Hand?


  “Every one of us through the ages,” Driscoll confirmed, watching my eye tracing the list.


  “Us? You are one of them?”


  The last room before we caught up with the others caught my eye more than any of the rest. At first I thought it was an art gallery, as holo-art dotted the perimeter of the massive bubble, but in the center was a case made of spun glass, in a double helix spiral climbing to the top of the dome far above. At the end of each bar of the helix was a small bubble-like container and a glowing letter in the ancient language of our people from before we left Earth and agreed to adopt Standard as our language. If that was not odd enough, in each bubble there was a tiny object nestled that looked almost like a human tooth. On either side of the glass helix climbed another pair of shelves and on them were arranged bones.


  I was still examining the double helix when Driscoll strode past me to the next room. I glanced through the door to see a fire encased in a small cylinder that climbed to the ceiling. Genda and Choshi were in a small cluster of high-back leather chairs laid out in a circle around the glowing fire on thick skin rugs. Mounted fish of massive proportions soared upward and curved sinuously from where they were mounted in heavy bases on the floor. Choshi was pouring drinks and Genda’s eyes followed us. Driscoll crossed briskly to join them, but I remained motionless, intent on the case.


  I heard them greet Driscoll again, keeping their voices low as if they didn’t want me to hear. The sun was rising higher, and it caught the case just right, eliciting a rainbow prism effect. I studied the strange contraption carefully. Sure enough, the teeth inside were human. Molars, mostly.


  “She’s a fascinating specimen, like a Matsumoto gone wild!” Choshi said in a low whisper.


  “She said she was ‘evolved,’” Genda added.


  “You should have sent us word, Driscoll. She could be exactly what we’ve been waiting for!” Choshi said.


  “If she passes the tests,” Genda hissed, trying to temper his enthusiasm. “What were those shadowy warriors?”


  “She has an army of the dead in her mind that she can unleash at will,” Driscoll said in a neutral tone.


  “An army of the dead?” Choshi struggled to keep his tone at a whisper. “A formidable girl, indeed!”


  He should try walking around with one. ‘Exhausted’ was more on point than ‘formidable.’


  Now that I was so close I could see that there was one bubble in the very center of the spun glass double-helix. I craned to make out the engraving on the tooth. It wasn’t a design I was familiar with.


  “Indeed,” said Driscoll.


  “But will we just be replacing one self-centered egomaniac with another?” Genda asked, “We need to be sure we can control her, Driscoll. The Hand has prepared for too long to let our opportunity flash away. Especially now that war threatens. The Emperor has been turning his population into an army to fight for him. We are on both the verge of war and of losing huge swaths of our population to his tinkering.”


  I zoomed in with my implant. It was a QR Code.


  “Tinkering?” Driscoll asked.


  QR Code scanned.


  “Yes. It’s a version of your own army-producing strategy, but instead of injecting people with chips that navigate through their bloodstream and hijack their minds, he’s putting it right in their food supply. It’s called…”


  “VX-7,” I said, spinning around and striding into the neighboring bubble to join the group and looking Genda straight in his startled eyes. “We have some familiarity with that. So Driscoll is right? Nigel has been feeding it to the population?”


  “Yes. You should see some of the people right here in our capitol. They are…fading.”


  Genda and Choshi shared a look freighted with fear. I wondered if that was because of the VX-7 or because they realized I’d been listening all along.


  I exchanged glances with Driscoll, dodging around a massive near-hammerhead frozen for all time in a pose of deadly wrath.


  “We need to stop it, Vera,” Driscoll said.


  “Yes. And we also need to talk about why you have been injecting people with computer chips to hack their brains against their will,” I said. He blanched. “I seem to remember that you told me Driscoll’s Own was not a group of terrorists.”


  Program initialized. Do you wish to overthrow the Emperor? Y/N
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  DRISCOLL STUDIED HIS DRINK AND the others took a moment to study the horizon, which was a bit of a godsend for me as I was rooted in place by the question from my implant. Exactly what program had just booted up in my head and what had it done? The QR code! That’s what it had to be. I’d looked at the code and somehow it had triggered something, but the men in the room must not know about it or they would never have let me look at the tooth.


  Y, I responded, trembling all over with the weight of this moment. There had been a lot of points of no return along my journey, but I of all people knew that you can’t mess with things in your head without consequences and this definitely counted.


  Program preparing to initialize phase alpha.


  Which program? I queried.


  Operation Overthrow.


  Nice. Succinct.


  “Have you ever shown your little terrorist fish tank to any other Matsumotos?” I asked, trying to put the weight on ‘terrorist’ to take it away from my real question. Which was not to say that I wasn’t furious right now at dear old dad for lying to me about being a terrorist. I looked around me to further highlight the question.


  “Of course not!” Choshi said. “The only Matsumoto that knew about The Hand was Neal Matsumoto, our founder. If anyone else knew it could be our ruin – including you. If you were asked by the sitting Emperor you couldn’t lie or he would know.”


  “He is rather good at reading people,” I agreed.


  Choshi laughed, “Well yes, but you would have broken rule three, to obey him as your own conscience, and his implant would have informed him that you broke one of the rules, like it always does.”


  My jaw dropped. Our implants informed his implant and he knew? I guess that explained why no Matsumoto had ever been able to escape the consequences or hide their crimes from the Emperor. It had never occurred to me that this would be the case, but why not? My implant had shown a ridiculous level of flexibility. I closed my mouth with a snap and drew in a deep breath.


  Driscoll’s eyes were locked on to me and narrowed.


  “You didn’t know?” he asked.


  “No,” I gasped.


  “None of you know?!” he thundered, rising from his seat and lunging a step forward before drawing himself up.


  “I …don’t …think…so,” I said slowly, racking my brain for any hint that I might have heard of it.


  I didn’t know, Zeta said. Hiro caught me completely unawares, and his punishment was severe.


  “Well that explains a lot,” Genda said, taking a sip from his glass.


  “She didn’t know,” Driscoll breathed, resting his head into his hands. He looked so downcast that I took a step forward to comfort him before I caught myself, instead settling on a concerned gaze when he finally looked up. He shook his head hard, like he was trying to dispel his thoughts.


  “So if I break any of the three rules, Nigel knows almost instantly?” I said, still feeling queasy at the thought.


  “Of course,” Choshi said. “It was the only effective way to enforce the rules.”


  I smiled wryly, “Well at least he’s had an earful since he dropped me on Baldric.”


  Genda and Driscoll laughed, and Driscoll said, “I don’t think shadows count. I’ve noticed that you are more reticent with living humans.”


  I take offense to the use of the word ‘living,’ Zeta said.


  “I have a responsibility to the people of Blackwatch, whether they realize that or not. It’s not something I take lightly, and it’s not something that I can walk away from,” I said.


  “Would you if you could?” Genda asked.


  “Of course,” I said, and his eyebrows rose. “Who wants the weight of an Empire on their shoulders? But no Matsumoto can walk away. I tried, but there is no escape from what I was born. The only path now is to forge that into something useful – good, even, if that is possible.”


  Genda nodded and Driscoll’s face looked drawn. I was starting to think that this had something to do with Zeta.


  He was a fool for me, but more of a fool after, was her helpful comment.


  “Why are you here?” Genda asked, and both other men fixed their gaze on me. They waited in silence and I let it draw out a beat before answering.


  “To seek allies.”


  It felt almost like the answers were in my subconscious and being fed up to my conscious mind.


  “To what end?” Genda asked, and it sounded like it was by rote.


  “In order to seize the Empire from my cousin, Nigel Matsumoto.”


  “Why would you take his Empire from him?” he asked, and Choshi’s mouth had formed a tiny “o” and his eyes grew wider with each question.


  “He squanders my people and I wish to shepherd them, he despoils and I wish to defend.” Where were these answers coming from? They boiled out of my mouth before my conscious brain kicked in.


  “How far will you take this battle?” Genda asked and I saw that now Driscoll’s eyes were glowing, too.


  “To the hilt of my sword, to the last of my breaths.”


  “You coached her,” Genda said, turning on Driscoll in anger.


  “I swear, brother, I did not,” Driscoll said, palms up and spread out as Genda’s eyes widened.


  He turned back to me and said, “Do you so swear that you will be the Hand of the Matsumotos and will bring the revenge of your line upon your cousin, renewing our Empire with your blood or his?”


  I felt an icy chill, but I said what I knew I must.


  “I so swear.”


  Genda, Driscoll and Choshi exchanged looks that were equal parts wonder and horror and then they dropped to their knees and Genda and Choshi spoke the vows of fealty. My own surprise was writ large on my face and when they were done and I had said my words Genda rose and clasped my hand.


  Astonishment still clouded everything else on his face.


  “How did you know the words of the exchange?”


  “They were in me,” I said, equally uncertain.


  “Neal Matsumoto wrote them himself,” Choshi added from behind him, “and every member of the Hand is required to memorize them in preparation for the Day. And now the Day is here.”


  Had the answers been in the program from the QR Code?


  Phase Alpha initialized. First barrier broken: Gain the support of the Hand. Second Barrier messages being sent. Stand by.


  My implant had a mind of its own. How appropriate that everyone did these days except for me.


  “Well, as First Fist of the Hand I give you our resources and support,” Genda said and my own eyebrows crept up when I realized he was their leader. He smirked as he saw my reaction. “Somewhere-”


  He was cut off by a cleared throat from an adjoining hatch. It was Dr. Hoffstad.


  “If I can borrow the young lady for a moment?” he asked.


  At the same time I finally heard the voice I’d been waiting for.


  Vera? Roman said, panic lacing the connection with flickers of red.
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  I’M HERE. I’M COMING, I sent frenetically, gesturing to Dr. Hoffstad to lead the way.


  He started through the hatch and I was so close on his heels that he stumbled slightly and tossed me a wry expression.


  “We won’t get there if you stand on my feet.”


  Chastened, I settled back behind him. Our pace, quick as it was, seemed ponderous and I could feel Roman’s panic and terror in our link. The maze of bubbles was much bigger than I thought it was. Three narrow staircases and fifteen bubbles later, we were finally in what was clearly a medical ward, positioned so far below the original layer of bubbles that the ocean beyond was black except for the occasional flicker of a passing fish.


  Hoffstad led me to a curtained-off area and I rushed through and stopped inches from Roman’s bed. He was awake, and propped up in bed. Terror and anger warred within him as he studied his stump of a leg with burning intensity. My own emotions echoed his, my pain for him increasing with his own pain and my anger increasing with his.


  “Roman!” I said, reaching out to cup his face in my hands. “I was worried.”


  He nodded and I could tell he was fighting off tears.


  I’m so sorry, I said into the link. As if words would be enough.


  They aren’t.


  My eyes widened before I remembered how our thoughts leaked at times of intensity. Those ones were not likely meant for me. I colored at the thought.


  I thought you were going to die, I said.


  It’s ok, Vera, he said. It was worth it to get you out safely. And then, more faintly, were the words that he was trying not to say: She never should have delayed for those shadows. If she hadn’t then I wouldn’t have lost my leg. My leg. Oh my god….


  I was weeping openly, running a hand under my eyes and nose to stem the flow.


  “He’ll be alright,” Dr. Hoffstad said from behind me, oblivious to the raging emotions between us. “I’ve pumped him full of nano-robots. They’ll repair the damage over the next few hours and I’ve fit a prosthetic, as you can see.”


  The sleekly curved metal apparatus was already fit in place, looking alien jutting out from what used to be a living leg. I felt…horror…that this was my fault and Roman’s rage answered my horror with equal intensity. I tried to speak in the channel, but a color flash of rage cut me off, and I was left listening mutely as Hoffstad continued.


  “In a few moments the pain killers will kick in fully and he’ll be out. While he’s unconscious the nano-robots will also run connections so he can use the prosthetic with very little physiotherapy. It is a ‘smart’ device and it will read his input and adapt to him within hours. That’s the good news. The bad news is twofold. As you know, opting for what in today’s medicine is a fast and dirty solution leaves him without recourse later. He will not be able to regenerate the leg. There will also be psychological complications to the loss of a limb that few people today are required to endure. It will take time.”


  “Can we have a moment alone?” I asked, not even looking away from Roman.


  “Of course,” Hoffstad said, and I heard him leave.


  Roman turned a controlled expression up to me, but behind it bitterness seethed. I think I would have felt the same were our positions reversed.


  “I can’t ever make it up to you, but I’ll be here with you as you recover,” I said.


  “Can you really promise that?” he asked, and pain – both physical and mental- infused his words. “You have an empire to seize.”


  I half-smiled ruefully. “You are more important. I am so sorry, Roman.”


  “Worth it,” he grunted and a stab of love and loyalty towards me pierced the pain and anger so that they swirled together in his emotions and overpowered my own, dragging me into his raging whirlpool of feeling. The worst part about our link was that I couldn’t tell who his rage was directed at. Was it the situation…or me?


  I leaned down and kissed him gently on the lips, bittersweet pain and love mingling in my tears and our kiss.


  He kissed me back, bitterness and passion in equal measures and then they faded slowly and as I pulled back from our kiss I saw his eyelids droop and his consciousness slip away. All that remained was what was echoing in me.


  I lingered by him for a few moments, holding his hand and smoothing his hair back, and then I stormed through the curtain, desperate to unleash some of the rage still seething within.


  The moment I passed out of the curtain our installation rocked and I stumbled, clutching the curtain for support. Yells and echoing footsteps were all around us, and then Driscoll ran through the hatch towards me.


  “What’s happening?” I asked, and then took an involuntary step backwards as Kitsano and Ch’ng stepped into the bubble behind him.


  “Our friends have joined us,” he said, gesturing to a grinning Kitsano and a stony faced Ch’ng.


  “You seem to have made quite the entrance,” I said, lifting an eyebrow as the installation continued to sway slightly.


  “It wasn’t us,” Kitsano said, her eyes glued to Driscoll’s back, “but we are very happy to be back in your company.”


  Based on the way she was looking at Patrick she meant ‘your’ in its singular form. Who would have thought?


  Genda strode into the room, carrying an old fashioned print book under one arm.


  “Something is amiss,” he said. “We are getting reports that the battle in the sky continues and now our enemies are threatening to send missiles towards the planet.”


  My mouth fell open. No one in the civilized universe did that. Bombarding a planet always had catastrophic civilian and ecological consequences. There were one hundred and thirty five known sovereign human states. Most consisted of a single planet, but some consisted of many, like the Blackwatch Empire. One hundred and seventeen of us had signed the Caundor Convention agreeing not to bombard planetary populations. It was shocking that the People’s Freehold were threatening to violate that.


  “Aren’t they already attacking us?” Ch’ng asked, spreading his arms to indicate the vibrations that were still continuing in the installation.


  “No, these are merely fragments of the space battle colliding with Nightshade. Most of those fragments are shot down by planetary defense before they break atmosphere, but some still get by.


  “Are you saying this is only…space shrapnel?” Ch’ng asked, his face paling.


  “Exactly,” Genda said, his tone grave. “Our options are limited. We must leave this installation for a start. Nightshade is a torpid planet and she experiences almost no tectonic action. This place was not designed for these stresses.”


  I felt a sudden wave of nausea at the realization of how much water was above us. I pushed through the curtains to Roman’s bed and readied an e-stretcher beside it. Once again he’d need to be moved in an unconscious state. I felt a wave of fear and anger at the proposition. It was Roman’s anger reverberating in me. No wonder he was furious at his situation. Who wouldn’t be? I was reflecting it outward as if that could somehow keep it from consuming me. I was very afraid that if he was conscious I would feel his blame through our link.


  As I moved Roman to the stretcher Dr. Hoffstad joined me, hooking him up to the stretcher and programming its e-med panel to the right specifications as Genda spoke quickly, gripping me by one arm.


  “We always assumed that there would be time to pass everything on, but now our hands are forced. I pulled together a few things that you might find useful, but I am at a loss. How does a young girl take over an Empire, even with our backing?”


  He shook his head and handed me the print book and a handful of tiny items. They turned out to be more teeth. I put them in one of the pockets of the skinsuit and tucked the book into Roman’s stretcher.


  “Make your way to our chapter on New Greenland. Driscoll knows the way. You need their help as well,” he said as the ground beneath us rocked again.


  “I will,” I said, sincerely, looking for the first time into his eyes and seeing the man who had spent years – maybe his whole life – waiting to serve in this task.


  He smiled slightly, “I was a Marine Colonel before I retired, and I am loyal to Blackwatch, but I have always known that those at the head need the most watching and the most insistent reminders of who they are. Be sure you don’t forget that, Vera Matsumoto.”


  I nodded.


  “We have transport to Derivat,” Driscoll said, “Choshi has arranged both that and false identities. They are only allowing refugees to leave. No private ships. No criminals. No military.”


  Even with very good false identities it was going to be hard to pass for anything other than what I was – a Matsumoto.


  “Sounds like a problem,” I said guardedly.


  He shrugged and muttered, “Cross that bridge and all that.”


  There didn’t seem to be an alternative, so I set Roman’s stretcher into transport mode and followed him through the maze of bubbles. This time we were a somber crowd, focussed on moving quickly and keeping to our feet as the ground shook. At one point a hatch slammed behind us immediately after we went through it.


  “She’s breaking up,” Genda said, and even his military carefulness sounded melancholy at the thought.


  “All things pass,” Driscoll muttered, but I chose to remain silent. I had too much left of value to risk flippant comments.


  We found a lift that took us up to the main vestibule, which must have been how they brought Roman down in his stretcher. Everyone looked uneasy as we entered.


  “Where are all the others?” I asked Genda.


  “Heading topside, too,” he said tightly. “We passed the word.”


  “Bit of a maze down there,” Ch’ng muttered, and I had to agree, although I kept my mouth shut. The thought of that slamming hatch had me worried. There had been no warning that it was going to close before it did.


  We made it to the top of the lift and into the stone vestibule and again, the hatch behind me slammed shut, this time with a shriek. I looked back and saw a single hand, severed and lying in a pool of blood.


  “Genda,” Driscoll said white-faced.


  I glanced around and seeing the old man missing, I swung back, intent to rescue him.


  “There’s no way to save him!” Driscoll called.


  “That’s what you said last time,” I argued.


  “The doors won’t open,” he objected as I set to pulling on the handle. This felt far too horribly like deja vu to me.


  I was still pulling against the barrier when strong arms clamped around my biceps, picked me up and carried me away. After a few steps Driscoll released one of my arms, but was still shoving me forward with the other hand.


  “Roman…” I gasped.


  “…is being pushed by Kitsano. I swear, girl, your penchant for the heroic is going to get us all killed.”


  “Genda…”


  “…was a good man, and a better friend, and is likely dead,” he said harshly, flinging me into the hover craft so roughly that I tumbled to the floor and had to drag myself up in time to dodge the e-stretcher Kitsano shoved in front of her.


  Choshi, Shiga and Ebisawa were already inside and the hovercraft sprang from her docking the moment Ch’ng’s feet hit her deck.


  “Head to the capitol,” Driscoll shouted to Shiga.


  Behind us, a torrent of water surged up from the mouth of the installation and poured over the dock, tumbling down the cliff side. I looked down and saw thousand of bubbles surging up from the depths in white foam.


  “There she goes,” Driscoll said with a grimace.


  “Everything we’d saved. Everything we’d collected,” Choshi said, angrily, “Everything we needed.”


  “Not everything,” Driscoll said, glancing at me.


  You are directed to find Jin Ayumi to initiate Phase Beta of Operation Overthrow.


  THE MATSUMOTO: 22


  “WHO IS JIN AYUMI?” I asked aloud, gripping the side of Roman’s stretcher and checking the med readout. What had Hoffstad said about how long he would be out for? Had he said? I could never ask now. I felt a pang of sadness over the kind doctor. I was growing weary of so much death and loss. Before I even got to know people they were dying now. But I didn’t want to die with them. I had found a goal worth fighting for.


  Choshi and Driscoll exchanged a glance while Kitsano looked sharply between them.


  “A relic,” Driscoll said.


  “A scholar,” Choshi said at the same time.


  “What sort of a scholar?” I asked, ignoring Driscoll’s remark.


  “A scholar of history. He specializes in the Dynastic rule of the Matsumotos,” Choshi said, frowning at Driscoll. “He has an excellent reputation, though he is elderly.”


  “I’m not sure that you can afford to look down on the old, Driscoll,” I teased, surprised that I still could tease after everything.


  His eyebrows rose and his mouth twisted the way it did when he was almost happy, but then his expression tightened again. “He gambled on me. Saved me from execution.”


  It was my turn to be surprised.


  “He’s one of you? Of The Hand?”


  “Not exactly,” Driscoll said, “but he knows about The Hand and he sent me to them.”


  I nodded.


  “So not a terrorist, then,” I said.


  “Mock as you will, Vera. If you end up needing an army, I have the means to raise an army for you in just a few short weeks. ”


  I saw Ch’ng’s expression sharpen, and Kitsano stood and reached to pull the divider shut between the pilots and us.


  “Don’t bother,” Driscoll said to her. “The rest of Driscoll’s Own knows, or will soon enough. We developed a chip that is so miniaturized it can be injected in the blood stream and hack the human brain via a tiny computer. It steals your will for long enough that it can control your actions.”


  “For how long?” Kitsano asked.


  “It varies. So far the median time is two weeks. We’re calling them ‘combies.’ It’s short for ‘computer zombies.’”


  My lips hardened and my eyes narrowed.


  “Don’t be a hypocrite, Vera. It’s no worse than the army in your head,” Driscoll said.


  “No. It is worse,” I argued. “And I won’t allow it on my watch.”


  “The citizenry have already been tampered with,” Choshi argued as we sped across the roiling water, in the distance I saw a flaming piece of debris falling from the sky and sinking into the ocean like my innocence. “You will see when we reach the Capitol. VX-7 is turning them into shadows of themselves. Anyone who has ingested it will be under the direct control of Nigel Matsumoto.”


  “How do you know?” I asked. “That isn’t quite how it worked on Baldric.”


  “It’s been modified,” Choshi added. “We have very reliable sources for our information on this.”


  I frowned again, running my hand over Roman’s forehead as I thought.


  They overrode my implant and sucked me in somehow. If they’ve modified it further, who knows what it is capable of doing? Zeta chimed in.


  You’ve been oddly quiet.


  Believe it or not, I have interests outside of you.


  Shut down by a dead woman. Again.


  “So they are under his control and my behaviour is under his ever watching eye. Do you think my program tells him where I am when I violate the laws?”


  Driscoll made a moue with his mouth as he thought and I noticed Ch’ng and Kitsano share a confused glance. I would not be enlightening them.


  “Perhaps,” he said, and then changed it to, “likely.”


  “Then I should avoid breaking the rules. I don’t want to be discovered prematurely.”


  He nodded.


  “Regardless,” I said, “We won’t be tapping into your army of ‘combies.’ There must be a better way.”


  “And if there isn’t one?”


  “Then I will create one,” I said, settling back with my arms folded over my chest. I had been forging both my own luck and my own path for so long now that it would be amazing if I didn’t have to do the same in this.


  “When we get to Derivat we’ll split up,” Driscoll said. “For security purposes, so that we can blend in better. I’ve put a note in your documents with the place to go when you get to New Greenland. Vera and Roman, of course, Ebisawa and Shiga, Choshi and Ch’ng and I will travel with Kitsano.”


  He leaned back and closed his eyes, so he didn’t see Kitsano’s satisfied look. Choshi did the same, but I heard him muttering something that sounded like a prayer.


  “Where are Yamamoto and the others?” I asked Kitsano.


  “We left them at a hospital. Yamamoto was not doing well.”


  I closed my own eyes, and wondered if they had survived the bombarding of debris. I hoped so. There was no sleep for me, only fears, half-formed plans, and half-caught dreams from Roman.


  Are you sleeping? Zeta asked.


  Not now, I said irritably.


  Ch’ng and Kitsano began a quiet conversation, and under the mask of their distraction Driscoll leaned casually closer to me, still looking as if he were sleeping.


  “Are you sleeping?” he asked. Those two were too much alike.


  Not alike.


  Don’t kid yourself.


  “I’m not now,” I tried not to snap my whisper.


  “Can you still hear Zeta speaking in your head?” he asked.


  “Can I ever,” I said, dryly.


  You should be grateful for the privilege, Zeta said.


  “I thought she knew. I thought she knew that they would come for me…after. All these years, I thought she did it on purpose.”


  I told you he was a fool. I knew nothing.


  Sure, go ahead. Ignore me, the one whose ears and mind you are hijacking for this sentimental moment.


  I thought he’d used me for his pleasure and abandoned me. That if he had lived he’d be telling people how he had been with a Matsumoto.


  “I thought she’d trapped me. Used me. I was a social activist when we met. Idealistic. She shared all my values. We wanted the world to be better. You know, full of love instead of rules. I didn’t think that it would be a big deal if we got involved. She was only the niece of the Emperor, and not very important compared to the others in her family. Just a girl, so young and vibrant. She practically vibrated with passion about everything. It made me feel like I was setting off through space, rocketing to the stars without need for a ship.”


  “I’m feeling extremely uncomfortable with this conversation,” I whispered, but no one cared.


  “That morning, after we first made love, I woke up and I thought that the world was so beautiful it hardly even needed saving. That maybe we had saved it just by being together.”


  “If you could just go light on the details,” I groaned.


  “I stepped outside to check my hoverbike. We’d been in too much of a hurry that night before to park it correctly. I stepped out, and they grabbed me. Dragged me off to a cell. Stripped me. Tortured me. Sentenced me to death. I was rescued before they could kill me and smuggled away, but I always wondered why she slept with me that night. Had she wanted that to happen to me? Had she been setting me up from the moment we met? Did she hate me so much?”


  Tell him.


  “Zeta didn’t know. She thought you’d used her. Just a cheap one night stand. ”


  “I loved her.”


  “Good to know,” I said, shifting irritably.


  It changes things…


  He cracked an eye open and looked at me sheepishly.


  Eventually I took pity on him and spoke awkwardly. “She didn’t hate you. It was the world’s biggest misunderstanding. Do you have regrets now?”


  “No reserves, no retreats, no regrets,” he said, before closing his eyes and drifting into what looked like true sleep.


  I tried to sleep, too, but I kept coming back to my parents’ heartbreak. After so many years how did you fix something like that? Especially since none of this would ever have happened if the Matsumotos hadn’t torn them apart.
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  I WOKE TO THE SOUND of Choshi sobbing. His sobs were quiet and muffled by his hands, but they were loud enough to wake me. I glanced over to his seat and saw him huddled down in it, looking old and worn. He and Genda must have been very close. I thought about saying something, but what was there to say? His friend was gone. Like Ian, and Ashlyn, and Edward. And Zeta and Sammy for Driscoll. Like so many others.


  I felt my own tears rising up and I fought them down. There was no time for mourning anymore. There was no time for self-pity or for questioning why. I’d indulged in all those things before, but I knew now that it never stopped. All that was left was to take the reins myself so I could end all of this. The needless death. The agonizing pain. The haunting guilt that stood over you always, a spectre of what might have been. It was my responsibility to push forward and carry us all out of their depths and into what lay beyond.


  And what is that? Zeta asked.


  Peace. And a final end to pain.


  Death is the only end. And look how that’s worked out for us.


  I ignored her. I didn’t have the luxury anymore to indulge in melancholy philosophizing. I needed to stay focussed.


  Vera?


  Even through our link Roman’s voice sounded weak.


  Roman. I’m here, I said, moving to the side of his stretcher, and taking his hand in mine.


  Where are we?


  Hovercraft. Headed to the Capitol of Nightshade. The planet it under attack and the installation wasn’t safe anymore.


  He struggled to sit up and I reached to help him, feeling the brush of his anger and bitterness through the channel at the loss of his leg.


  …because of her…


  I wasn’t supposed to hear that, so I ignored it, although heat flooded my face.


  I’ll take that vow of pacifism, I said, trying to cheer him up.


  Why now?


  Because Nigel can tell when I break one of the three oaths and I think it tells him my location, too. I can’t kill anyone again without betraying us, I admitted.


  Cheat, he said, but his heart was not in it.


  I eased him into a seat, careful of his leg.


  It doesn’t hurt. The pain killers are working.


  I examined the stump where his leg used to be. The flesh is closed up. I guess the medbots have done their work.


  I collapsed the e-stretcher, taking the print book and the crutch that had been stowed there and laying them beside Roman before stowing the stretcher in a slot under the seats.


  How does feel? I asked.


  Like it should still be there, he said bitterly.


  And wasn’t that the truth. That’s how I felt, too. Could he ever forgive me for the sacrifice of his leg? It felt like it had torn an incredible distance between us, as if I couldn’t reach him even if I tried.


  I accept your renewed vow of pacifism, he said, looking into my eyes with a guarded gaze. Miles apart.


  Good, I said with a forced smile.


  But, you’ll have to give me another vow in its place since you were forced into this one.


  He was heart-achingly beautiful. My wounded warrior. If only he knew. I would give him anything.


  What do you want me to vow, Roman? I asked, Surely you must know that you may have anything.


  Anything? Would you abandon this quest to take Blackwatch?


  Anything but that.


  If you ask me to, I answered, not sure if I was lying.


  I’ll let you know, he said, but the feeling of his emotions suggested that he was worried about what he wanted to request. Maybe the loss of his leg was too much for even my faithful warrior to bear. A pang of recrimination stabbed me, and an answering siren of loss came from him over our channel, proving that he was once again listening in on my thoughts.


  It’s not that.


  Then what is it? Anything you want, up to half my kingdom,I sent to him with a glimmer of humor, desperately trying to lighten the mood.


  He locked eyes with me, and I could not look away. The love I felt for him was overwhelming, making my stomach churn with its intensity, even while I tried to swallow the bile of fear that frothed at the surface. What if he could never see me the same again after everything that had happened? What if our love was doomed to fail before it had truly begun?


  Tears welled in my eyes, but I fought them down. I could not restore what had been taken, so the least I could do was be courageous in the face of it, and not share my own problems with him.


  Anything?


  I tried to project my assent through my eyes and hoped somehow that he would understand all the things I didn’t know how to say.


  Yes, I said.


  I’ll think about it, he said, looking away.


  My heart felt like it had sprung a leak, but what could possibly dam up a hole in your heart?


  Roman closed his eyes, and after a moment his breathing grew easier again and he drifted off to sleep. My agitation was worse than ever. I wanted so much for him to say that everything was ok between us. I wanted him to fix us, but shouldn’t I be the one to repair what was broken? He was the one injured after all. It felt so muddled and I hated feeling muddled.


  I reached for the print book and fumbled through it. It was a diary written in ink on paper. I had never seen one of these. The dates corresponded to the beginning of the Matsumoto Dynasty, but there was no name. Was it an early member of The Hand?


  I flipped through. Genda had only saved one thing, this diary and the teeth. Why these? I rummaged in my pocket and pulled out the teeth. After the launch of “Operation Overthrow” I was a touch nervous about what the rest might hold. I had always thought of my implant as a useful tool, but a knife is a useful tool and it can turn in the hand in an instant. My implant was beginning to feel more like that. Knowing that Nigel could use it to detect my rebellion, and that I could never remove it, only made things worse.


  Driscoll was up now too, and while I was distracted watching him digging in a storage compartment I didn’t notice Choshi slide in next to me.


  “Those are Neal Matsumoto’s molars,” he said, conversationally.


  “Why?” I asked, trying not to sound as disgusted as I was that they were holding on to my ancestor’s teeth.


  “We don’t know, but he asked that we bequeath them to his ‘true heir’. If you look closely they have QR codes engraved on them. We’ve scanned them with anything and everything we can find. All we pick up is weird old earth art with the words, ‘For the true heir only’ emblazoned over them.”


  I smiled despite myself, looking at the molars. My implant read the QR codes automatically and began to download files. They were extensive histories of the Matsumotos.


  “That does sound like Neal Matsumoto. He was well known for his odd sense of humor.”


  “That’s his diary you are holding,” Choshi said. “Can I assume Genda gave them to you?”


  “He did,” I said, allowing the sadness I felt to enter my eyes.


  “He was a good friend,” Choshi said. “You didn’t know him. It’s a pity really. We were sure he would have the time to tutor the true heir if he arrived during our lifetimes.”


  “Life never goes the way you expect,” I said, my eyes drifting bitterly to Roman’s leg.


  “Now don’t say that,” Choshi said consolingly. “Pessimism doesn’t suit the young.”


  I gave him a concerned look. Maybe he’d sustained a head injury when he fled the installation.


  “That’s how Genda used to look at me, too, when we first met,” he said with a tiny smile. “We served together.”


  “In the Military?” I asked, surprised.


  “Oh yes. I was a fleet astrogator. Genda, of course, was a marine. He always had the mind for those things, but war had no appeal for me. The stars on the other hand…” his words faded away and he lay back with his eyes fixed heavenward and although it was noon I almost thought I could see a glimmer of stars in the glaring sky,


  Driscoll interrupted by thrusting a stack of clothes at me.


  “Yours and Roman’s,” he said. “You’ll stick out wearing skinsuits. We need to look like refugees. Here are your documents.”


  He flung a pair of chips at me. I activated one and saw that the holo had my face and the name ‘Vera Driscoll’ on it.


  “I’m your daughter?” I asked, with a lifted eyebrow.


  “Why not?” he said lightly, but there was a flicker of emotion behind his blue eyes. “Now, hold still.”


  “Wha…”


  “I said, hold still,” he said, grabbing my chin between his thumb and finger and industriously rubbing something on my right cheek and up under my right eye. “We can’t have anyone seeing that Matsumoto face, so this is a fake burn. It will make your skin look horribly blistered and hopefully it will obscure your features. Scars are good for that.”


  “Good thing I already have one on the other side then,” I said wryly.


  “Mmmhmm,” he agreed, concentrating on my face.


  “These for me?” Roman asked huskily from beside me, taking his clothes from my hands.


  “Yes,” Driscoll said, “and Vera will need to hide the rest of her face in her hood and with a scarf. If she shows enough of that ‘burn’ no one will ask why she’s covering up. They’ll figure that either it hurts or that she’s embarrassed, and that means that you’ll need to do the talking.”


  “I’m a Driscoll, too?”


  Driscoll shrugged. “We already had the IDs in the systems, they just needed pictures. We were on a tight timeline. Still are. No complaints.”


  “I’m not complaining,” Roman said. “Thanks, Driscoll.”


  “No problem,” he said gruffly, and I felt a spike of jealousy at their normal conversation.


  My own world felt like it was in freefall with Roman so distant. He hadn’t even acknowledged my presence. A spike of anger from Roman made me feel guilty for thinking of myself and I blinked back a tear.


  “No need to cry,” Driscoll said. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d be so fussy after the terrible makeover you gave yourself.”


  He motioned to my hair, still playing with his handiwork on my face.


  “I should have had it fixed by now,” I agreed.


  “Yes. It draws attention,” he said, hauling out a hairtrimmer from his stack of things. “Hold still.”


  He ran it over my head.


  “Don’t take off too much,” I joked. “I only asked for a trim.”


  No laugh from Roman. It was like I no longer existed to him. But could I blame him? I’d cost him his leg and almost his life.


  Which was the fault of you shadows by the way, I griped bitterly to Zeta.


  Sure, pass the blame. Be a child. Ever heard of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden? Everyone passed the buck to someone else and then they all got cursed for it.


  I don’t remember that being the moral of the story.


  There was no moral. Just a story. And forget the man. Men only break your heart and leave you to do everything on your own.


  And people wonder why I’m so warm and fuzzy.


  “What do you think? Do I get a tip?” Driscoll asked, holding up a mirror. My hair was even and short. I wasn’t beautiful, but at least it didn’t look like I’d hacked it off in a makeshift kitchen.


  “Sure. Stay away from Matsumotos.”


  “I already know that one,” he said.


  “They’re still tracking us,” Shiga called to Driscoll from the front. “Should I try to lose them.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” he said, looking irritated.


  “Who is following us?” I asked.


  “No one,” he said, but he wasn’t looking at me as he packed his gear up.


  I touched him on the shoulder and said, “I think I should know.”


  He sighed.


  “A team from the Fleet ship that discovered The Cardinal’s Blood has been tracking us since we came dirtside…or planet side, I guess,” he gestured at the water all around us. “We’ve been three steps ahead of them, and we still are.”


  “It sounds like they’re getting close,” I said, running my fingers through my new haircut.


  “These IDs are secure, and we are breaking up into smaller groups once we get to the checkpoint, so they likely won’t have the manpower to follow all of us.” He paused and shrugged, glancing at Roman’s prosthetic. “Keep your head down and they won’t find you. You aren’t what they are expecting.”


  I grunted, accepting his logic. Maybe I should work on my relationship with my father. It was the only one that was working out for me right now.


  “You’ll be on your own when we reach Derivat. Don’t let me down.”


  “I’ll see you on the other end,” I said, and gripped his forearm. “Be safe and thank you.”


  “Don’t do anything stupid,” was all he said, and then he cleared his throat.


  I saw Roman stripping down awkwardly and trying to get his prosthetic leg through his pants. I moved to help him, but he waved me off and asked Choshi for assistance. Stung by his rejection, I stripped and changed into the loose, practical clothing. My light shirt had a deep, black hood and a purple scarf that I wound around my face, leaving a small portion of the hideous fake scar over the top. My real scar was also partially visible, and I hoped we weren’t overdoing it.


  “I hid her sword in your crutch,” Driscoll told Roman. “Just in case.”


  I wondered what had become of that.


  “Derivat approach,” Shiga called from the front.


  “Here we go,” Driscoll said.


  I looked back, trying to catch Roman’s eye, but his gaze slid away.
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  OUR HOVERCRAFT WAS SHUNTED INTO a long line of civilian craft by the planetary police. They had their work cut out for them. In every direction that I looked, water and aircraft were trying to approach Derivat. A dangerous swell still rocked the ocean, and watercraft were getting a priority place in the queue, but there were just too many of them to expedite. On the far side of the city, a space-to-water dock was filled with six enormous freighters. As we found our place in line one of them rose into the atmosphere and rocketed out of sight. An hour later we had barely made a gain in the queue and another freighter swooped down from the heavens to take its place.


  “They’re taking as many civilians as they can out on freighters,” Shiga said from the front. “The police are sending a standard info packet to everyone in the queue. When we reach processing, our IDs will be assessed to see if we qualify for evacuation, and those who qualify will be given an evacuation number based on a variety of parameters. These evacuation numbers are non-negotiable.”


  Driscoll grunted. Nothing, in his mind, was ever fully non-negotiable.


  “They can’t possibly get everyone off planet,” Kitsano said. “That would be hundreds of millions of people. There aren’t near enough commercial craft for that and all the military craft are fighting.”


  “We’ll just have to hope we’ve drawn the lucky numbers,” Driscoll said.


  “And the rest?”


  He shrugged. “You know as well as I do that we can’t save everyone.”


  But I was going to try.


  Derivat loomed ahead of us. Housing millions, and with the streaming influx of refugees, it took on the appearance of an ant colony - if ant colonies were ever built on the sea. According to my studies, Derivat was actually built on land, but from here it was apparent that it had long exceeded its limits in that regard. In the city center skyscrapers shot as high as modern technology could take them, but as the solid ground gave out the woven structures of rural Nightshade dominated, creeping out over the water like a water-strider settlement.


  Roman studied the city intently during our approach. Through our link I felt occasional spikes of anger and despair, and my own pain lashed against me so that it took all my effort to hold myself together and not break apart. I knew he was thinking of Ashlyn and how she grew up there. He felt lost to me already.


  Four hours later our turn for processing finally came. Our hovercraft was directed to dock, and Shiga’s chip was scanned for ownership, although we all knew we were unlikely to ever see the craft again. Thousands of other small craft were tied up along the hastily rigged docks, and workers in high visibility vests were hastily throwing together more of the jury rigged constructions.


  We were hustled down the winding gangway to a small tent with one wall open. Harried city workers scanned our chips and assigned us temporary numbers. Behind them surges of people pushed and shoved and the din of voices and cries was almost unbearable.


  We were directed into a line of people being scanned by a med comp and then being issued numbers by an anxious bureaucrat. Every so often the pre-fab tent rocked and swayed with the tumult. In the crowds I glimpsed shadowy figures. I hoped that it was just the stress that was making me see shadows everywhere, and not the VX-7.


  When my turn came Roman was right in front of me.


  “Can you walk without the cane?” the bureaucrat asked sharply, she wore a name badge that said “Cox.”


  “I don’t think so,” Roman replied.


  “Any known diseases?”


  “No.”


  “Applying for refugee status?”


  “Yes.”


  “Anyone travelling with you?”


  He gestured to me without looking at me. My heart ripped like an old flag and fluttered in the wind.


  “Sister?”


  “Sure.”


  “Approved. Find temporary housing for both of you and ration card on the chip. Next.”


  She looked at me while trying to hold her folding table in place as another shock wave made the ground beneath us tremble.


  “You’re the sister.”


  I nodded, not trusting my voice.


  “Answers all the same as his?”


  “Yes,” I managed.


  “Burn need looking at?”


  “No,” I said.


  “Next.”


  I followed Roman out of the tent, in a long line after the other refugees. Parents of small children desperately clung to them else they be swept away in the throngs. The children cried, but that only make the parents hold them tighter. The elderly tottered slowly, not trusting their feet. Everyone looked at their chips with the same disconsolate look. Around us, crowds from within the city jeered and cursed, angry at the influx that would reduce their own chance of making it to safety. A man in front of me fell as a thrown rock hit him in the arm, and Roman hauled him up, scanning the crowd for the culprit. He was nowhere to be seen.


  “We need to get out of here!” someone said, desperation thick in her voice. “Any idea what number they’re transporting off planet right now?”


  “Don’t bother asking. The lady said it would be days,” someone else replied.


  “Days? Please, no!”


  Days. Days of fearing a planetary strike and sharing over-cramped quarters with everyone else. I felt ill as I thought about it. We left the hovercraft with only the clothing on our back, our IDs, Roman’s crutch and the book. We hadn’t packed for days of anything. Not that there had been any time to pack.


  We stumbled through the crowds, jostled and harried as we went. I grabbed the back of Roman’s shirt and hung on to it, even though I was sure it didn’t help him to walk with his new crutch. I didn’t want to lose him in the thick crowd. Every few minutes a person faded slightly, like he was becoming a shadow, and on the faces of the shadowy I saw glimmers of panic and rage.


  We pressed through the streets towards our assigned housing. Any thought of city transit was quickly cut short. All motorized vehicles had come to a stop under the press of bodies. Occasionally an emergency vehicle would muscle its way through, but no vehicles moved in or above the streets and our progress through the mass of bodies was slow. I felt claustrophobic and anxious, the smell of people and fear filled my nostrils and the whites of their eyes haunted me. How many would be shadows by morning? How many would go missing or be dead by the time this was all over?


  I kept my fears to myself. Roman had made it plain that he no longer cared to speak to me. He was slick with sweat from the effort of walking on his new leg, and he was leaning heavily on the crutch, but the movement of his prosthetic was good. I pushed ahead of him and then cleared a path for him, but I could feel his resentment through our link. I was doing his job.


  We arrived, eventually at the door of one of the bamboo dwellings on the edge of the city. It had the number and locator displayed on our chips. We pressed the buzzer beside the door. Loud voices and chaos carried through the flimsy walls.


  “Not more people!” someone said from within, and then a harried looking elderly man opened the door.


  “Come in. Two of you? No more? Good.” He ushered us in and then busied himself with latching the door behind us.


  The small bamboo house was packed to the edges. The main room was round with a kitchen to one side, a small door that I later discovered led to a bathroom, and a ladder to a loft above. People were crowded into every inch of space, sleeping propped against the walls, or standing in tight knots. Children weaved and darted between them all. I tried to count heads, but had to stop and count again so many times that I just gave up.


  I kept my head down as Roman led me to the perimeter of the room and I sank with my back against the wall beside him.


  “Is this your house?” he asked the old man who had let us in.


  “Sure. My son’s, really, but he was off-planet and I’ve been watching it for him.”


  They descended into small talk and I opened up the print book and began to read.


  I’ve given significant thought to my enemies and the days to come. It has been a long journey to this place and the life of a sworn pacifist is not easy.


  Tell me about it.


  What follows in this journal are the things I feel my descendants should know, particularly with regards as to why I adopted pacifism, why I believe they ought to continue it, and how we may adapt to the challenges of a violent world. I have entrusted these words to my Hand with the instructions that they pass them down to the true heirs. The Hand has served me well already and a silent balance to the extreme power I have acquired for my family is both necessary and desirable.


  Neal Matsumoto certainly had a high opinion of himself, that was for sure.


  “What is his name?” Roman asked an older lady as he teased a small child who was hiding behind her.


  “Ryu. He’s four,” she said.


  Self-sacrifice is the key for without it there is no Empire and the people have no defender. When self comes before the cause or before others, that is the downfall of a would-be ruler. Self must be sacrificed on the altar of the good over and over again for as long as one is alive. Sometimes that sacrifice will end the life. This is necessary and desirable.


  “His parents died in the first strike. We brought him with us, but he is a handful and I have five of my own to care for.”


  I’d missed whatever had moved Ryu from behind her back to playing with Roman’s crutch. I hoped he didn’t find the katana inside it. I skimmed further down the journal.


  Pacifism in its purest form must be a relinquishing of all violence, both those violences perpetuated by the individual, but also by the command of the individual. A vow of pacifism denies both these things. I find it difficult to be an Emperor without the violence that sped my path here. It will be my life’s work to find such a path.


  I wondered whether he had achieved it.


  I doubt it. He was assassinated a few years later, as you should remember from your history books, Zeta piped up.


  It doesn’t mean that he didn’t perfect pacifism first, I argued.


  Well, he didn’t perfect it effectively, or he wouldn’t have died of assassination. That’s the problem with non-violence. It doesn’t prevent the violent from doing evil to you.


  I heard a clatter and looked up. Roman had joined Ryu in his play. Through the constant undercurrent of anger and bitterness pouring off him I felt a small spike of joy.


  The house buzzed with anxious voices and the laughter of children until late into the night. There was no food, although the old man passed out an herbal tea at one point. I declined.


  I continued to read the journal and study the accompanying histories from the QR codes on the molars. Neal Matsumoto was a clever devil. His insights into tactics and the occasional gem he threw out there about our history was fascinating, but in all honesty I was reading because there was nothing else for me to do. I was trapped here, just like everyone else, desperately awaiting my shuttle off the planet. Just like them, my ultimate destination was uncertain and riddled with peril.


  Eventually I must have drifted off. I awoke to the sound of the kettle being placed on the stove and a ring at the door. A man in a Fleet uniform poked his head in the door and I felt myself sink deeper in my hood, hoping the scarf still covered my face well enough. Roman slept against the wall beside me, with small Ryu curled up against him.


  “I’m here for family number 85721,” he told the old man. “Don’t any of the rest of you try to leave. The streets are no longer safe. We will come for each number in turn.”


  The old man nodded and scurried up the ladder, returning quickly with the family, and then went back to his constant occupation of brewing tea. They filed out, just more nameless, faceless refugees. An hour later another family arrived. If I had been asked I would not have been able to tell the difference between the two. What had I become, that compassion had been replaced by exhaustion and listlessness?


  Weak. You’ve become weak. A true leader sees the people and thinks of how to properly order their lives.


  Maybe one of the other Elders could speak in my head for a while, Zeta, I suggested, I’m feeling a touch too vulnerable for your barbs right now.


  Grow a thicker skin.


  My ultra-elephant-hide skin was my problem right now. If I was a real human girl I’d be huddled behind this scarf crying my eyes out over my lost life, lost love, and the trail of lifeless bodies I was leaving behind me with every step. Instead I was, reading a dead man’s journal and hoping that I could find a way to fight myself out of all of this and force the happy ending I wanted so badly. Maybe happy endings can’t be forced.


  Another official peaked his head in our door and looked around, although this one said nothing. A shiver of fear flickered up my back. What if the Fleet team that was hunting us down were dressed like the officials? We’d be easy targets in this tiny woven house full of civilians.


  Roman stirred beside me.


  Roman?


  I glanced over. His eyes were open and on Ryu.


  Roman?


  Nothing. Figured. He was done with me.


  Leave him here with the boy. Men never have the fortitude to handle women like us anyways. Call on us and we will be your shadow army and fight our way onto transport and off this planet.


  I’m not ready to give up on him yet.


  Maybe we should have picked Driscoll.


  I thought you hated Driscoll.


  I do, but he has balls.


  Nice mom. Very ladylike. I sighed and ran my hands through my hair under my hood. I didn’t know what I was doing, only that I wanted to stay this course until Roman abandoned me on his own. I didn’t have what it took to keep him, but I couldn’t leave him, either.


  The ringing of the door began again, and the old man shuffled over.


  “Family number 85798,” the official said.


  That was me and Roman. I glanced over at him, and he looked up at me, and then looked away. He wasn’t coming with me. I sighed, blinked back my tears and stood. Alone or not, I still had to go. My choice was determined a long time ago and nothing now could make any difference. I walked to the official.


  Behind me I heard a woman’s voice whispering.


  “Please. Take him. I can’t. He needs you. I won’t be bringing him with me.”


  The boy began to cry and the woman babbled incoherently, thrusting the screaming child at Roman. I could barely look at them, the thought of the orphan boy passed so callously from one person to the next was too painful. Better not to think of him or the thousands of others just like him.


  “It’s you or nothing. A death sentence,” she said, blocking Roman’s path. She shoved the child at him so violently that he had to grab the wall to keep his balance. The boy’s high-pitched wail joined the woman’s incessant demands.


  “Driscoll?” the official asked me. The real Driscoll must have found a way to pull some strings behind the scenes if they were already coming for us.


  “Yes,” I agreed.


  “Just one?” he asked.


  “No,” Roman said, shoving forward from behind me. He had the sobbing boy clutched to his chest. “Three.”
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  “COME THIS WAY,” THE OFFICIAL said. He looked worn and tired, and the look he shot Ryu showed his lack of pity for the people ground down to nothing in the chaos.


  I followed him out of the house and into the street, Roman was right on our heels and he spoke quietly to Ryu, trying to get him to calm down. He was a father now.


  I’m happy to carry him for you, I offered, as we pushed into the grasping hands of the crowd around us. In the wails, yells and steady undertone of angry voices, the cries of the little boy were lost.


  No response, although Roman continued whispering to the boy and a stab of affection surged through our channel. At least he had someone to love.


  In that case, let me carry your crutch, I offered. He wasn’t using it. Dr. Hofstad had been right about how quickly he would heal and adapt to the prosthetic.


  Perhaps our link was severed. Was that possible? I could still feel him, but maybe he couldn’t hear me in his head anymore…


  I can hear you just fine.


  The pain of that was almost more than I could bear.


  I turned my attention back to following and blinking back tears and away from the black ulcer in my heart and its silent cause.


  After an hour of shoving through crowds and dodging down one alley and up another we were getting closer to the docks. Our guide was beginning to look tense, his shoulders stiff and his gait stilted. There were fewer families here and people seemed angry. They pushed in on our guide and on other guides in front of us. I found myself having to elbow my way through and even the silent guardian behind me leaned into my back to protect his tiny charge from the press of bodies.


  Ryu had quieted now, but I heard a small whimper, and that was when I realized how quiet this crowd was. It took me a moment to realize that the crowd was all shadows. Some were only partially shadow, like Kitsano, but as I looked more carefully, other were almost completely shadow and towards the back of the crowd there were figures that were not human anymore at all. Silently, they pressed on all sides like quicksand.


  “What’s happening?” I asked our guide.


  “Only full humans get through to the ships,” he said.


  “Who are these people?” I asked.


  “They’ve been screened out from evacuation,” he replied.


  “You mean that when their families and friends were put on transportation they were left here?”


  “Quiet!” he said, looking nervously at the silent figures around us.


  Around us the shadows scowled or spat at their feet, their faces and limbs flickering slightly and their anger was harder to see as they faded in and out. What would I do if they turned and attacked us? Given my history, I knew exactly what an army of shadows was capable of.


  Our path narrowed and the crowd of shadows grew thicker as a press of bodies met us coming from the other direction.


  “Kitsano!” I exclaimed, recognizing her as she bumped square into me.


  “They won’t let me through,” she said, fear painting her face. Driscoll was with her and he looked quickly from one side to the other before he leaned in close.


  “Your cousin has made an army of shadows, just as I told you he would, and he needs them to stay here to defend Nighshade in the coming attack,” he whispered.


  “They don’t look willing to fight anyone but us,” I said.


  “They won’t have a choice. Something about VX-7 allows him to control their minds.”


  I shivered.


  “Who is vulnerable to that?” Roman asked, and my heart leapt at his voice.


  “Anyone who has ingested the drug,” Driscoll said. “Their consciousness is added to a collective he controls. We don’t know what the minimum threshold is, but Kitsano cannot disobey the order to stay here.”


  My gaze met hers, sympathy widening my eyes, and she nodded and screwed up her mouth in a sour expression.


  “You can’t leave with us?” I asked.


  “I’ll be fine here,” she said, tossing her head with a hint of bravado.


  I nodded, and compressed my own lips. I could not stay. She could not go.


  “So if they’ve eaten only a little?” Roman asked.


  I glanced back. As far as I knew he’d eaten none. He was clinging to Ryu, one hand wrapped protectively around the tiny boy’s shoulders. Of course.


  “We’ll get him on a ship,” I promised, pitching my voice low and firm.


  He avoided my gaze.


  “Move from our path! I say again, move!” Our official yelled from in front of us, and I turned my attention to him again.


  The press of bodies was too much to push through anymore. One shadow human shoved him, and another pressed up to one side, forcing him back and to the right, directly into me.


  “We’re running out of time!” the official said, glancing back at me. “If we don’t leave soon we’ll miss the transport.”


  “We’ll catch the next one,” I assured him.


  “It’s the last one available,” he said, pitching his voice only for my ears.


  I hissed. All those people. Families. They needed to get off this place. They needed to be rescued. Did I dare take their place? It seemed like the ultimate selfish act.


  “If you don’t take your place, it will just be empty. They’ll leave with it empty,” Driscoll said desperately, as if he could read my thoughts.


  I glanced back at Roman and Ryu. He cradled the boy close, tenderness smoothing out his anxious features. I’d promised.


  Feel like seeing how your shadows measure up to the Nightshade ones? I asked Zeta.


  Is it time? she replied.


  Time to prove your shadow army is better than theirs. Try not to kill anyone.


  You’re no fun at all. Besides, you don’t really mean that.


  They spewed from my shadow as soon as I relaxed my grip, popping up like soap bubbles on top of one another and forcing back the crowd of shadows ahead of us. I guess the Baldric shadow army had more experience with cohesion than the newly formed shadow army before us.


  “I’m not entirely happy to see that my cousin has a shadow army of his own,” I told Driscoll, as we shoved forward in the wake of our own shadow army.


  “Really? Because I thought you’d be over the moon about it,” he replied.


  I glanced over my shoulder and through the masses of shadows I saw a group of officials angling towards us. They were in the same Fleet uniform as our guide.


  “Remember those people with an interest in us?” I asked Driscoll in an undertone.


  He looked back and frowned but said nothing. Our shadows kicked and fought their way forward and we jammed in wherever they left a gap.


  “Let’s pick up the pace,” I said.


  Can you keep those officials back from us? Cut them off or something? I asked Zeta.


  We live to serve, she replied.


  Driscoll shoved in front of me, using his taller figure to press ahead. Kitsano clung to his hand like a lover instead of an ally and my brow furrowed as I wondered if I’d missed something there.


  The transport loomed before us, sleek and deadly-looking despite the fact that she was nothing but a freight hauler. I kept glancing back at the men in Fleet uniform, but they hadn’t gained any ground. We might make it off Nighshade yet.


  A murmur was beginning in the shadows, rising slowly in volume. It made the hair on my arms stand on end.


  “Flash your ID here,” someone said to Driscoll as we finally gained the ramp to the ship.


  “She’s with me,” he said, indicating Kitsano.


  “We’ve already denied her passage, sir.”


  Vera!


  I whipped my head around, a surge of joy at the feeling of my name in Roman’s thoughts. Where was he? I thought he’d been right behind me. I spun in a circle, my eyes flicking right and then left, scanning, scanning, and then I saw him, being borne away on a sea of shadows, tiny Ryu in his arms crying.


  What do you think you’re doing, Zeta? I said, and then quickly shifted channels to, Roman, hang on!


  He gets in your way and he doesn’t want you anyways, Zeta said. And now he has a son. He’s worthless as a guardian to you, because that little boy will always come first. You need to go on your own.


  I wouldn’t have released you at all if not for him. Don’t you get that? Without him none of this means anything to me!


  Idiot. Flaming, black-hole-taken idiot! No wonder she made such a terrible mother. No wonder she made such a terrible human.


  I launched into a run before I had formed a cohesive thought, striking straight towards Roman, even as he still was carried away by the shadows. He’d retreated back into his silence, but I didn’t care. There would never be a time that he could call my name and I wouldn’t answer.


  I pushed through the crush of shadows, booting up the Tactical Interface and launching them out of my way with martial arts moves that would have made me grin with excitement if the situation wasn’t dire. Still, it wasn’t enough. Still they bore my Roman away. And then I realized it wasn’t just that Zeta had stopped protecting him. It was my own shadow army pushing him further from the ship.


  He’s your Achilles Heel. You can’t afford to keep him.


  I can’t afford not to. Go back where you came from! I said, forcing her back into her mental cage.


  “VERA!” I heard Driscoll shout from behind me, “WE ARE LEAVING….NOW!”


  With every shred of mental power I still retained I stopped dead and SUCKED the shadows back into my mind, wrapping them down in the tightest lock I could imagine. Their absence laid the ground between us clear, and without thought or word I charged to Roman’s side. He was on the ground, his crutch sprawled beside him and a weeping child in his arms. I snatched the boy up, clamping him against my ribs with one arm as he flailed. I yanked Roman up to his feet, threw a shoulder under his arm, and hauled them back towards the ship. Hoping that the path between the shadows wouldn’t close up completely before we ran through it.


  They were heavy, so heavy, and my arm with Ryu felt like it would give out any moment. Roman seemed stunned. He’d still said nothing, simply stumbling at my side. Maybe he’d been hit or hurt.


  A full minute felt like an eternity and we were still only halfway there. The hatch to the ship was closing slowly, with the inevitability of death. After all we’d been through, we would be trapped on Nightshade. Sometimes it just wasn’t worth getting out of bed in the morning.


  I was a moment from collapse, when the weight of Roman lifted. I must have squeezed my eyes shut, but I snapped them open, ready to scream and drag him back. Beside me, Driscoll dragged my guardian along.


  “Shadows did a number on him. He was protecting the little fellow. I saw it all go down when you were tossing them around like batons. If you ever run for Miss Universe I guess we’ll know what your talent will be.”


  “Nice,” I managed, running beside him with renewed energy now that I had two hands to battle little Ryu. Who knew toddlers could be so powerful?


  “Calm down. We’re taking you somewhere safe,” I said through his howling. I certainly wasn’t cut out to be a mother. When my rational argument failed I gritted my teeth and tried to think of what was worse than a high pitched shriek a centimeter from your ear. Nigel. Matsumotos. Death. Turning into a shadow…and I’m out.


  We reached the hatch just in time to leap the distance from the ramp and through the slowly closing doors. If I wasn’t so exhausted I’d be proud of myself for that. Phys Ed was never my thing.
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  OUR TRIP FROM NIGHTSHADE TO New Greenland was fraught with nervous terror, limited supplies, overcrowded facilities and long periods of boredom. Someone had tried to set out government-issue cots, but there were only enough for a few people, and everyone else was just sitting or lying down in the empty cargo hold. There was barely enough room to move without touching someone and although the ship lights were dimmed to keep us calm and the temperature was left intentionally cool, the murmur of voices was constant, punctuated only by sobs or the cries of small children. Fear painted every face that wasn’t already awash with hopelessness.


  The scarf had fallen from my face when we jumped to the ship, so I spent the first few hours worrying I’d been recognized. I kept my head low, tucked under my hood, and curled my shoulders forward so that no one would notice me. I hated Nigel for this. One more reason to hate the man who had ruined my life by showing me what our Empire was really like. I hated him for the fatherless children and the destitute families. This was all his fault.


  We were all huddled in a tiny circle. Kitsano had produced a pair of blankets from her bag and Roman was using one to try to convince Ryu to sleep.


  “It’s okay, Ryu. Shhhhh,” Roman crooned to his tiny charge once. “Let me sing to you.”


  Maybe with Ryu he would finally find peace in a life apart from me. He seemed custom made to be a father. His lullaby was haunting and foreign. I listened to him sing his little friend to sleep.


  I wanted to connect to the ship’s computer to monitor our progress, but now that we were in civilized areas again I was worried about detection. I sat on the floor with my back to Roman. His tender care for Ryu rubbed my wounded heart raw. Just as painful was the sweet look Kitsano shot Driscoll after we joined her. The two of them spoke in hushed voices as often as they could. Maybe I’d be getting a brand new step mother.


  I was almost tempted to visit the shadows and see if they had ideas for future strategy, but my fury at Zeta was more than I could handle and I thought my best play would be to at least wait until I could control my temper around her. Clear thinking was necessary to keep them from running me instead of me guiding them.


  Eventually I dug the old journal out of my pocket. It was really all I had. My thoughts wandered, refusing to focus on the crabbed handwriting. I could feel happiness pulsing over my link with Roman as he sang to Ryu. I would give almost anything to be a part of that.


  I stayed put, eyes wandering over the journal, for the rest of the day. As ‘night’ began on the ship the lights dimmed further and we all talked more quietly. There were line ups for using the facilities, people passed around what little food there was and then families settled in for sleep. Like me, everyone was grasping for artificial sanity. The rhythms of life helped conjure it up.


  I propped myself up on an elbow. Driscoll and Kitsano were sleeping back to back with one of the blankets thrown over them.


  Roman had little Ryu wrapped up against him. The boy had woken for a time and he was putting him back to sleep. I was getting flickers of the story he was whispering to him through thoughts he didn’t mean to send to me. It was about a small brown hare, and it was ridiculously sweet. Wouldn’t it be nice to cuddle up to someone who cared about you and be told a story about a hare that was loved more than anything? I had never experienced that. Maybe Roman had. Maybe his parents told him this very story before the Matsumotos blew them out of space.


  They did, he said, as little Ryu’s breathing steadied into the rhythm of sleep. As always, sadness and love mingled bittersweet in his memories of his parents.


  Are you talking to me again? I asked, too numb to know what I thought.


  It’s not that I wasn’t talking to you. It’s that I wasn’t talking at all.


  And now?


  And now I feel like talking.


  I risked a glance in his direction and warm cinnamon eyes locked with mine.


  Did you mean it when you told Zeta that it was for me and Ryu that you released the shadows?


  You know I did, Roman. You can read my thoughts.


  That doesn’t mean that I always understand them, he said silently and his mouth turned into a wry smile.


  Even that much from him made my heart twist with sweet pain.


  Is it because of your leg that you won’t talk to me? Because of everything that you’ve lost?


  The silence dragged, and I panicked, thinking he was cutting me off again. Why did I ask? I should have left well enough alone!


  Please, please, I begged, I understand if that’s what it is, but could you just tell me that you want me to leave you alone. Hope eats me like maggots.


  Erg. That’s a terrible picture. Don’t say yucky things in my head.


  Okay. I hid my face, even my eyes, in my scarf. I was afraid of what I’d see if I looked.


  It is because of my leg, but not for the reason that you think.


  I peeked and his mouth was twisted, like he was trying to say something but didn’t know how.


  I’m supposed to be your guardian, Vera, but I can’t ever be that again- not with my leg gone. You don’t even need one now that you are super-shadow-girl. What’s my part in this?


  You’ve been my friend and my rock. What else do I even have except you?


  Driscoll. The Empire. A whole life ahead of you of conquest and victory.


  Even if I succeed, none of it will mean anything without you.


  You’d find other things that matter. Other people. I am not fit as a guardian, and now I have added responsibilities. His eyes drifted down to the little sleeping boy beside him.


  You make a good father. I understood why he took Ryu. Who could have left him under the circumstances?


  He needs one.


  You make a good friend, too, I said, and I reached out to him with my mind.


  I don’t know what I expected, but I must have broken down yet another barrier. Instead of just sending my love towards him, I felt like I had a torn a hole between us, and now I could see thoughts flying lightning fast through his mind like fluorescent yellow streaks., I barely caught the edges of love and confusion and then they wrapped into a ball like something had coalesced in his mind. Emotions swirled like the tide that the thoughts drifted through, and distinguishing the different strains in the tide seemed nearly impossible. I was left with impressions of fear, love, insecurity and anxiety, but no real understanding of where they were directed. If this was how he read my mind, then I could see why he was confused.


  We’ve broken so many barriers, he mused, and I realized he could feel me in there with him.Will you give me that vow, now?


  Anything you want. Just please don’t keep me out anymore.


  I’ve been thinking that I should leave and let you be Empress without me. I’m only dead weight.


  No! I protested.


  I said, that’s what I’ve been thinking. It’s why I’ve been so quiet. I’ve been trying to think of how to just…go.


  My heart seized within me. Would he do that? Disappear when I turned my back for a moment?


  I almost did on Nightshade right before I called to you in that storm of shadows, he said.


  Why? I asked.


  Because of all this. All this injustice and horror can only be fixed by you, but you can’t do it with me along. I’ll hold you back, and that means I’ll be responsible for it in the end.


  No, Roman, you won’t. I can’t do it without you. I’m not strong enough without your friendship…your love. I won’t let you leave me for such a bull-headed reason.


  It would be better if you left me, Vera.


  It wouldn’t. I locked my eyes on his, staring deeply into their depths and hoping that he could see in mine the desperation I felt.


  You won’t go, will you? And if I leave?


  I’ll come after you.


  That’s what I thought. He sighed . It’s the conclusion I finally came to, which is why I can only see one way that this can go.


  I didn’t know what to expect. I licked my lips, nervously.


  I think I’m going to have to ask for that vow now.


  You can’t make me vow to leave, I said, crossing my arms over my chest.


  Marry me.


  Marry him? I hadn’t thought of that. And why now, after days of painful silence? I wanted to say yes, I wanted to say it quickly before he changed his mind, but would it be fair to him? I’d already asked so much of him.


  Really? You haven’t thought of it at all?


  I’d been busy trying to stay alive.


  What do you think I was doing? Having fun? Lounging on beaches?


  Falling in love with someone else. Losing a leg to save my skin. Being there forever by my side. Silently letting my heart rot away. That’s what he’d been doing.


  Would I even be able to choose my own husband if I were Empress? Wouldn’t I need to have a dynastic marriage?


  So I’m what? The guy on the side? Great. Really great, Vera. And in moments of intense emotion we’ll switch places and what…I’ll find myself in a compromising situation with your dynastic husband?


  Yikes. Those were valid points. But what about all that silence. He meant to leave me. What made him want to stay now?


  Of course I’ll marry you, I sent, desperate to keep him. Did this mean he’d stop shutting me out? Would I have my partner back again?


  Don’t do me any favors, he said, he sent back, and his whole body language showed he was bristling at what he perceived to be rejection.


  Well how did you expect this to work? Did you imagine us running off to a priest in the middle of a war? As fugitives?


  I thought we could say some vows and then you could generate the legal part on your implant.


  That would actually work perfectly.


  A moment ago you wanted to leave me forever, I said.


  When I thought I needed you more than you needed me. When I thought you’d be fine without me and that I was holding you back. Now I’m starting to think that I’m the only sane person here and you’re lucky to have me.


  I am. Without you I’m a Matsumoto.


  Well, no one wants that.


  Least of all me! Please. You keep me human. I was smiling, now, almost believing this as real.


  In that case I’d be doing a public service. He was smiling, too. And it is real.


  I do want to marry you, I told him, closing my eyes because it was all too much. The surge of love that flooded to me over the channel was nothing compared to the fire in those cinnamon eyes. A girl could melt in those eyes. Curl up and melt till there was nothing left of her but warmth. Wouldn’t that be nice? How could this be the same man from only a few minutes ago? But what do you get out of it?


  I hadn’t realized he’d moved until his hand skimmed under the scarf and over my cheek. I opened my eyes. Little Ryu was sleeping on the ground under the blanket, but Roman was right in front of me, cupping my face in his hands.


  “I get life,” he whispered, “Because mine begins and ends with you. I’d never hinder you, but if it helps you to have me, then every bit of me is yours.”


  I could barely still my galloping heart enough for one last protest. I didn’t want him to go into this without knowing everything.


  But you must realize that it could only be vows, right? Anything else and my implant will automatically signal Nigel and our time will be up.


  I can wait to have sex, Vera. I can’t wait anymore to have you.


  My heart really did melt then, and his rose up and mingled with the melting like two candles burnt together and swirled into one. I don’t remember moving, but I was suddenly kissing him passionately, my scarf ripped aside, and being kissed just as thoroughly in return. It was like something in me had finally come home and something in him was welcoming me to my rightful place. Better than an empire. Better than belonging anywhere else was belonging right here with him.


  Our kissing grew gentler and more tender. His rough thumb stroked my cheek and his kisses traced the edge of my jaw. I could still taste him in my mouth. Satisfaction like none other flowed through me.


  I, Roman Aldrin, take you, Vera Matsumoto to be my wedded wife. To have and to hold from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others… he hit that note hard, like he meant Ashlyn, to be faithful to you for as long as we both shall live, so help me God.


  My lips parted in astonishment, and he took the opportunity to kiss me again. Where had that vow come from exactly? But my implant played it back for me so I could repeat the same to him.


  I, Vera Matsumoto, take you, Roman Aldrin be my wedded husband to have and to hold from this day forward for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health and forsaking all others to be faithful to you for as long as we both shall live, so help me God.


  He kissed me sweetly one more time with a tender gentleness that spoke of possession.


  Well then, Vera Aldrin, he sent with a wicked grin, I believe you are mine now.


  I think I’ll keep it as Vera Matsumoto…for now at least. I’m going to need to be a Matsumoto for a while longer, I argued. And you belong to me as much as I belong to you, so no more shutting me out. I need to hear what you think. I need your perspective.


  As you wish. It’s always more fun when the girl is enjoying herself.


  He had a devilish sparkle in his eyes.
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  I WAS WRAPPED AROUND ROMAN, enjoying the sound of his heartbeat in my ear as he whispered to me.


  “He’s hilarious. Best kid ever.”


  I smiled, and my face hurt, because I’d been smiling so much. On a transport ship with a sea of refugees and an impossible battle before me, I should have been anxious, but instead my joy was irrepressible. I breathed in his scent with every breath, and the course of his emotions flowed through me, harmonizing perfectly with mine.


  “I never thought of having children,” I said.


  “You didn’t daydream of monkey-eared kids with Ian?”


  I jabbed his ribs, but secretly I was afraid. What was Roman going to do with a child? We were on an incredibly difficult mission to usurp the throne. It was already dangerous and life threatening, and now – what? – he married me and adopted a child?


  “What will you do with him when we get to New Greenland?” I asked, keeping my tone carefully neutral.


  “Find a safe place for him, I suppose,” Roman said, but his thoughts were saying: keep him as my own.


  I tried not to sigh. It was a conflict of interest that we would need to sort out later, but for now I just wanted to keep him happy and close.


  Roman kissed my neck gently, and wrapped his arms around my waist. They were thick with cords of muscle, earned no doubt from his time in the Imperial Marines.


  “Better go easy,” I whispered, fighting the enjoyment stealing through me. “People are watching.”


  “You mean those goons by bathroom 8C?” he asked, still kissing my neck and tracing my spine with a finger.


  I scanned the crowded room for the right bathroom and noted that he was right. There were two men there, playing a quiet game of cards. One glanced in our direction.


  “I guess we draw attention showing so much affection in a crowded place,” I whispered.


  “They’ve been watching us since we got on the freighter. I think they are wondering if we are the people their friends were following.”


  The Fleet team sent to hunt us? I asked, worried enough to jump into the channel.


  You didn’t notice? he asked.


  You’d better stop kissing me, I said, refusing to admit that I had been too preoccupied with my hurt emotions to notice. It makes us stand out.


  On the contrary. It’s the perfect cover. A young family with a child.


  Did you think of this before we left?


  Of course. What did you think I was doing? Pouting?


  Well, you did lose a leg, I said, confused.


  I explained what I was thinking, but even with thoughts of leaving you to thrive on your own, that didn’t take away my instincts. I’ve been keeping tabs on them. There are those two playing cards, and another two closer to the cargo doors. Whenever one group isn’t looking at us the other is. It will be impossible to slip off this ship undetected. Your cousin must want to keep it all as covert as possible, but it’s clear that he wants you back where he thinks you belong. Where are we going anyways?


  To find a man named Jin Ayumi.


  Why? I thought we needed to recruit an army to use to fight Nigel.


  We do need to do that, but somehow Jin is key.


  Let me guess. Driscoll talked you into this somehow while I was unconscious. He must have loved to have you all to himself.


  I turned around to face him so he could see my puzzled expression, and I pulled my hood back up. I didn’t look much like Vera Matsumoto anymore, but it was unwise to take chances.


  He’s not exactly all that warm and fuzzy, I objected.


  I don’t mean for your company. He smirked. I mean that to him you have always been a means to power and revolution, and he must have been pleased to be the one speaking those things in your ears.


  I shrugged.


  Maybe, I admitted, biting my lower lip, but this one is my own fault. I accidentally triggered a new program on my implant called Operation Overthrow.


  Oooh. Terrifying. So what does it do?


  I think it sets things up to destroy Nigel and make me Empress, I said.


  He chuckled, but I didn’t join him.


  No. I’m serious.


  What? Like the programmers of your implant left a little easter egg so that if things got really bad any one of you could start a revolution?


  That’s exactly what I mean, I said, and I felt a chill go through my spine as I remembered what Driscoll had told me on Baldric - Nigel was killing off the other Matsumotos. Maybe now I knew why. I would need to double check Driscoll’s facts when I had access to unrestricted data again.


  That’s horrific, Roman said, sober now. His own family.


  Yes, I agreed. But it’s hardly the first time.


  He gave me a quizzical look.


  The Hand gave me Neal Matsumoto’s journal and secret Matsumoto histories. We aren’t who I always thought we were. The pacifism is a very thin veneer.


  But it’s given you enormous power, he said.


  I don’t know if it was ever anything but a sham. There are records of assassinations committed by Matsumotos against Matsumotos. Rumors even that Nigel killed his own father, my uncle Hiro. They were all covered up, but the Hand’s secret histories are…extensive. They have always watched the Matsumotos carefully, like a handler with a beloved, but rabid, dog.


  Then why keep the dog alive at all?


  Even rabid dogs are useful to keep out the wolves. Besides, what was the alternative? Like Driscoll said, revolutions rarely succeed.


  So that is why they want you, he said. They want a tame Matsumoto to take the throne. One that they can control and use.


  Yes, I admitted.


  Then the joke is on them. You, my dear, are hardly tame.


  I smiled wanly.


  But you’re good. Or you try to be.


  You insist upon it, I teased.


  You have never been like the others. You actually believed. It wasn’t a veneer to you.


  It wasn’t, I agreed, a tear slipping out of my eye. I didn’t know if I was sorry for what we weren’t or for what we were. I didn’t know if I was sorry for my naiveté or sorry that I could never go back. I’d seen the clockwork and now the toy wasn’t quite as real anymore.


  And when you take this Empire no one will control you.


  How can you be so sure?


  I would never allow it, he said. I refuse to be manipulated, and we’re a team now.


  Weren’t we always?


  Not like this, he said as he kissed me tenderly, Or don’t you know what marriage is?


  What is it? I asked, my eyes drifting closed, and my lips fitting perfectly in his.


  The mingling of souls.


  Like a shadow army?


  He pulled away and touched the tip of his nose to mine.


  So much more powerful than a shadow army.


  I laughed and broke away but my smile melted into a frown when I saw Driscoll standing uncomfortably close to us.


  “Well I see you two have kissed and made up,” he said coldly.


  He doesn’t like to see you close to me again. He knows that I can see what he is doing.


  What’s he doing?


  Racing you to your death like a horse in the Dynasty Cup.


  The thought sent chills up my spine.


  “Roman thinks we’ll avoid detection better if we pose as a family,” I said aloud.


  Driscoll frowned. “That wasn’t part of the plan.”


  “Well it is now,” I said.


  “It’s important for all of our safety that you follow the plan that The Hand drew up. We have the best information available, and we’ve thought through every contingency” he said, and his frown deepened as his eyes drifted down to our clasped hands.


  “Like how to deal with the Fleet team that has tracked us aboard this freighter?” I asked quietly.


  His eyes narrowed and he barely kept them from flickering right and left.


  “Don’t worry, Driscoll. I’ve got your back on this one,” Roman said, clapping him on the shoulder, as Driscoll’s face darkened at his touch.


  “I need to check on Ryu,” Roman said.


  “You should leave this planning to me,” Driscoll said when Roman left. “It’s what I do best.”


  “Roman has an eye for these things,” I said mildly. Was he really trying to use me like Roman thought or did he see me as a younger version of himself and just wanted for me what he would have wanted in my place? Was there a difference between the two?


  “You’re my daughter, Vera,” he said, playing the gene card for the first time. “And what is he when all this is over? Your bodyguard, and that’s it.”


  “Apparently our souls are mingled now, so there’s no way to separate us,” I answered cryptically, irritated that he chose now of all times to claim our relationship. Roman had said marriage was a mingling of souls. Could they be separated out after they were mixed?


  “Don’t bring the shadows into this,” he hissed, misunderstanding me. “Roman can’t bring that kid along where we’re going. You’ll have to leave them both somewhere safe when we go planetside. You should be preparing your goodbyes.”


  What was it to him?


  “You don’t seem very sad to have lost most of The Hand,” I said. “Or maybe your faith in their judgment is not all that you want me to think it is.”


  He grimaced and leaned in even closer.


  “I don’t advertise my feelings in neon lights. Besides, you of all people should know how easy it is to do what we do best.”


  “What do we do best, Patrick?” I asked.


  “We move on.”


  “I’ll bear that in mind,” I said.


  “Good,” he agreed and stormed off, Kitsano on his heels as he left.


  I hoped she would calm him down a little, but so far the opposite effect was happening. I wonder what he and Zeta had been like. They must have had chemistry at some time.


  Yeah. Explosive chemistry, Roman said as he escorted Ryu to Bathroom 8C to wash up.


  Even babysitting he was quick to the punch line. I couldn’t believe I was married to him.


  Believe it, Vera.


  You were foolish to marry him, Zeta said, returning to scold me, as usual. Marriage is a shackle for the weak.


  I can see I’m getting on well with the new in-laws, Roman said, with a twinkle of humor in the channel.


  Can you hear everything she says to me? I asked.


  Pretty much.


  What’s that like?


  She could use some nuance. Be more three dimensional. She seems to be a bit one-track in her thinking.


  I think being a shadow reduces them to the very core of what they are. She’s my mother, so she’s determined like me.


  If you were melted down to the core it wouldn’t be determination that was left.


  What would it be?


  Responsibility.


  If only, Zeta said, butting into our conversation. Responsibility is the last thing on this flighty girl’s mind.


  Mentally I stuffed her down as deep as I could and tightened my hold a bit further. I needed to find a way to keep her from slipping out. She did bad things to my confidence.


  I headed to the line of people waiting in line for the wired terminals. I needed news.


  “They won’t let me connect to the ship net,” the man in front of me was complaining. He was not much older than me, and he and his companion both spoke with a Nightshade accent.


  “They aren’t letting anyone connect Raji,” his friend said. “It’s for security reasons. Who knows what viruses we could have brought with us that would derail the ship computers? Do you want that on top of everything else? Look.” He gestured to the wall where a widescreen projection was showing Imperial news. A report suggesting that Blackwatch freighters were being destroyed by the enemy without warning flashed dramatically over the screen.


  “That won’t be us,” Raji said. I noticed his hand flickering in and out like Kitsano’s did sometimes. How many of these people were infected with VX-7? “We left in plenty of time. You saw yesterday’s report. Nightshade is the only planet to be attacked so far. And we’ll be in New Greenland tomorrow. It wouldn’t kill them to let us hook up to the ship net.”


  Scenes of carnage floated over the screens with statistics and news updates scrolling below. Derivat had been hit. From the aerial footage I couldn’t tell if there was a single structure still standing. Most of what had been there was scrap floating in the water. It looked like the long dead carcass of an ocean monster washed up on shore and picked over by seagulls. Not everyone had found a freighter to escape. As bile rose in my throat I remembered the old man making tea over and over for a never ending flood of strangers. What had happened to him?


  The report moved on to a shot of Nigel assuring the people that the Blackwatch Fleet was racing to meet the enemy and that all refugees would find a home on New Greenland. Blackwatch citizens wishing to help the refugees were told to contact local government offices to volunteer. I’d picked quite the time to decide to overthrow the Emperor. Was it really in the best interest of my citizens to remove the head of state in a time of crisis? But if not now, when he was distracted, then when?


  “It’s shocking that Nightshade was attacked at all! Civilized star nations do not attack inhabited worlds,” the man in front of me was saying.


  “Why do you think I want to connect? I left a girlfriend back-” Raji’s words cut off suddenly as his entire body went from solid to shadow. His clothing formed a loose puddle at his feet, though he seemed to be still fully clothed.


  “Raji! Raji! Someone help!”


  Screams erupted all around me. At first I thought that people were panicking about Raji turning into a shadow, but no one came running. His friend was trying to communicate, but Raji stood stock still, silent and ephemeral as Sammy had been when Driscoll tried to talk to him so long ago.


  I spun around, searching for the source of the screams. At least a dozen more people were panicking, crying and shouting around people who were suddenly shadows. Across my field of vision a half dozen more people turned before the eyes of their family and friends. Wives. Husbands. Parents. Children.


  What have you done, Nigel? What have you done? This is no solution!


  Above the screams a voice slashed through on the ship’s loudspeakers. “Remain calm. Ship’s officers will come to remove the infected to quarantine. We will keep you safe. Please remain calm.”


  “No! Please, no!” a woman cried, clutching a tiny shadow to her heart.


  “So we’re refugees now,” Kitsano said softly.


  I pivoted and saw her standing at my shoulder. She was staring at the news screens instead of the suffering around us.


  “Better than the alternative,” I said, blinking back tears.


  “Can you feel them now? Why don’t they respond?”


  “I can’t feel them. They are part of whatever the Emperor has planned, but I’m not linked to it yet. I think it’s because I began to shift on Baldric. I must be linked with their subconscious, not this Blackwatch one. And they don’t respond because this world isn’t real for them anymore. To them, we are the shadows.”


  “It’s ghastly,” I said, feeling Roman’s echoing emotions in our channel. He was still helping Ryu clean up. I felt him trying to shield the boy from the horrors all around him. “Where’s Driscoll?”


  “He went to wash up,” she said. “What do you think happened to all of them back there?”


  I gestured at the screen. The floating bodies in the ocean seemed like all the evidence we needed of what had happened on Nightwatch.


  “Not them. The other shadows. The ones that turned on Nightshade,” she said.


  “Driscoll said he was making them into an army. Maybe he found a way to get them into the fight. It’s a hellish thing to do to people.”


  She nodded. I wondered what was going to happen to her now. Would one army or the other absorb her eventually?


  “Not quite the escape you were hoping for, is it?” I said.


  “Not quite,” she said.


  Should I express sympathy for her? Should I ask her what she thought she was doing taking up with Driscoll? I studied her face intently for a long moment, before her mouth slid into an ironic grin.


  “Don’t bother. If you were older you would understand. “


  “Fair enough.”


  “But just so you know, my loyalty is still with you. This all needs to end.”


  I reached over and clasped her hand with mine. It must have been enough, because she squeezed it once.


  “He’s had bad news. Driscoll. Nigel found most of Driscoll’s Own while he was on Baldric. They’re all dead or scattered to the winds.”


  I gasped. I hadn’t realized until just that moment how much I had been counting on their help.


  “He’s taking it hard,” she said before she drifted back into the crowds.


  Do you think Nigel can control the shadows he makes like Zeta and the other Elders control the Baldric shadows? Roman asked out of nowhere. I still wasn’t used to him reading all my thoughts.


  If he can, then why doesn’t he take them over, too?


  Maybe the Blackwatch shadows are part of a different subconsciousness than the Baldric shadows are.


  We are undefeatable, Zeta added.


  That might need to be proven soon, I said. We’ve just taken a substantial loss if what Driscoll heard is true.


  You need to leave the guardian and child and follow our wisdom. Forget Driscoll and his silly societies. Only we can lead you to the throne.


  Shut up, I said, but I was worried.


  Zeta was becoming very insistent and this war was out of control. None of my people should be fleeing their homes or fishing loved ones out of the balmy waters. None of them should be betrayed into becoming an army of shadows. War was coming with Nigel and war was coming with The People’s Freehold, and a pacifist was hardly the person to end those wars. Was I really the person to lead Blackwatch?


  My eyes trailed over to where Roman was calling Ryu away from a crying family. He was just one orphan of this war. He deserved better. But if his parents had not been killed by The People’s Freehold, they would have been turned into shadow warriors by Nigel and be just as lost to him. Was there no way to save the innocent from suffering?


  Ryu ran, shrieking with laughter, thinking it was a game, and Roman ran after him.


  That prosthetic seems to be working, I said.


  I felt the equivalent to a smile through the implant.


  I should have thanked the Hand better. It’s top of the line. I forget it isn’t my leg already. That is, until I see it.


  I owed The Hand a debt.
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  “Stay close, Ryu. It will be ok,” Roman said beside me.


  He had the boy’s hand and Ryu’s eyes were huge. After a night of waking up screaming every few hours he hardly seemed tired, but Roman’s face was wan.


  “Nightmares,” he’d said this morning, by way of explanation. I could relate. “His parents.”


  Ryu had not been the only one dreaming of his parents. I had caught snatches of Roman’s own thoughts, and he’d been dreaming frequently of his own parents’ death. It was another thing the two of them had in common. That, and staring suspiciously at Driscoll whenever he was nearby.


  “If the kid doesn’t stop that it’s going to draw attention,” Driscoll said when he passed us on the way to the freighter doors.


  Ryu has excellent instincts, Roman said.


  “I heard your news from Kitsano,” I told Driscoll.


  “Nothing is certain until we see for ourselves,” he said, hurrying past.


  I was counting on their help, I told Roman.


  We’ll find another way.


  He was so certain. I didn’t know how he could be. We were almost on New Greenland and I still had no real plan to take over Nigel’s throne. It wasn’t like they’d let me just walk in the front door and announce that I’d like a turn to be Empress now please.


  We were all pre-vetted that morning by Customs and Immigration. Our Freighter, The Canary that Ate the Cat, was scheduled to achieve orbit around New Greenland in just a few hours and after that Customs and Immigration shuttles would be arriving to ferry refugees planetside. Clearing us ahead of time was meant to smooth out wrinkles and expedite the process.


  Try not to look so nervous, I said, frowning at Roman’s shifting gaze as we stood in line.


  In the past few days I’ve gained a wife and son. I don’t dare lose you, he said, shooting me a fiery glance, laced with incessant worry.


  The way he hovered protectively over the two of us screamed of family. I am a Matsumoto. Family is everything to us. Matsumoto family, however, with its stringent rules and stark hierarchy is not the same as typical nuclear family love and devotion. I had always known that intellectually, but feeling the strains of Roman’s devoted affection twisting through Ryu and I, felt as alien as the army of shadows in my head. I wanted to warm to it, and relax in the golden glow, but I didn’t dare let my self-control slip. Too much depended on my iron will and careful emotional barriers.


  “The three of you?” the hologram of an immigration officer asked when our turn eventually arrived. Beside the hologram a rating in the freighter’s crew scanned our chips and worked the ship’s equipment that recorded and catalogued us.


  “Yes,” Roman said. “Husband, wife, one child.”


  “Refugees from Nightshade?”


  “Yes.”


  “Your entry is approved and routing data has been added to your chip. Follow the instructions to find transport planetside. Once there, further instructions will take you to temporary housing. Your identification will allow you access to healthcare and rations. As soon as possible a member of Customs and Immigration will interview you at your temporary housing to make longer term arrangements. Next.”


  Once we get down to New Greenland, we’ll go to Driscoll’s safe house. We can use public transport, I said.


  Roman’s eyes were on the men who had been playing cards at bathroom 8C. They were staying close to us, but talking quietly together as if they were just casually walking the same way as we were.


  We’ll have to deal with them eventually, Roman said, or they’ll arrest us.


  Let’s wait until after we reach the safe house. I said, It will be easier to handle them after Ryu is somewhere safe.


  I sensed resistance from him. His heart skipped a beat at the thought of Ryu in danger. What did it take to win such loyalty so quickly?


  You should know. You won mine instantly.


  I felt like I was glowing from the heart out with the sheer joy of that. Waiting was not all that tedious with a man like Roman keeping you company.


  We were slated for the same shuttle as Driscoll and Kitsano, but we kept our distance, so that our stalkers had to separate to cover both groups.


  Roman settled Ryu into his seat when we finally boarded the shuttle. I tried to keep my eyes from drifting towards the men following us, but it was hard not to glance every now and then. I didn’t like the feeling of being hunted.


  We’re lucky that there are so few. I’ve been confused all along that your cousin hasn’t sent more people to corral us.


  Maybe he doesn’t know for sure that it’s me.


  Or maybe he knows something we don’t. Maybe he has a way to snatch you up the minute he thinks you’re a real threat.


  I shivered and risked another glance. Our enemies looked like Roman, but older. Nondescript, with the brown hair, eyes, and skin that most of the human population was sporting these days. Their close-cropped hair and confident demeanour was what marked them as military. Predators. Like Roman. Like me.


  Exasperation spiked through the channel as Roman tried to keep a grip on Ryu. His curiosity, combined with mule-like stubbornness, made him more like his new father than I would ever admit. Maybe it would do Roman some good to see himself in a little form.


  One of the predators looked our way and then immediately turned away again when he saw me watching him. Some instinct in me reacted, telling me that they were getting ready to make their move.


  My own exasperation was starting to creep up, and not for the first time I wondered how much Roman and I mirrored each other’s moods. Rather than being a precious commodity protected by a fierce bodyguard, I was feeling like a bodyguard protecting two others. I felt…unsuited…to the role, like I was playing a part that was unfamiliar.


  I glanced at Roman and Ryu. Roman caught my eye and smiled. He’d said that when they stripped me down they’d find only responsibility at my core. It was too generous an estimation by half, but there was one thing I knew. I felt responsible for Roman. I’d sacrifice myself in an instant for him or the ones he loved, and that meant Ryu. It was time to channel my inner pit bull.


  The next time one of them looked at me, I winked.


  Load Tactical Interface.


  Loading.


  Status of Operation Overthrow?


  Targets have been activated. Tracking Kingpin One.


  As always, my good old implant was working overtime, and telling me nothing about the details.


  The interface flickered slightly and I noticed a prompt in the bottom corner that was searching for targets. Was it paranoia to prepare for battle on an enclosed shuttle full of refugees?


  Ryu stopped hassling Roman when we launched from the freighter, but there was no time to breathe. The shuttles were expediting travel times and their intervals between flights were close. We weren’t the only freighter of terrified refugees, and the Blackwatch Fleet was trying to clear civilians as quickly as possible as they organized the military situation around the capital planet.


  My eyes were glued to the cerama-plate windows on the sides of the shuttle as we launched from the freighter. I wasn’t the only one to gasp. I’d seen more than most citizens, but never had I seen New Greenland’s orbit so full. Freighters and civilian haulers were lined up into ranks by Fleet pinnaces. Shuttles and small craft dotted the black of space like Swarovski crystals on velvet. Over the glowing arc of the planet they moved like water-striders, delivering their precious cargo of lives to the land below. Beyond us, deeper out of orbit, warships loomed in shark-like splendor.


  Chills brought gooseflesh out on my forearms and rippled up over my shoulders to lodge in my spine. It is one thing to have read lists of Imperial ships and another thing to see them arrayed and sparkling. Watching them, I felt bladder-freezing fear at the thought of an equal fleet moving to meet us. There were five other worlds with the potential to send refugees in waves greater than even this tidal surge from Nightshade. What would we do then? How would we keep all these people alive and safe?


  I swallowed, and my throat was dry. It is no small thing to decide that you will become a god. Even if only in a mortal, imperial sense.


  I straightened my spine and clenched my jaw. Nothing had changed. I was still, and always would be, a Matsumoto.


  We hit atmosphere with the usual tremors and gasps from the civilians aboard. Over the comm system calm voices explained that everything was in order and reminded us of the procedure to disembark when we reached the planet surface, but I had thoughts only for the battle brewing above and the battle that brewed ahead. I wished, more than anything else, that no one would die as a result of my actions. Naiveté. What was wrong with my mental makeup that I still clutched at such unreasonable dreams?


  World weariness is overrated.


  And Pacifism?


  Still viable. Don’t abandon it yet.


  The shuttle juttered and heaved at the end of a rough dry landing, and then the soothing voices piped up again reminding us to remain calm, just as both of our stalkers locked their eyes on me. There was not a shred of calm in their eyes.
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  MOVE! I SAID, CARVING A path for Roman and Ryu out of the shuttle as soon as the red landing lights turned off. I didn’t need to glance behind me to know that the pair was right on our six.


  I caught a suppressive look from Driscoll as I shoved past him, but I kept going. I’d seen the look those two had given me in the eyes of my enemies before and violence in this cramped shuttle didn’t bear thinking about. The civilian injuries would pile up and I had enough on my conscience without that.


  I released the hatch, and shoved it open and into the bureaucrat that had been trying to open it from the other side.


  “Medical emergency,” I said, thrusting Roman and Ryu through the door ahead of me.


  “We need to scan your documents,” she said, concern warring with worry on her face.


  Roman jammed our chips in her scanner and retrieved them as it beeped confirmation. He scooped Ryu up and we ran.


  Launch mapping program.


  Program initiated.


  Input data obtained from Patrick Driscoll.


  The port was a mass of confusion, with lines of people, baggage and uniformed officials. People were arriving from multiple shuttles and the sheer enormity of the task of sorting through the hordes of stricken refugees made for a scene of pure pandemonium.


  Roman led the way, speeding around people and obstacles towards the chain link fence that kept casual observers off the dock. On my map the safe house flared green, with concentric circles pulsing out from it. I toggled the public transport routes and they flashed up in red.


  It was night and I couldn’t see much beyond the fence despite patches of light and various starport buildings picked out in grim concrete.


  “How do we get out of here?”


  “There will be a door for personnel somewhere,” Roman said, still shoving through shoals of people being herded in the direction of the main gates. Their raised voices and the all-port messages over the communications system made it hard to hear.


  “Can we go through the gates?” I asked, my voice almost lost in the press of the crowd.


  “Take forever to get through processing.”


  “We were pre-vetted.”


  “Tell that to a security guard with a flashlight and a metal detector. They like to use their standard issue equipment.”


  “What’s the flashlight for?” Ryu asked, muffled where he was tucked into Roman’s chest.


  “Dark places.”


  “People don’t have dark places!” he said.


  If only. Roman and I said together.


  “Here,” I said.


  There was a door marked, “Authorized Personnel Only.” Roman fiddled with the lock and I turned my back to scan for our pursuers. I could see people being jostled and pushed from across the port. We had a head start, but it wasn’t much. I shivered despite the press of bodies.


  “Tell me when no one’s really looking,” he said, standing back a pace from the door and setting Ryu beside me.


  “Now,” I said, as a flood of people pushed past with their backs to us.


  Roman slammed the door with his bionic leg and with a crack the lock and part of the wall came free.


  “Got it,” Roman said.


  We slipped through the door, propping it back into place behind us.


  Being in the marines was good for something, he said.


  The cold hit me like a physical force. Winter in New Greenland. My old enemy.


  Ryu whimpered and Roman and I both hissed as steam poured off our lightly clad bodies. We were in a vehicle maintenance yard, but it was unfenced.


  “This way,” I said, hurrying towards the closest red line on the map. We needed to get on public transport. It was our fastest bet to find the safe house and the best way to keep warm until we could get somewhere safe. Driscoll and Kitsano would have to meet us there.


  “Wait,” Roman said, pulling me to the side of a lit shed and cracking the door open. He handed me Ryu, put a finger to his lips and disappeared inside. I bit my lip. Our pursuers would be here any minute. He was wasting time. Ryu’s lips were trembling and his tiny frame was rigid in my arms. Kids complicated everything.


  “Here,” Roman said, emerging from the shed and shoving something at me. I took it and watched as he shrugged into a huge duck-cloth coat. It was the standard grey of maintenance workers and two sizes too large. He took Ryu from me, tucking him inside the coat and then sealing it over them both. I shrugged into my own, suddenly grateful for his detour.


  “Now we run,” I said, putting words into action. We jogged through the yard, avoiding the pools of light and drifts of dry snow that littered the maintenance yard.


  A bang and raised voices behind me, quickened my heart, as I sped up. Our breath gusted white and thick in the sharp air and ice crystals hung in the light beams. Where our feet found snow it squeaked beneath our shoes. Not good. Years of time spent on New Greenland had taught me the types of cold that winter there can bring and squeaky snow put the thermometers somewhere around -30 Celsius. We needed to find that safe house.


  Osatalik, the city we were navigating, was busy despite the frigid conditions. Light rail cars flashed by ahead and hover buses bumbled through the streets like glowing bees. Foot traffic was minimal, and as we left the shelter of the maintenance yard and sprinted into the open streets the reason was apparent. Wind wrapped around us like a tidal wave, nearly knocking me off my feet as I left the yard. Beside me, Roman stumbled, and both of us stopped, trying to catch a breath as the wind plucked it from our lungs.


  I gripped Roman’s sleeve and dragged him across the street and behind the shelter of a megahousing building. The countergrav plates that allowed it to soar so high connected to a thick metal structure on the ground and we took shelter under it.


  We should lure them here and take them on while there are only two tailing us, Roman said.


  The safe house isn’t far if we can get on that transit line, I said, gesturing to the light rail ahead. Let’s go to the safe house and deal with them after. Then we won’t have to worry about police or security cameras or bodies in the streets.


  We both glanced at Ryu, feeling the need to protect the small, shivering boy. His lips were blue and his arms around Roman were stiff with terror.


  We need to hurry, Roman said, pushing me with one arm, and clutching Ryu with the other.


  I nodded and we sprinted off again, dodging through alleys and around the bases of the ominously looming buildings. They were lit with the warmth of home, but no one was edging out of them at night and in this weather, so the streets were left empty as if we had cordoned them off for our desperate flight.


  I followed the lit route on our implant, guiding us to a terminal for the rail. The rail line dipped down to ground level up ahead and we ran parallel to it, dashing for the stop.


  Vera!


  I turned my head, refusing to slow my pace, and saw our pursuers charging towards us with heads down and weapons drawn.


  Quick!


  The ground vibrated and I looked down the track. A train sped towards us, but there wasn’t enough time to jump the rails and arrive at the station. It wasn’t slowing, either, like it didn’t plan to stop here.


  With a speeding train before us and enemies at our backs, I stopped running and spun around. My Tactical Interface went into overdrive.


  The men stopped, looking back and forth between us, like they weren’t sure which was the greater threat . Behind me the noise of the train blocked out all other sound, but it was slowing after all.


  I risked a glance back, and saw Roman staring down the track. One of the men had a cautionary hand held up to me. He was speaking, but there was too much noise to hear his words.


  Forget them. Grab the train when it comes by, Roman said.


  I stepped backwards, towards the track, dividing my attention between the track and the men. The wind from the train battled the wind from the weather for a brief moment and then it was upon us. Roman spun on his heels, running parallel to the light rail train. I sprinted after him, both of us leaping up and catching grab bars along the side of the train as it slowed to pass the stop and then continued to thunder along the rail.


  Snowflakes as big as my fist broke from the clouds and floated slowly downward, gaining density and obscuring my vision as we picked up speed. My foot was on a stamped steel rest, and my arm gripped the handle. A full car ahead of me I saw Roman adjusting to shield Ryu in the same position.


  So, how’s married life treating you? he asked me.


  About the same, but now with twice as much at stake.


  Well, when you’re not sure you have the cards and your opponent has a gleam in his eye that’s a good time to raise the stakes.


  Really? I don’t play cards, but I guess that explains why you married me, I said, enjoying the lighthearted banter he was distracting me with, but still monitoring the map overlaid on my vision.


  No. That was what we call ‘locking it down.’


  Funny. I thought I mentioned that I won’t be chained.


  A glimmer of laughter threaded through our channel. I liked having that teasing back in my mind. It made everything seem less grim.


  Five stops later, as we neared the outer rim of Osatalik, we hopped off, dashing past the smattering of surprised commuters waiting there and pushing hard towards the dark of the streets beyond.


  Two more blocks, I said.


  The Hand, never ones for subtlety, had chosen a large colonial era home in an ancient high class neighborhood. The stone edifice would have cost a fortune even without the elaborate gargoyles carved into them.


  Amazing they’ve stayed secret this long, Roman commented, as I sprinted for the front door and input the security code Driscoll had given me. The system also read my thumb print.


  The house was dark. It worried me that we were the first to arrive. I shoved the door open, glancing side to side and then stepped in and waved the lights on. It felt weird not to have Roman entering first.


  I know. Believe me, I’m torn about it. I just keep thinking of this little guy. We could all die and he could still be ok and live a good life and fall in love, you know? Plus, I look at these little brown eyes and he just knows I’ll save him from bad things, so how could I not?


  I got it. After all, that’s why I wanted to tear Nigel down and take his place. I didn’t want to leave all of Blackwatch to his mercy. I guess I could handle losing a bodyguard since it meant gaining a husband.


  Bodyguards come and go. With you around, they mostly go.


  Hey! Be nice.


  When am I not nice?


  I closed the door behind him and he made a bee-line for a settee off to the side and set Ryu down on it, pulling him out of the maintenance coat and wrapping him up in the afghans that had been tossed there.


  “Roman I scared,” Ryu’s tiny voice said, “and I cold.”


  “Don’t worry little buddy,” I heard Roman say as he took care of him.


  I locked the door and then snuck from room to room, checking each one to be sure it was secure. The Fleet officers were behind us somewhere, and as ominous as this house looked, it didn’t look particularly like the fort I had hoped it would be. It was just a house, although an elaborate one.


  Stone facades swept up to the vaulted ceiling. A massive open fireplace dominated the entrance, close to the settee that Ryu was on. The furniture was sparse, but heavy and expensive. An entire ball could have been hosted just in the entrance. Someone had said, ‘Make it grand and large,’ when they were building the place. ‘Make it big enough for giants to bowl in.’


  The next room I checked was through a stone arch to the side of the entrance. It was an old library, like the type you see in old records. With print books as valuable as they are today, you could have bought a starship with the contents. There was a butler’s pantry off the library and a set of stairs and drawing room off of that. Each one had been furnished by the same person who had the place built. It seemed their criteria was, ‘Only if it’s expensive.’


  I was only three rooms into checking when the front door clicked. I sprang out of the drawing room and towards the door.


  “Vera? Roman?” It was Driscoll. I breathed a sigh of relief too soon, because he followed it up with, “I really hope you aren’t here.”
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  IT WAS TOO LATE TO do anything. Roman and Ryu were exposed on the settee on the other side of the entranceway, and I was too far down the hall to take anyone by surprise.


  Driscoll was pushed in first with his hands above his head.


  I see he’s happy to take one for the team. All of that talk about you being important to the cause was just that – talk, Roman said.


  Kitsano was with Driscoll, looking dishevelled and standing with hunched shoulders. She’d put up a fight. Behind them were the men who had been tailing them as well as the ones who had tailed us. I let my hands reach up and I started to shuffle towards Roman.


  Ok Zeta, do your magic, I said and released my hold on the shadows.


  Nothing happened.


  “It’s time to stop running,” one of the men behind Driscoll said. He braced his feet and squared his shoulders like he’d heard about me and was worried that an army was about to hit him square in the forehead.


  Any time now, Roman prompted.


  Zeta! Get your shadowy butt out here and fulfill your end of the deal. Zeta!


  Footsteps echoed over the marble from behind me and I risked a look. Ch’ng walked out of the shadows and into the warm light of the massive crystal chandelier. I felt myself relax slightly at the sight of an ally.


  “Vera. Driscoll,” he said, with the first full on grin I’d seen from him. He was holding a nettlegun in a casual way that suggested he wouldn’t need to use it, and there were five uniformed men behind him. I stiffened again. He wasn’t here as support. He was our betrayer.


  Ten to four. Poor odds, and we had a child to defend and no weapons. What was Roman thinking scooping up a child?


  I was thinking that he was valuable, and that of all the things I’ve ever done saving an innocent child from a miserable and lonely life might be the very best.


  Sorry, I said, contrite. I did understand, but it was hard to shake the feeling that Roman was supposed to be protecting me.


  You don’t need protecting any more. You can fight your own battles.


  Excuse me? Do you not see this?


  Go ahead. Fix it, he said, but his body language was tense despite the joking and he was crouched over Ryu like he would happily rip the eyes out of the first person to come close.


  “I thought you were purely a back channels kind of guy, Ch’ng. This Establishment Barbie act doesn’t suit you,” I said.


  He rolled his eyes. “I don’t know what gets you in more trouble, Vera, your arrogance, your mouth, or your lack of gratitude.”


  He gestured and the Fleet officers spread out around us like they were following his orders.


  “I’m not seeing much to be grateful for right now, Ch’ng,” I said. “And if I had to rank my worst traits I think ‘naïve’ might top the list right now. Have you been a plant all along?”


  He laughed. “Why do you think McIsaac and I worked together? He liked knowing that I was secretly a Fleet operative. It made him feel less like a condemned traitor.”


  Wow. That was so Ian.


  “That’s why it didn’t look like Nigel was trying very hard to come after us. He didn’t need to, with you there keeping an eye on us the whole time.”


  Ch’ng nodded. “I could have served you up on a golden platter any time I liked. Believe me, if it weren’t for orders I would have done it sooner. It wasn’t much fun to follow your incompetent orders and pretend I was as enamored with you as these fools. You always had to do it your own pig-headed way, didn’t you? Always ungrateful to those who gave everything to help you. Even now you aren’t worried about them or grateful for all they’ve done, you have eyes for nothing but your grand vision.”


  “So now what? You drag us off to Nigel and receive a suitable reward?” I asked, catching Driscoll’s eye. He shook his head imperceptibly. He had no ideas. Great.


  “And knowing you, this is where you try to negotiate for leniency for your little guardian dog and his new pup,” he said, still grinning.


  One of the Fleet officers pulled out synth-cuffs and moved towards Driscoll and Kitsano. If I had any bright ideas now would be the time to use them.


  “Or maybe now I tell you to go while you still can, before I call on a shadow army to sprout green fungus in your remains.”


  Come on, Zeta! Remember, we get revenge together or not at all!


  “If you could do that, little Vera, you would have already. I’ve always been a gambler – especially with lives – and so I gambled that your sweet little shadow army couldn’t save you so far away from their home. Turns out I was right to lay down the Big Blind, because now I get the Pot.”


  The synthcuffs slid neatly on Kitsano and Driscoll as one of the men pulled out another set of them, moving purposefully towards me.


  “If you’re going to betray me, Ch’ng, could you at least do it without the ‘bad guy’ monologue? Have some class.”


  He crossed the room fluidly and slapped me across the face. The fake burn Driscoll had applied flew off my face and the scarf slid to the ground. In front of me I heard gasps. I suppose Ch’ng hadn’t told his Fleet compatriots that he was cornering a Matsumoto. According to Driscoll, I was one of the last. If I was an animal they would be fundraising to keep me from going extinct.


  Roman was a sight. My eyes found him immediately, worried for what he would do. He was a step away from Ryu, arms spread, posture low, like he was being physically torn in two between the two of us.


  Don’t worry about me. Like you said, I’ll handle it.


  I wasn’t a very good liar, but I thought he might have bought that one.


  I focused my attention back on Ch’ng, matching his smile with my own icy one and I said, “How long have you been waiting to slap a Matsumoto?”


  “I wouldn’t call you that,” he said, sneering dramatically.


  If he would just lean in a little closer…


  “And if you realized who I am,” he said, “you’d-”


  “Say it to the hand,” I said, as he leaned in to gloat. I seized him by the throat, triggering the Tactical Interface, which positioned my fingers perfectly to make the best use of their tiny size.


  He sounded like steam whistling from a kettle.


  The shriek of nettles zipped around me and I expected to feel their sting and the blossoming pain that would tell me I was finally dying, but it was the Fleet men who were falling.


  Roman stuffed Ryu under the settee, and threw his own body over the gap – always the body guard, even as a father. Driscoll slammed his body into Kitsano, and the two of them fell behind a pillar as the last Fleet man dropped to the ground.


  I should have been upset to see members of my own military dying without warning, but their betrayal overwhelmed everything else.


  “You can drop him now, Ms. Matsumoto,” a voice behind me said, in the same moment that my implant pinged.


  Find Jin Ayumi complete. Initializing Phase Beta. Please stand by for further instructions. Setting operation parameters 14782.
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  I spun in place, dragging Ch’ng’s useless weight with me.


  “Jin Ayumi,” I said, as my eyes focused on a small old man in a tidy china-collared suit with a nettlegun in either hand.


  “Vera Matsumoto.”


  Was he here to help us, or stop us? My implant had not been very clear. I adjusted my grip on Ch’ng and pushed him in front of me.


  “So eager to protect yourself that you would offer up the life of another?” he asked, with a raised eyebrow.


  “I have more to protect than my own life,” I said, glancing back at Roman.


  My life for yours, I said to him.


  I think you’ve got that backwards.


  “So you’d kill this spy to save your friends,” he said, and his mouth had that condescending twist that I’ve seen a thousand times on the morally superior.


  I could have kept my mouth shut, but after so much roiling tension for so long I really wanted to let someone have it.


  “Look at this face,” I said, jutting my chin out. “You named me Matsumoto, and that is what I am. We’re a dying breed, in case you haven’t been keeping up with your dynasty news. Worse for you, I’m probably the only one left who is willing to stand up to Nigel Matsumoto and demand that he suspend the use of VX-7 which is turning our citizens into an unwilling army. I’m the only one who can completely overhaul our Dynastic rule without revolution, and with a war coming revolution will destroy us. I suspect, that I am the only Matsumoto who wants to stop this war with the People’s Freehold, too. So go ahead. Mock my priorities. The fact that I haven’t gone riding off into the sunset to enjoy a life away from all this “ I fumbled a moment for the right term, “crushing responsibility should be all the qualifications I need.”


  He cleared his throat.


  “Give me the spy, please.”


  I shoved Ch’ng towards him. My blood was still hammering in my temples. I was angry. It wasn’t enough that my citizens wanted me to give up my entire self to fix the Empire. They constantly felt the need to poke and prod me and criticize my best efforts.


  They can’t believe that you are really so magnificent, Roman said.


  Yes. That must be it.


  No, really. It’s hard to see from inside the sufferings and survival you’ve been forced into, but you are not what anyone expects…in a good way.


  There’s not much good about me beyond responsibility and determination.


  You are honor to the core. And I’m proud to be your partner.


  I glanced over my shoulder at him. He’d risen to his feet, holding a pale Ryu in his arms. Roman Aldrin: patron saint of children, the innocent, and for some reason beyond my understanding…me.


  Don’t get me wrong. You are arrogant and ungrateful. His eyes met mine and they locked on, shining with love and devotion. But your honor outshines this Empire. When it crumbles to dust your honor will still be there in the echo of what once was.


  I blushed and turned back to Jin Ayumi who was trussing Ch’ng up.


  “I hate to interrupt this touching moment,” Driscoll said behind me, “but if you are done silently expressing your eternal devotion, then Kitsano and I could use some help with these synthcuffs.”


  “I can’t believe he was a spy,” I said, as I freed Driscoll.


  “The Emperor has agents everywhere,” Ayumi said. “Do you think you are the first cousin to challenge his rule?”


  “I think I will be the last.”


  “So. She is what you said she was,” Ayumi said, glancing up from Ch’ng’s hands to Driscoll.


  “Every bit of it. Trust her or don’t, but I don’t see any other option.”


  I crossed my arms over my chest and looked Ayumi up and down. Choshi had called him a scholar. He looked more like an ancient samurai.


  “He doesn’t look much like a relic to me,” I said.


  Ayumi huffed, and slapped Ch’ng’s hands, indicating he was finished securing him. He gripped the spy’s bicep and led him over to the settee. Ch’ng watched us with interest.


  “Is that what Driscoll said I was?” Ayumi asked, as he pulled out a small cigarette case from his jacket and tapped it open. Inside a tiny injection needle popped out instead of a cigarette, and he deftly stuck it in Ch’ng’s neck and pushed down the plunger.


  “It was a joke, Jin,” Driscoll said, rubbing his wrists. “What will you do with the spy? Shall I call in Driscoll’s Own?”


  “Driscoll’s Own is no more. You are the last living member. If you had not been off world you would have been purged with the rest, when the Emperor brought down his wrath. He killed them messily. And secretly.”


  Driscoll’s face was grey at Ayumi’s words, but he didn’t look surprised. He’d known since the freighter. I felt a trickle of sweat slip down my temple, though. I had been counting on them. Who did I have left if Driscoll’s Own was no more? The Hand?


  Ayumi laid the unconscious Ch’ng down on the settee.“I’ll send Falk for him. Some of The Hand were not your people and not swept up in the purge. We could use information about how this one came to be recruited by the Fleet without my knowing.”


  “How would you know about who the Fleet recruits as a spy?” Roman asked, his eyes narrow.


  Ayumi looked up and met his eyes.


  “Because I am the secret Head of Blackwatch Intelligence, Marine. I have been for the last thirty years.”


  I barely suppressed a gasp. That’s how he saved Driscoll all those years ago.


  “Then why have you waited until now to act?” Roman asked, and in it I heard the unspoken questions. Why had he waited until after a corrupt government killed Roman’s parents? Why had he waited until after that government sent he and I out to fail and die? Why had he waited until after a crisis killed little Ryu’s parents and left him a terrified refugee?


  “It was not the right time. We needed to wait for a Matsumoto. The right Matsumoto,” Ayumi said, shooting a glance at me from the side of his hooded eyes.


  I kept my face immobile. He’d have to work if he wanted information from me. I had my own set of “whys.”


  “I’ve heard that. You don’t want a bloody revolution. But hasn’t the rule of Nigel Matsumoto been just as bloody? Why do you need a Matsumoto?” Roman asked


  “There are safeguards. It can only be a Matsumoto.”


  “Safeguards? You are afraid of security measures? You couldn’t overwhelm them on your own? Not much of a Head of Blackwatch Intelligence!”


  Ayumi compressed his lips and sighed, and I thought he was done with Roman, but after a moment he spoke.


  “Do you think you were the only one injected against your will? All of us in useful positions in the Blackwatch hierarchy are injected with tiny computer chips. Not like your implant, but intelligent enough to kill us if we go against the Matsumotos. Maybe I could have acted and died, but then who would take up the revolution? Anyone in the position to know how to stop them would have died, too.”


  “I don’t see your head exploding,” Roman said, as he arranged a sleeping Ryu on a chair beside the settee and then joined the rest of us in the tight circle we’d formed.


  “Matsumoto,” Ayumi said, gesturing at me. “Therefore, no messy death. She’s one of the family, so I’m safe.”


  “Driscoll wasn’t injected, though, was he?” I said.


  “No,” Driscoll said, looking up at me, “but when I raised that point with the Hand they made…compelling…arguments.”


  His expression hardened and I didn’t push him, but I wondered who they had blackmailed him with to get him to go along with their reasoning. Zeta? Me? Or maybe he hadn’t needed external motivation. He was at heart a revolutionary. If there had been nothing to rebel against he would have found something – maybe even himself.


  Speaking of Zeta, I needed a moment alone soon so I could go give her a piece of my mind.


  “So you’ve been waiting all this time for a likely Matsumoto to come into your hands and then, what…you let her be your pawn as you reform Blackwatch?” Roman asked, his face turning red and his words getting choppy.


  “Not exactly,” Jin Ayumi said. “We learned a long time ago that Matsumotos make poor pawns. We aren’t looking for a pawn. We’re looking for an Emperor. A real Emperor, worthy of admiration, respect and loyalty.”


  Behind his eyes was a weighing look, like he was trying to determine if I fit the bill, and beside him Driscoll’s face was lit up 1000 lumens bright and even Kitsano had that glowy look that made me feel very worried.


  “But we were wrong to look for a worthy Emperor,” Ayumi said, and my eyes widened with surprise. He paused and coughed, as a strange expression played over his face. “We should have been looking for an Empress.”


  I cleared my throat.


  “So now we know what you want from me. Let’s talk about what I want from you,” I said.


  “What good is an octogenarian with a single set of pistols?” Roman asked


  “That’s what he’s going to tell us.”


  Ayumi frowned, but if he knew Matsumotos then he must know to expect a backbone.


  “I have contacts. Admiral Tagawa, for instance, could prove very helpful.”


  I smiled. “I’m sure she will prove helpful. The military will need to choose a side, and I assume that if you’ve mentioned her then she is either with The Hand or her loyalty is negotiable.”


  Ayumi shook his head.


  “Admiral Tagawa is extremely trustworthy, but she will ask you a question and if your answer is not correct then the Blackwatch military will not take your side.”


  My eyebrows rose.


  “You’ve tried this before.”


  His face remained carefully blank, and I noticed that everyone else around us drew in closer as if they would be able to hear something imperceptible otherwise.


  “Hiro Matsumoto was also a troubling Emperor before his assassination. We tried to replace him, but our choice of Emperor…failed.”


  “Zeta,” Driscoll breathed.


  I thought about Zeta, so bent on the destruction of the Emperor. What could she possibly have lacked that I might have? In every way possible she made a more authoritative figure than I ever could, and she was older than I am now when she was exiled to Baldric.


  We were so intent on his revelations that no one turned around when Ryu shuffled in his sleep.


  “Well, that’s something I will think on, but military introductions will not be your only task,” I said. “You are the Head of Intelligence. That means you know people not just in Blackwatch, but in other nations, too. You will get me a secret meeting with the decision makers of The People’s Freehold in the next forty-eight hours or you can forget making me anything.”


  “That is impossible!” Ayumi said, shoving his pistols into holsters under his flowing jacket.


  “Nevertheless,” I said, “You will do the impossible. People don’t remain spies for as long as you clearly have without finding ways to achieve what no one else can.”


  Driscoll and Ayumi shared a commiserating look over my head, and I gritted my teeth. I was not a child. I was a woman who they wanted to make Empress.


  “I will not fight my own battles without also fighting for the citizens of Blackwatch. I want an end to this needless death. Too many innocents have died already.”


  They smiled tight-lipped at me, and Roman rolled his eyes.


  Watch out. They think that you sneeze and gold dust flies out. People like that will get you killed.


  Tell me about it. Their death count is already epic.


  Look at us, Vera, he said, shooting me one of his bone-melting smiles, marriage suits us. We were always better as a team.


  Always, I agreed.


  “I will find a way,” Ayumi said. “But you must meet Admiral Tagawa immediately. I came here to find Driscoll and bring you to her. She has only a few hours to spare before she must meet with the Emperor, and what report she gives will be based on what she sees in you.”


  “Didn’t you just kill her men?” I asked, gesturing.


  “These weren’t hers.”


  “But they followed us from Nightshade, and that is where she began to track us.”


  “Replacements brought in by the Emperor’s Hound.”


  “Who is the Emperor’s Hound?” Roman asked.


  “His personal clerk and spy. I have thought for some time that he is the son of Prime Minister Everard Oshiro,” he said as if we were fools who should know immediately who he was talking about. He gestured towards the settee, “You’ve been referring to him as ‘Ch’ng.’”


  We all looked where he pointed, but the settee was empty.


  “Ryu!” Roman gasped.


  The chair was empty, too.
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  I HADN’T EVEN PROCESSED WHAT had happened before Roman sprinted out the front door, leaving it open behind him. Snow blew across the hall and Driscoll cursed loudly. My pulse was even louder in my throat. I shoved past Driscoll, ignored Ayumi’s shout, and followed Roman out into the dark and the swirling snow.


  The snow descended so thickly that Roman’s tracks were almost completely covered in the thumb-sized flakes. There were no other tracks to be seen. I circled the house, and in the deadly stillness of the snowy night the only sound was my pounding heart. What would become of Roman if anything happened to that little boy? I could hear his thoughts slipping into our channel, frantic and distraught.


  My fault, my fault…Ryu!..helpless, terrified…he trusted me. Ryu!


  There was no sign of anyone around the house and no sign of movement in the streets around us. When I came around to the front again I made out the sound of footsteps squeaking in the snow. Roman emerged from the thick gusts at a full run.


  He seized me by the biceps, almost lifting me up in shaking hands.


  “I can’t let him disappear into the night, Vera!” His breath gusted hot into the cold.


  “You saw no sign of them?” I asked.


  He shook his head.


  “Then how can you hope to find him?”


  “It doesn’t matter how. I have to go,” his eyes were wild, skating over everything around, but he pulled them down to find my own and managed to focus for a moment. “I can’t leave him when he needs me. You must understand.”


  He kissed me once, frantically, intensely, and then after one heart-wrenching look he dashed off into the swirling snow.


  Should I go with him? What was wrong with me that I didn’t? Leave the old men to their silly thoughts of Empire and save what matters to you, I urged myself, but instead I stood there with empty arms and an aching heart.


  I understand, I said, and I straightened my shoulders, took in a deep breath and trotted up the steps to the house.


  I opened the door to the stomach-twisting smell of death. Ayumi and Driscoll were arguing where I left them and Kitsano was off to the side shaking like a leaf. What had gotten into that girl? She was a lot tougher on Baldric.


  “You’re back,” Driscoll said, sagging slightly.


  “I have an Admiral to meet,” I said. “What’s the hold up?”


  “No hold up,” Ayumi said, spreading his hands wide. “I’ll call my driver.”


  Driscoll shot him a murderous look. What had they been fighting about?


  “Is this going to be a problem?” I asked Driscoll, gesturing between him and Ayumi.


  “Not at all, my liege,” he said with a half bow.


  My eyebrows shot up before I could stop them. Well, that was a nice change.


  “In that case,” I said, turning to Ayumi, “Should I ask why we’re using private transport? Won’t we stand out?”


  “We’re going to the Callaway Mountains,” Ayumi said. “I’m sure you know that there are no public routes there.”


  “That’s a terrible idea. Anyone would be curious about a hovercar headed there, and if someone is looking we will stand out.”


  “No one is looking. Besides, the Admiral is staying at her house there, and as you know it is close to the Winter Palace, and her audience with the Emperor is there very soon. She cannot leave, but we can go to her.”


  Like supplicants. I didn’t like it.


  “What do you mean that no one is looking?”


  I was surprised when Driscoll answered, his voice thick and halting.


  “The People’s Freehold Officially declared war on us one hour ago. It’s all over the newfeeds. These may be the last days of our Empire.”


  We were all silent for a moment, fear and horror filling us, but then I rallied.


  “Like hell they are,” I said. “Call your car, Ayumi.”


  If force of will alone could stop an interplanetary war and topple an Empire, then I was the one for the job.


  Ayumi retreated to the side, flicking on his ring phone and making his call. Driscoll shuffled awkwardly from foot to foot.


  “Did you want to say something?” I asked.


  “We thought we were taking on a real down and dirty dog-fight, and that’s scary enough, but now it looks like you’re going to take on a neo-puma at the same time. Are you sure you’re up for this?”


  “Shut up Driscoll,” I said, but I said it kindly. “The time for self-doubt is passed. Now is the time to make our foreheads like flint and our intestines like iron.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Now is the time for courage. Of the many things you are, Patrick Driscoll, a coward is not one of them.”


  He smiled at me and said, “Well then I suppose that is something we share.”


  “Two minute ETA,” Ayumi said, “Let’s get to the roof.”


  “Roof?” Kitsano said, looking up finally.


  “I’ve called my skystrider. We need to make up the time we’ve lost.”


  Always. We always needed to make up time. I was living my whole life in 24x speed.


  We followed Ayumi to the wide stone stairs and corkscrewed upwards to the roof.


  “How many of my relatives are still living, Ayumi?” I asked, as we climbed.


  “I wouldn’t fret about that now, Vera,” he said.


  “I’m not fretting. I’m asking.”


  “Your cousin Nigel brought your cousin Albert back from assignment last week.”


  Two. Maybe.


  “I’m not sure that is an answer, Jin Ayumi,” I said.


  Ayumi was huffing a little as we finally reached the top of the stairs. Driscoll pushed a door open and we walked out onto a flat, well-lit roof just as the whisper-silent skystrider settled on it. The driver threw open the door and Driscoll took Kitsano’s arm and the two raced towards it, ducking under the directional drives as they ran. Ayumi took a step forward but I seized his arm.


  “I’m still asking,” I said, my lips forming a hard line.


  “I think you know how many Matsumotos are still alive, Vera,” Ayumi said.


  I released his sleeve and he ran to the skystrider with me close on his heels. I guess, when I thought about it, the answer had been obvious all along.


  We strapped into the skystrider and I battled images of my relatives that could not be kept from bubbling up out of my memories. Aunt Elnore brushing my hair. Albert asking for help on a political science assignment. Uncle Svend teaching me to snowshoe. I bit my lip and focussed on not remembering. There would be a time for remembering later.


  “How many of The Hand are left?” I asked.


  Ayumi and glanced at Driscoll as he buckled in, and Driscoll refused to meet his gaze. Was this what they had been fighting about.


  “Everyone in this skystrider serves The Hand faithfully,” he said.


  “We have no allies left, except for those present and Roman?” I asked, feeling a thrill of fear almost as strong as the one I’d felt at the announcement of war.


  No one wanted to answer me as the skystrider set off into the snowy night. Ayumi sat in the co-pilot’s chair and did not bother with introductions. Driscoll and Kitsano sat next to each other along one side of the chopper and clasped hands.


  “No one but us, Vera,” Driscoll said, before closing his eyes.


  I took the opportunity to commune with my spirits.


  Zeta? Are you still in there?


  Where else would we be?


  Well, they were talking to me. I closed my eyes and sank into the shadows in my head. Zeta materialized before me instantly, arms crossed over her chest and eyes blazing. Behind her the Elders were arrayed, and for once, the buzz of the other souls was low enough that I didn’t need to block them out. We had an audience.


  “You did not come when I called you. You did not aid me in battle,” I said.


  “We are losing confidence in you,” Zeta said. “Your choice to marry was selfish and ill-advised.”


  “Marriage was not part of the terms we negotiated.”


  “It is time to re-negotiate,” Zeta said.


  “No. You gave your word. You must uphold your end of the bargain or-”


  “Or what? You have nothing to threaten us with! Your path to overthrow the Matsumoto Emperor is set. You can’t turn back now.”


  “I can’t do it without the army I was promised,” I said, clenching my jaw. “If you want your revenge you’ll still need to aid me.”


  “Find another army,” Zeta said, smiling in triumph, “or choose to negotiate with us.”


  “I have nothing else to offer,” I said, and a sick feeling settled in my belly. What would they ask for, when I had so little left? My soul? Roman’s? “Please. Please reconsider and honor your agreement.”


  “Beg,” Zeta said, and I saw the same look of haughty pleasure cross the faces of the assembled Elders.


  They were looking forward to this. It was for this that they allowed me to be attacked without support. For this, that Ryu had been stolen and that I had lost Roman’s aid again. Almost, I rebelled. Almost, I refused. Instead I sank to my knees, my face flaming with humiliation and I held my arms out, palms up. They were shaking slightly, but there was nothing I could do about that.


  “Please, reconsider and honor our agreement.”


  Zeta laughed, and I heard answering snorts and sniffs from those around her.


  “Very pretty, but no. Come back ready to renegotiate, or lose your army forever.”


  My eyes snapped open. I was back in the skystrider, shivering in the cold and slick with stress-sweat. Without an army there was no way I could pull this off. I had been counting on the shadows! I never would have set out on this insanity without them. ‘Find another army,’ Zeta had said. The meeting with the Admiral suddenly seemed a lot more important.
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  DRISCOLL SHOOK ME AND I resurfaced from my meeting with the shadows, shivering in the freezing air. The door to the skystrider was open.


  “Admiral’s waiting,” he said.


  I unbuckled and ran my hands through my hair and over my face. When had I last eaten? Or had a cup of coffee for that matter? My stomach grumbled, but I ignored it and followed Driscoll out of the skystrider and across a cleared path to a gargantuan mountain chalet. Ayumi and Kitsano fell into step behind us.


  Like most buildings in the Callaway Mountains, the chalet was built into the side of the mountain, rather than on the scarce bits of flat ground that served better as landing pads. The outline of a ski hill beside the chalet suggested it was more for vacations than clandestine meetings. The sun peaked out from behind the stark mountain climes and the sky was clear. I blinked my eyes rapidly to keep my eyelashes from freezing together, and followed Driscoll using the hurried shuffle all people instinctively adopt on frozen surfaces.


  We skidded over snow drifts and up the winding stairs to the wide main entrance. Heavy log beams, carved with both ancient Japanese figures and Nordic themes proclaimed this another relic from the early days of colonization. It occurred to me that this chalet looked like a smaller version of the Winter Palace I’d spent so much of my time visiting for holidays. It might have felt like a homecoming if the rest of the Matsumotos weren’t strewn dead across the Empire.


  Any progress? I asked Roman.


  Some. Two ways they might have gone. Making use of some contacts I made in the marines. Talk soon.


  Good. We weren’t too far to keep in touch. I tried not to dwell on the thought that he was contacting the marines. I didn’t trust anyone in the military. I paused for a moment as my own thoughts registered. Ha. I was on my way to meet someone about as high up in the military as you could get. Maybe it was good to remember that.


  The double doors were ebonwood set with gargoyles. They swung open automatically as we crossed the threshold and an exquisitely dressed marine snapped to attention.


  “A little formal, don’t you think?” I asked Driscoll under my breath.


  “I assume that if they are seeing us then they are loyal to the Admiral over all else.”


  “That does nothing to assuage my worries, Patrick Driscoll.”


  “Well, if it doesn’t work out you could always kill her, set her house on fire and then ransack the place with an army of shadows. That’s rather more your style anyways, don’t you think?”


  “Remind me to ask you about something later,” I said, as we reached the sentry. Maybe Driscoll would know what to do about Zeta’s intransigence.


  “Welcome to House Tagawa. I will escort you to the Admiral,” the sentry said, and without waiting for acknowledgment he spun on his heel and led us within.


  The warmth of an open fire was a relief to my tensed muscles and for a moment I felt something almost akin to optimism infuse me.


  “Put your hood up,” Ayumi said from behind me, and then pushed past Driscoll and I.


  I pulled it up, but I thought that if he was worried about people knowing who I was he should have spoken sooner.


  We were ushered into a grand hall with a fireplace so large that it could fit all of us inside. It housed a roaring tiggerwood fire. Heads of creatures native to New Greenland, as well as exotic species from other planets, dotted the walls in a not-so-subtle warning to visitors. I half expected the Admiral to have mounted a downed starship on one of the walls. The furniture was built on such a large scale that I doubted I could find a comfortable seat in the whole room and six tigerhounds lounged in front of the fire and on the furniture. To one side a tall woman with short-cropped grey hair and a square face was throwing treats to the dogs while browsing the newsfeeds on her holoprojector.


  “I told you not to come, Ayumi,” she said, pushing herself out of the chair as we entered. She was taller than all of us, including Driscoll.


  “It was too important to wait, Admiral.”


  “And you’ve brought a known terrorist! By the Seven Planets, Jin! This is unforgivable,” she said, throwing the holoprojector down in disgust.


  “I’m not-” Driscoll began.


  “Don’t speak. I want plausible deniability.” She peered at me. “I’m not hiding anyone else for you, Ayumi, so don’t even ask. Don’t look at me like that. Don’t you think I know what a hood drawn up means?”


  “No one is trying to pull something over on you Bella,” Ayumi said.


  Operation parameters set. Initializing Fleet hack. Please stand by, my implant chirped.


  I threw my hood back. Whatever Ayumi had planned was going down the recycler. Time to step up. Neal Matsumoto’s words came back to me from his journal: Self-expression is the enemy, because it is only through shared responsibility that we find our true place in the universe. If someone is in a place to find the joy of that truth, how could you deny him?


  “Admiral Tagawa,” I said, “I am Vera Matsumoto. I come here to compel you to serve your Empire. Are you ready to meet your vows to the Matsumotos?”


  Tagawa smirked. “Nice try, Ambassador, but my vows were to the Emperor.” She turned to Ayumi, “You’d better have a good reason for bringing her here. We could both be hauled up on charges of treason for this.”


  I pressed on. “Ayumi told me you would have a question to ask me, but I have a question for you, Admiral,” I said, as a script flashed up on my implant. It was a direct quote from the secret histories. “What is the purpose of the Blackwatch Fleet?”


  “To defend her citizens from any enemy that arises,” she said, tension growing behind her eyes. It sounded like a catechism.


  “And what shall the role of an Admiral be?”


  “To direct the Fleet in defense of the people of Blackwatch,” she said. A tick formed on the side of her lip and her eyes looked glazed. It was as if a computer were directing her words as much as my implant directed mine. Could this be the work of the chip Ayumi said was injected in high level officials?


  “And what shall be the consequence of refusing this duty?” I pushed intensity into my words, though I was still following the script. They seemed to be of deadly importance.


  “The death of the Admiral and her officers.”


  “And who has the right to call on the Admiral to fulfill her duty?”


  She clamped her lips together tightly, biting down on her lip hard, till a trickle of blood came running down, and then she spoke, and the words came tumbling out as fast as possible.


  “The rightful envoy of the Matsumoto Dynasty has the right to call on the Admiral to fulfill her duty and she may not deny that envoy no matter what the orders or how grave the peril.”


  She wiped her lip, looking at me with black eyes.


  “Who is the rightful envoy of the Matsumotos?” I asked, quietly. Around me even the dogs had grown silent. A log on the fire popped under the pressure of the flame.


  “When the envoy arrives and asks the proscribed questions, she will be asked one in return and if that question is answered, the answerer is the rightful envoy of the Matsumoto Dynasty and must be obeyed on pain of death and the destruction and disbandment of the Fleet.”


  She was shaking now, clearly unwilling, but forced to answer the questions. I heard the word “implant” whispered by Driscoll. I was right. We were all pawns in a game laid out by Neal Matsumoto ten generations before.


  “Ask your question,” I said, enunciating each word clearly.


  Preparing for question. Preparing to unlock second seal.


  “What is the purpose of the strictures imposed on the Matsumoto Dynasty?” she asked, her mouth twisting with distaste.


  I waited for a moment, but my implant did not supply an answer. It seemed that at least one tiny piece of this dance belonged to me. And I knew, from the deadly flicker in Admiral Tagawa’s eye that if I answered incorrectly she would see me dead or given over to Nigel. If there was one thing I knew, it was Matsumotos, and I’d spent a long time looking into the abyss that was my family. If anyone could answer this question, it should be me. And suddenly, like a last puzzle piece clicking into place, I knew the answer that held all three of our rules together.


  I sank to my knees.


  “Humility,” I answered. “And I humbly ask for the help of the Fleet in exercising the right of birth and blood.” I looked up and pinned her gaze with mine. “I am the rightful envoy.”


  Second seal unlocked. Initializing final phase.


  Admiral Tagawa spat on the ground and spun away from me. Ayumi hissed, but I wasn’t worried. This was nothing but a fit of pique from a woman without the power to stop the unthinkable.


  I stood up and said, “There’s no point getting angry. Your part in this was assured the moment you joined the Fleet.”


  She spun around and took a forceful step forward. “I have always believed in free will!”


  “Is that what you tell your enlisted personnel? That you believe in free will?” I smirked. “I doubt that. You are their ranking officer. You tell them what you expect and they do it or face the consequences. Learn from that.”


  I turned to Ayumi.


  “Arrange the details. I’ll be back when she’s ready to swear.”


  Admiral Tagawa cleared her throat. “Swear what?”


  “Fealty,” I said, tightening my jaw, and walking back out of the house and into the frigid air. I stood on the top step and looked out over the mountains and the glaring snow. New Greenland, the icy heart of the Matsumoto Dynasty. She was the spine of the Blackwatch Empire, and she was rotten to the core. Driscoll was right and Roman was right.


  I’m always right, Roman said.


  There was nothing for it but to take her by force and clean her out piece by piece and when I was done I’d scrap the rules of the Matsumoto Dynasty and the secrets and the forced implants. Forcing people to follow a script against their wills might accomplish something in desperate times, but I’d rather have allies who chose to have my back than game pieces forced to play their part.


  A purple bird flew across the sky and sailed over the jagged peaks beyond. He was free because he had found a way to embrace the wind under his wings and use its force to propel him far past the point where his own strength could take him.


  Behind me, Driscoll cleared his throat, and I glanced at him.


  “It’s freezing out here,” he said, handing me a fur coat.


  “Thank you.”


  “You should say that more often.”


  “That was Ch’ng’s gripe, wasn’t it? That I am ungrateful.”


  “It’s hard to be grateful for help climbing a mountain when you realize there is another one you have to climb,” Driscoll said, looking out over the climbs before us. “Why did you work so hard to get that Admiral when you have an army of your own already?”


  I sighed. “I’m not sure if you noticed, but they weren’t much help to us at the safe house.”


  “Zeta,” he breathed.


  “Any ideas on how to make her see things my way?”


  “If I knew how to please your mother I wouldn’t be here.”


  I may have found him. I’ll be out of contact for a while. Roman said through the channel.


  Be safe, I said.


  “When Ayumi is done here I want to send a message to Nigel,” I said.


  “So soon?” Driscoll asked, one eyebrow lifting.


  “Didn’t you see the news she was reading when we arrived? The Refugee crisis is coming to a head. New Greenland is overwhelmed by the influx. There is violence in our streets. Horrible crimes. There is no time to waste dithering on the sidelines.”


  “Well you’ve hardly been doing that,” he said.


  I breathed into my cupped hands to warm them.


  “It feels like it. It feels like all of this has been just delaying the inevitable. When I killed Haverman it was like rolling a snowball and sending it down this mountain.”


  “Your course was set long before that. Before even your mother and I and our star-crossed love. All the way from the beginning when those damn fools made this Empire. Hubris. Hubris created your life, Vera.”


  “Don’t go soft on me now, Driscoll.”


  “So, do you want to send the Admiral with a message?” he asked.


  “No. Nigel is likely to kill whoever I send.”


  Driscoll looked at me with drawn features, like he was worried that I would send him to his death. Like he was worried he’d go if I sent him. “Then who?”


  “That’s where you come in,” I said. “I have never liked Prime Minister Oshiro. Do you think you could bring him to me?”


  He smiled and showed all his teeth.


  “Now that’s a very nice gift to give your aging father, Vera. You really shouldn’t have.”
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  DRISCOLL LEFT IMMEDIATELY AND I was led to a much smaller room where Ayumi and Tagawa were drinking coffee and eating breakfast.


  “I see the two of you have made yourselves at home,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.


  “This is my home,” Tagawa said, clipping her words.


  I sat down in front of her, leaning in close and held her gaze.


  “If you die, who succeeds you as head of the Fleet?”


  “Admiral Hoshi,” she said.


  I turned to Ayumi for effect and said, “I’ve heard of Hoshi. Good man. Has his head on his shoulders. Think he’d be interested in my offer?”


  Ayumi nodded, his wizened eyes glittering in the morning light.


  I looked back at Tagawa, “What do you think, Admiral? Should I ask Hoshi instead of you?”


  “He has no authority while I live,” she said, her nostrils flaring.


  “Exactly my point.”


  She paled and cleared her throat.


  “I will lead as I am ordered, Envoy.”


  “Good,” I said, baring my teeth in what could charitably be called a smile.


  “So now I will have breakfast, and then you will go to Nigel Matsumoto, and you will say nothing about this meeting. You will tell him that you have been tracking us since Nightshade, and though you have lost our trail you are certain you will pick it up again very shortly.”


  “He won’t be happy,” she said.


  “Don’t worry. That is the only message I wish you to give him. Someone else will bring him the one that will make him really angry,” I said, my mouth twisting with distaste. “After you give your message you will wait and when I send word with Ayumi you will act accordingly. You understand?”


  “Yes,” she said. “I hope you don’t ask me to fight the Emperor or any of our own people. Those are orders I cannot stomach.”


  “I hope I don’t have to ask it.”


  “I know this chip will make me follow what you tell me to do, but I warn you that I am loyal to all of Blackwatch!”


  I gave her a fierce look, and said, “No more than I am, Tagawa. Or do you think I’m doing this because I was bored and needed something to fill a bit of time? I have accepted the burden of the people of Blackwatch, because someone must and only I am able to,” I said, and I left no room for argument. “And now you swear.”


  When she was done her vows she left to dress for her meeting with the Emperor and Ayumi and I were alone.


  “You’re sending someone to speak to the Emperor?” he asked, his eyes weighing me. There was something behind them that I could not read, like he could see this from a different perspective than I could.


  “Eventually. Driscoll is on it,” I said. “I have other plans for you.”


  “You have many plans, Vera Matsumoto.”


  “Better than a ship adrift, don’t you think?”


  He nodded. “I will assist you, but try not to make your plans too complicated. It’s the complicated plans that end up exploding under our nose. You will need me to be fully informed of everything if I am to be of use.”


  I smiled, “I’ll keep that in mind. I’m assuming that as a spy you are capable of contacting a decision maker in The People’s Freehold?”


  “Possibly,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee and looking over the rim with sparkling eyes.


  I helped myself to breakfast before I continued.


  “Go ahead and do that. I want to talk with them. This war is senseless and unnecessary.”


  “I doubt they think so,” he said.


  “It was started by a Matsumoto. It can be stopped by a Matsumoto.”


  His eyes widened and his lips tightened.


  “There is no evidence that this is the case.”


  “I know Nigel too well to think otherwise. Just set the meeting. If I’m wrong, I won’t have hurt anything. If I’m right, maybe I’ll be in time to salvage our Empire.”


  He nodded and handed me a ring phone.


  “Here. It’s secure. We’ll use it to communicate.”


  I reached for it, but before my hand made contact I split into Roman’s mind.


  I was riding around as a passenger, fortunately, instead of controlling his body. As with every time before I could see what he did, but overlaid over the face of a puzzled Ayumi.


  Roman burst through a back door of a church, into a tiny room with spare kneelers stacked against a wall and hooks with matching vestments lined up against another. He squeezed between stacks of ancient wooden chairs and antique hymn books, the smell of print books and dust filled the air. A flickering half-light coming from the cracks around the door only magnified the shadows. The sound of hushed voices carried from the other side of the door.


  Vera? I feel like you are close.


  I’m riding in your mind again.


  Well keep your eyes open then, will you sweetheart? I’m sure he’s here.


  Roman eased the handle on the door and opened it a crack, but he couldn’t see well enough, so he slid his head out, a nettlegun tucked firmly in his hands.


  Out of nowhere a burly arm seized his collar and dragged him out of the door. He cursed internally, and I did, too. They had been waiting for him, and as soon as the one had a grasp on him, three more came flowing from the blind spot the doorway made, and easily disarmed him.


  Roman scanned the room, looking for Ryu and relief flooded over him before I even noticed the boy sitting happily on one of the pews playing a game with an older gentleman. The child’s eyes lit up at Roman’s appearance and he left his companion and ran to Roman. Roman scooped him up, and relieved devotion filled his mind.


  “Ryu! I’ve been worried about you,” he said, his eyes darting to the armed men circling the room. He must have run in without proper caution. It wasn’t like Roman not to calculate the odds, but it was like him to put the people he loved over his own safety.


  “Roman, you must come see the game!” Ryu said, “Mr. Fukushima showed me how.”


  “In a moment, Ryu,” Roman said, ruffling his hair and glancing up at grey haired Mr. Fukushima whose grave expression did not indicate someone who played a lot of games.


  I knew this was an important strategic moment, but I struggled to concentrate on it. Roman’s heart was so full that it bubbled into the channel and in that moment I finally understood his devotion to little Ryu and why he didn’t hesitate to run to his aid. He loved me and was my protector, but in an even more real way he was Ryu’s protector because Ryu was helpless in a world that had abandoned him. Roman would never let him be abandoned again. He was Roman’s family, and he was my family now, too.


  I shook myself out of that revelation and remembered with a start why I recognized Mr. Fukushima. He was the second minister of Rymarch, the second largest planet in the Blackwatch Empire. Exactly what was he doing, kidnapping children?


  I snapped back to my body, and shook myself.


  “Are you well?” Ayumi asked, with a frown.


  “Yes,” I replied, but my brow was furrowed.


  Are you ok? I asked Roman.


  For now. I’ll keep you up to date.


  Mr. Fukushima is important. He’s the second minister of Rymarch.


  “We need to leave for Osatalik immediately,” I said to Ayumi.


  “Very well. And the arrangements you wanted me to make?”


  “Can you make them on the way?” I asked, smiling ruefully.


  “Of course,” he agreed.


  We scooped up Kitsano on our way through the entrance and rushed to the skyskimmer. Admiral Tagawa’s hovercar was leaving as we arrived at the lot.


  “You look out of sorts, Kitsano. Is everything ok?” I asked, as we strapped into the back of the skyskimmer.


  She smiled slightly and nodded, looking away quickly. Maybe she was more in love with Driscoll than I had imagined. She seemed more translucent now than ever before. My head hurt thinking about it.


  We may have a small problem here, Vera, Roman said.


  You don’t say? I’m on my way.


  Bring that army of shadows with you.


  If only I could.
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  “THEY WANT ME,” KITSANO SAID, when we were in the air. She turned her haunted eyes to mine and her hands shook uncontrollably.


  “Who?”


  “Zeta’s army does. But so do the others here on New Greenland. They all want me. I hear them calling to me and singing to me. It’s worse when you are near. I can hardly hear my own thoughts anymore.”


  My eyes widened and I sucked in a breath. I hadn’t been paying enough attention. Her eyes looked like Sammy’s had just before he turned and fought them.


  “But you were fine on the freighter!” I said, feeling my lips grow cold. “What do they want from you?”


  “It was different before, but now there are so many. They’re crushing me. It’s me they want, Vera. They want me to join them- both sides do.”


  “You can hear them?” I asked, feeling my own shiver of fear.


  “You cannot?” she asked, and as I watched her left hand became completely shadow.


  “No. I can only hear Zeta and the Javierians.”


  “The others want nothing to do with you. They say they belong to the Emperor. They call themselves his Ever-Living Army.”


  The blood rushed from my face. My army had abandoned me, and even my gamble for back up from the Fleet was tenuous since Admiral Tagawa wanted nothing to do with this or with me. Meanwhile, Nigel had built his own army of shadows from our citizenry in a draft that could not be dodged. The harder I hustled the further he got.


  Any time now would be fantastic, Roman said.


  I didn’t even know what I would do when I got there. Ayumi, Kitsano and I could hardly take on the toughs I’d seen at the church.


  Care to tell me where?


  First Church of Osatalik.


  Why were churches always first this or second that?


  Not much imagination. Or maybe they want to make it easy for kidnappers to arrange a ransom.


  Are you ok? You sound like you are joking with me.


  Just trying to make light of a bad situation.


  I can’t figure out what Zeta wants. I don’t want to negotiate with her blind.


  Ask Kitsano. She gets the shadows in a way that we don’t.


  “What does my shadow army call itself?” I asked Kistano.


  “They call themselves ‘Zeta’s Army.’ She’s a force to be reckoned with.”


  “She wants to renegotiate with me, but I don’t want to go into negotiations without knowing what she wants,” I looked at Kitsano sideways from beneath my lashes. “I don’t suppose you know?”


  She looked out the window and a single tear slipped down her face.


  “Don’t I just.”


  Kitsano crying made me feel like there were bugs under my skin. It wasn’t right.


  “Do they want me to give you to them?” I asked gently. Better her than Roman.


  She shook her head.


  “You know I’ll find out eventually,” I said as the skyskimmer slipped down into an alley behind an old stone church.


  She was silent as the engine turned off and Ayumi peeked back at us.


  “Driscoll says he has the package,” he said.


  “Already?” I couldn’t mask my shock.


  “Where should he bring it?”


  “Anywhere but here,” I said, making my voice as firm as I could.


  He nodded and I met Kitsano’s tear-filled eyes one more time.


  “They want Patrick,” she whispered.


  I felt the blood drain from my face and I cleared my throat.


  “Well then. Let’s get to the church. We have things to discuss there that hopefully involve more ‘love thy neighbor’ than ‘an eye for an eye.’”


  No one laughed. We got out into the alley. Zeta wanted Driscoll. I wouldn’t have expected that. It meant that if I were to get my army back I’d need to sacrifice the man I had expected to lead them.


  “Stay with the skyskimmer, Kitsano,” I said. “Someone needs to guard it.”


  Ayumi raised an eyebrow but said nothing, and the two of us walked up to the solid wood door under the tympanum. How was I expected to sacrifice the life of my own father, absentee father though he was? It was exactly the kind of vindictive cruelty I should have expected from Zeta.


  “Think we should knock?” I asked as Ayumi adjusted his sleeves.


  “Why not?” he asked.


  I knocked and then turned around at the sound of panting. Kitsano was directly behind me.


  “The pilot is with the skyskimmer and you can use my help,” she said. Her eyes were red rimmed.


  I sighed internally but didn’t repeat my command. I had too much else on my mind. I had a husband and child to save from kidnappers, and I had to mull over a major decision. If I refused Zeta I could say goodbye to the Empire. If I agreed with her demands I would betray a parent. Who was I at the core? Vera the self-preservationist or Vera who lived up to codes of honor? I wanted to be honorable, or at least, I thought I did. I had been a pacifist once, and I’d thrown that away. Now I’d built a new life on responsibility. Would I abandon that just as quickly when it no longer served my purpose?


  The door opened and one of the toughs eased it inward. We walked the gauntlet between him and his buddy. Mr. Fukushima bowed slightly to us from the end of the line and said, “Weapons are to be left at the door.”


  Ayumi pulled three two-shots from various places in his garments and set them down, but Kitsano and I were unarmed. She was fading worse than ever before, but I noticed that Mr. Fukushima was also a touch translucent around his feet. That was worrying. Was Nigel singing to him, asking him to leave mortality, even as we spoke?


  He led us through the vestibule to the sanctuary, flinging the heavy doors open as he led us within. The noonday sun poured through stain glass windows, painting the inside of the church in shades of purple. Under one violet stain Roman sat on a pew, playing a game with Ryu. His eyes met mine immediately.


  I’m glad you’re safe, I said.


  I don’t like that I brought you here, but something about it felt right.


  I looked around him. Three other men lounged on pews in high fashion suits and coats. I recognized all of them: Mr. O’Reilly, First Minister of the planet Evjen, Mr. Ikeda, First Minister of the planet Saitama and Mr. Finseth, First Minister of the planet Asper. Roman was right, it was a who’s who of Blackwatch government.


  “Rymarch only sent the second minister?” I asked Mr. Fukushima, placing my hand on my hip and squaring my shoulders. I would not be intimidated by rulers of planets when I planned to take their Empire as my own.


  “Our First minister is previously engaged,” he said, but the tone he used – sadness and guilt washing together as one – sent chills up my spine. I had a bad feeling that he was one more victim of Nigel Matsumoto.


  “That is…unfortunate,” I said.


  “He’s less opaque than he used to be,” he said.


  Of course. Station and power meant nothing when the shadows came for you. My mind flickered over to Driscoll for a moment. The shadows wanted him. Who would I sacrifice on the altar of their greed? Of my ambition?


  Not Ryu.


  Or you, sweet man.


  But what about Driscoll? The thought made me feel hollow. I was beginning to feel affection for him. It didn’t hurt that we so often thought the same way. He was cold and difficult. So was I. He thought always of the bigger picture and what he was trying to achieve. So did I. What decision would he make if it were up to him? I already knew that, didn’t I?


  “You must feel manipulated to have been lured here,” Mr. O’Reilly said, running a hand through thinning black hair.


  “It’s hardly on par with you kidnapping my…people,” I said, realizing at the last moment that it would only strengthen their position if I admitted to my relationship with Roman.


  “We are losing thousands of people by the day,” Mr. Ikeda said, his face pale with passion. “We have begged the Emperor to stop this plague upon us, but he has done nothing.”


  “Don’t be a fool, Ikeda. We all know he does nothing because he is the cause,” Mr. Fukushima said, turning his eyes back to me. “The Matsumotos owed us their protection. The pact entitles us to that, but instead he absorbs our people into his will. You have done this to us. You Matsumotos.”


  He rolled up his sleeves and I had full view of his shadowy arms.


  “Forget the blame,” Mr. Finseth said, pushing himself forward. He was small and wiry, but still solid. “The Refugee crisis grows worse by the hour. There are not enough places to put our brothers and sisters, and New Greenland is experiencing the coldest planetary winter on record! All of our planets are swamped with fleeing civilians and there is no certainty which of us the enemy will strike at next, but the Emperor refuses to negotiate a peace.”


  “Because he started this war!” Mr. Fukushima announced. “He killed those computer chip designers in Elaria. It is well known among those of us who investigated, and widely discussed in the People’s Freehold. They are coming here to supress our egotistical Empire. We need an alternative, and we need one, now before we are all gone!”


  “Which is why,” Mr. O’Reilly interrupted calmly, “We took your man. We hoped that by taking him hostage we could negotiate with you. Perhaps one Matsumoto can speak with another.”


  “So you were the ones who were working with Ch’ng, not the Emperor?” I asked.


  “Yes, of course,” Fukushima said. “He has been our secret servant for six years – though he did not know who he was working for. He thought our orders were from the Emperor.”


  “Where is he?”


  “Being debriefed elsewhere. We thought it best to meet you on our own. He’s grown…emotional about the tasks he was assigned.”


  “And what,” I asked, barely masking my anger, “did you hope to do here? Renegotiate our pact? Not all the worlds are represented here, and I am not Emperor.”


  “We speak for the other worlds,” Mr. Ikeda said.


  “And we are certain that we can convince you to negotiate on our behalf,” Mr. O’Reilly said softly. “You were born to be an Ambassador after all. You’ll forgive our actions, I hope. We are running out of Matsumotos who might be willing to speak to the Emperor on our behalf.”


  My mouth fell open. It was so Blackwatch to softly ask to negotiate with the Matsumotos. We ruled them with an iron fist and they respected and honored us for it. I felt a baseline of disgust, but under it was awe. I hadn’t been raised to expect civil servants to be so inherently honorable that they would risk themselves for the good of our people.


  “How can I be sure that you speak for all the worlds?” I said, hedging for a moment.


  A peaceful solution. Isn’t that what we want most? Roman asked me from across the room. He was still crowded in close to Ryu, like he wasn’t sure the threat was gone.


  I think that what I want most is to live. I’m not sure that is an option while Nigel is living, too.


  “We have a new pact we want signed,” Mr. Fukushima said, handing me a portable computer and keying it on. I looked at the holoscreen. It was a pact just like the one Neal Matsumoto had made originally. I booted up his pact in my implant. Those histories were coming in handy. Line for line it was similar, but where it had originally read “the Emperor will chose the ministers of each world” it read “the ministers of each world will be chosen by the people in a free election.” Where it read “the Emperor has the right to execute anyone who breaks the rules of this pact” it read “the Emperor will refer all rule breakers to a judiciary court for sentencing and administration of punishment.” There were more differences, but they all whittled away the power of the Emperor making him essentially the head of a Constitutional Monarchy rather than a dictatorial Empire.


  Most shocking of all was the portion that referred to the three rules of the Matsumotos. In the original they were listed in detail along with our other promises to protect the people and ensure their prosperity. In the new draft they were not included. It would change us forever.


  Who was ‘us’ these days? Only Nigel and I were left. If I signed this or agreed to ask him to sign it he would try even harder to kill me, so essentially there was only one of us left: him or me, and which one it would be was yet to be determined.


  I felt the blood rushing to my head and my stomach swam with acid. I was terrified to sign that document and change the face my Empire had worn for ten generations. Hadn’t I planned to make these very changes myself? Well, maybe not all of them, but most. And right now, with an army on our doorstep and a dynastic battle raging, could I afford to refuse the backing of our government over a few small clauses?


  I pressed my thumb to the signature pad.


  Third phase complete. Final phase initiating.


  Mr. Fukushima cleared his throat.


  “We had hoped you could convince the Emperor to sign the pact.”


  My face hardened. “You and I both know he will never sign this, but if I live, this Empire will be mine, and you have my signature and my word. It will have to be enough for you.”


  A throat cleared from behind me and the toughs spun in place, their guns snapping up to level at the intruder.


  “It seems I’ve arrived just on time,” Driscoll said. In his fist he clutched the collar of Everard Oshiro.
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  “I told you not to bring him here,” I said, clenching my jaw.


  “If you want to see him now is the time. There’s no time to pick a fancy restaurant and shop for an outfit,” Driscoll said. What was winding him up so tightly?


  He marched Oshiro down the aisle to the rest of us. Fukushima and the others were silent, staring at their feet and shifting in their seats. I sighed and wanted to hold my head in my hands. I was so tired of no one else being able to stand up and get things done. They all cowered as soon as they were faced with the least opposition. No one took any initiative except me – and Roman and Driscoll, but that didn’t count since they always took the wrong initiative. I was running out of time, and I had long ago run out of patience. My head ached and felt hot. I couldn’t think. I was just so tired of having to process one emotion after another and of having to hold the hand of one person after another. Why couldn’t they all just go along with what I said and then everything would work out.


  I bit back a curse and took a deep breath.


  “Prime Minister Oshiro,” I began. “I have a message for the Emperor.”


  He looked up at me, rage barely contained in the depths of his eyes. “I am not your errand boy. I am the Prime Minister of Blackwatch. You and these men,” his hand swept across the group, “are traitors and you shall be dealt with accordingly.”


  I wanted to grab him by that collar and shake him until his eyes popped out of his skull. I wanted to tell him to stop with the drama and just get to the battle already. I couldn’t handle even one more negotiation.


  “I can’t deal with more histrionics. Just take the message to Nigel. Tell him that I’m coming and I want his throne. Can you do that?” I asked.


  Driscoll’s eyes were large, disbelief filling his face and I felt Roman’s shock through the channel, but seriously, what did people expect from me? I was running on little sleep and little food and I had been for days. The people I relied on just kept going their own way, leaving me to mop up and no one who was supposedly in charge of things could seem to navigate to the bathroom and back without me holding their hands. I was done with them all.


  Easy. Calm down. You’ll do no one any good by losing it now. Roman said in the channel. I took a deep breath and he continued, Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were so close to snapping, but Ryu needed me. It’s going to be ok, alright? We really do have your back. I’ve got it. Driscoll’s got it. We are here for you. Just calm down.


  I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.


  Humor threaded through the channel. Remember when I told you that you were on the verge of a nervous breakdown?


  Yes?


  Well that was months ago, and things have only gotten worse. Believe me. I know how brittle you are. Just hang in there and when we’re done I’ll help you heal.


  Promise?


  Absolutely.


  Driscoll and Oshiro were still staring at me with matching looks, like they were trying to plan out where to run to safety when the volcano finally blew apart.


  “This has all gone too far,” Mr. Fukushima said, from behind me, his hands held up palms out. “Can you tell us, Ms. Matsumoto, why a known terrorist has brought you the Prime Minister as a hostage?”


  “You know that document I just signed for you?” I said, “It’s pretty and full of good ideals, but this right here is how we make deals that actually happen.”


  “They’ve made a new pact with you?” Oshiro asked, his body flashing back and forth from shadow to man as quick as I could blink.


  “What’s happening to him?” Fukushima asked. “It’s only supposed to happen slowly after being injected.


  “Or ingesting it in your food source,” Driscoll said wryly, holding up a shadowy hand.


  I felt ill. I’d eaten that food, too.


  “But something else is happening to him!” Fukushima yelled.


  His counterparts leapt up, gathering together in a huddle across the sanctuary from Roman and Ryu. I nodded to Roman. This was the time to take Ryu out of here. He didn’t need prompting. He and the boy had already begun to sneak across to the little back door.


  “Sometimes,” Kitsano said, her voice eerie as she enunciated each word, “they call to you. No one can hold out forever.”


  As if her words had triggered something, Oshiro snapped into a full shadow. His clothing formed a loose puddle at his feet, though he seemed to be still fully clothed. He lunged towards Mr. Fukushima, slipping easily from Driscoll’s grasp. Fukushima dodged, leaving Ikeda vulnerable. Oshiro attacked him, feet flying in a series of kicks and hands grasping and tearing at Ikeda’s ears and mouth.


  I booted my Tactical Interface and glanced at Roman, who was stuffing Ryu into a cupboard. They were too far away from the action for me to be too worried, but the main church doors sprang open and a rush of shadows poured in.


  The thugs sprayed nettles into their midst, stalling them, but even as the shadows burst apart they reformed again and pressed on.


  With a terrible cracking sound, the spot Ikeda had been standing in filled with a stalagmite rushing into existence. Not for the first time I wondered how these spiritual-seeming beings etched themselves onto the face of their planets in the form of stalagmites and columns of fungus.


  Don’t ask, just fight! Roman said.


  I jumped forward and entered the fray. Fighting with the interface where I needed to keep black shadows from grasping me or the other humans, and then when I had my chance, forcibly absorbing the ones I could into Zeta’s army.


  Not your right! she screamed from within me, but I ignored her. Two could play at that game.


  “Things must be bad if he’s let his shadows attack a church in broad daylight,” Driscoll said as O’Reilly morphed into a pillar of salt.


  The Emperor has a message for you Vera Matsumoto, Oshiro said within my mind. Meet me on the killing fields in twenty-four hours. We’ll settle this as befits the last of the Matsumotos.


  Nigel always did have a dramatic streak. I absorbed two shadows as the last of the toughs froze into a permanent rictus on the church floor with stalagmites jutting through them. Fukushima and Finseth hid behind Driscoll as he fought off Oshiro. Roman was pinned, fighting one of the shadows who kept dodging at Ryu. With great effort, I reached across and snatched him up.


  To my right Kitsano shrieked and I saw Oshiro seize Driscoll, lunging forward. Kitsano dodged between them, and he bit her shoulder. Shadow took her immediately. Quick as thought I absorbed them both, drawing them into Zeta’s army. Kitsano had never wanted that.


  “Jaya!” Driscoll said, sinking to his knees. His hands flicked back and forth in shadow and out again, and his face melted in grief. I had forgotten that was her given name.


  With no enemies left, we all stood staring at the place she had been.


  “Does the Emperor have her soul?” Driscoll asked, his agonized eyes drifting to mine.


  “I took it before he could,” I said. My lips trembled. “Hers and Oshiro’s.”


  “Can you absorb them all?”


  I shrugged.


  “Can the Emperor?” Driscoll asked.


  We were so far out of the known that even speculation seemed too certain to be real.


  Fukushima cleared his throat and I tore my glance from my father to look at him. Finseth was holding the portable computer with the new pact on it.


  “We need to go. Now. We have chosen our side in this battle. Please don’t fail us.”


  They didn’t even wait to hear my answer. I supposed my signature was enough. The two of them fled through the back door. I tried not to worry about how many shadows might be on the other side. Hopefully none. Hopefully they would go and talk to the others like them and Blackwatch would be waiting only for my ultimate victory. If only life were really so easy.


  Ayumi sunk onto a pew and Roman brought little Ryu over to join him. The boy was crying and Roman was trying to convince him to eat a small treat. They looked like a tiny sampling of the Refugees hordes outside.


  This was what we had come to. A crying terrorist. A bodyguard pledged to a little child. A tired old man and an Empress with no army. My eyes strayed to Driscoll. According to Kitsano, I could have my army back at any time if I just sacrificed my father.


  Give him to us. We know now that she told you what we want. We want him. Zeta said in my mind. How long ago had my real mother faded out of existence? All that was left of her was this grizzly shell of hunger and hustle.


  Absorbing those new shadows must have weakened my barriers just enough, because Zeta slid from my grasp and popped out of my shadow like a soap bubble and into her full, dark glory.


  You know what I want.


  “What is she doing here? Can she show me Jaya?” Driscoll asked.


  “No. She is here to make demands. No demands met, then no shadow army.”


  His head whipped back and forth from me to her.


  “No army? After everything? After Jaya…” He sank back down, this time to the pew beside Ayumi. “All I ever wanted was for it all to mean something. All the sacrifices. All the choices.”


  I wondered if he included me in that. I wondered if I even wanted him to be thinking of me, when I knew what I would have to do. Are you still human if you are willing to give a loved one’s life for your own?


  I ran both hands through my short hair. My scar throbbed.


  “Nigel will meet me in twenty-four hours on the Killing Fields. I have until then to find a way.”


  “That’s rather dramatic,” Roman said, “Why doesn’t he just finish us now?”


  I shook my head.


  “He wants it all to mean something, too. He lives larger than life. His victory over the last of his rivals should be dramatic. Symbolic. It costs him nothing to delay.”


  I sighed. I barely had enough fight left in me to explain. How would I fight back?


  “And the People’s Freehold?” Roman asked.


  I shrugged. “I’ve run out of time to negotiate with them. Maybe if we win we can convince them to sign a ceasefire.”


  He nodded, hugging Ryu to him.


  “Let me take the little boy to a place of safety while you fight with your Matsumoto,” Ayumi said to Roman.


  Roman frowned.


  “I will take good care of him. I have grandchildren he can play with. A battle is not a place to bring a child, and you will not be able to do anything else except keep him safe if you bring him. Maybe not even that.”


  “Wait,” I said, kneeling before little Ryu. “Do you have a knife?”


  Ayumi handed me a pocket knife and I popped open the blade and slit my thumb.


  “Hold out your thumb, little one,” I said.


  His big brown eyes welled up with tears.


  “Vera-” Roman began.


  “Shhhh. Your thumb little one. Be brave.”


  He held up a shaking thumb, his tiny mouth quivering, and I sliced it quickly and pressed my thumb to his. I looked at Ayumi.


  “A Matsumoto born in blood - like all of us,” I said, in the ancient words that named the boy my heir. I looked down at Ryu, removing the scarf from my neck to wind around his little hand. “This means that if I die you get everything I have, and if I don’t die you will be treated with respect and honor. It’s the only gift I can give you, but it’s yours…son.”


  He nodded and I hugged him close for a moment and then stood up to make room for Roman who fussed over him and hugged him tight while I spoke to Ayumi.


  “Guard him with your life. If I fall, he is of great value to you. If I do not and anything happens to him…”


  “I swear on my life,” the old man said, looking his full age for the first time since I’d met him.


  “Come little one,” he said, drawing Ryu from Roman’s arms and leading him through the back door.


  A fool’s choice of heir, Zeta said, still hovering over Driscoll like a vindictive angel of death.


  It made me feel more sure knowing that my mother disapproved so strongly.
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  “COME HERE, GIRL,” ROMAN SAID, taking both my hands and leading me into the tiny storage room in the back. As soon as we left the carnage behind he pulled me into his chest. It had been so long since I’d heard the beat of his heart.


  I buried my face in his chest, breathing in his scent and soaking in the affection swirling in through our channel. It was laced with anxiety for our situation, concern over Ryu and adrenaline-induced stress, but I drew it in and let it wash over me.


  “I’m so tired, Roman,” I said, clinging to his shirt. “I don’t know what to do anymore. I’ve been driven by survival and my implant-”


  “And honor and a desire to right every wrong done by your blood,” he said, breathing into my feathery hair.


  “I feel lost.”


  “You’re not lost, Vera. You’re here with me,” he said, tilting my chin up gently with a finger and kissing me tenderly. He ran his hand through my hair and over the back of my neck as he kissed me and my hands sought out his waist.


  It occurred to me that if things went poorly – if they went the way that everyone except us expected – these would be my last twenty-four hours with him. I deepened our kiss, pulling him in tightly against my torso.


  “I’m never lost with you,” I agreed. But a moment later the anxiety came back and I had to ask, “Do you believe in what I’m doing?”


  “It was my idea,” he said, “or have you forgotten that?”


  “I thought it was my idea.”


  He laughed, “You should know by now that all your good ideas are the ones I put in your head.”


  I poked him lightly in the ribs.


  “Ouch.”


  “Do you think that all this happened, not just because Matsumotos are cold as ice and without compassion, but because I am?” I asked.Why did I have to ruin a perfect moment with deep confession? Was it because I was in a church?


  He ran his hands up and down my biceps as he looked out over the church pews and then smiled gently and said, “I like you a bit icy. It makes things shine so much brighter when you warm up.”


  I stood up on my tiptoes, smoothing his hair above either ear with my finger tips and delicately kissed his forehead.


  “My warrior,” I said with tears sparkling in my eyes. I couldn’t say that I thought this might be our last night. I couldn’t say that I regretted that he was here because I was afraid he would die with me


  “My Princess,” he said, sliding his hands down from my arms to my back and then my waist. I should have found a way to send him with Ryu. My own hands drifted down to his waist, sliding under his shirt. His skin felt warm and so delicious that I paused for a moment. He took the opportunity to kiss me.


  I wouldn’t have gone. I swore to you as your protector. I swore to you as your husband.


  His kiss was deep and passionate and we wound around each other like clinging vines.


  I don’t think the vows said, ‘with an army or without one,’* I said.


  But they say in sickness and in health,” he said, tapping his prosthetic lightly against my living leg, and for richer or poorer. You’re going to make me a very wealthy man.


  I broke apart from him long enough to laugh. He waggled his eyebrows slightly.


  If your father wasn’t sitting thirty feet away I’d show you the rest of what this marriage thing is about, he said, with a wicked gleam in his eyes.


  “’If we had world enough and time,’” I said, quoting a poem so ancient that it really shouldn’t be dripping with sensuality.


  “That’s right, Vera,” he said, letting his hands roam a little under the edge of my own shirt.


  His touch on my skin left little ripples of desire that washed up and down me, and I glanced at Driscoll hoping he couldn’t see. If he weren’t here I would have thrown caution to the wind. After all, the Emperor already knew where we were and so what could it hurt?


  “That’s right,” he agreed, hearing my thoughts. For the first time I took full advantage of that, thinking hard on images of the two of us together, until he shook his head like he was trying to clear it. “Mercy, woman! I have to fight alongside you tomorrow. Don’t drive me wild tonight.”


  The glint in his eye said he meant none of it.


  I wished we could have stayed like that forever, but as always responsibility weighed heavily on me. We broke apart and went to check on Driscoll. He hadn’t moved and neither had Zeta. I rifled through the pews and found a bag belonging to one of the toughs. Water and e-rats were more helpful than the knife or electronics, but I took them all. Roman combed the other side and found similar belongings in another small pack. We pulled Driscoll to his feet. He shook himself slightly, as if he was emerging from such deep thoughts that he required the shaking to remember where he was. None of us wanted to eat in the midst of all the death.


  “Ayumi had someone clean the safe house. We could return to it,” he suggested. We nodded and followed his lead through public transport. It wasn’t far, but it was packed tight with people of every station and type. All of them had the same exhausted look. Refugees.


  We stumbled through the security measures at the door and settled into one of the smaller sitting rooms on the main floor. It had a faux fire that heated the room, and we gathered around it with blankets and cushions stolen from the rest of the room. I wanted privacy with Roman, but Driscoll was a mess and I didn’t dare leave him. Especially with Zeta basically screaming ‘Nevermore’ over him. Twice I had tried to reabsorb her and had failed. At least he couldn’t hear her occasional threats and lack of compassion the way I could.


  We’d found better provisions than just the e-rats and were eating what we could around the fire. The journey to the Killing Fields was short and I had until tomorrow afternoon. I wanted to eat and rest and be ready for what was coming. Even so, I barely managed to swallow more than a bite, and what I did eat I had to gulp down with water. Every taste made me want to gag, as if my body were rejecting my fate.


  “Do you know what she wants?” Driscoll asked, gesturing at Zeta. He didn’t sound curious, though, and he’d barely eaten.


  “I do, but something tells me that you do, too,” I said.


  “They’re singing to me. They want to absorb me. Can they do that without your permission?” His face was drawn and his shoulders tight.


  “I don’t know,” I admitted, swallowing a tiny trickle of water, the most I could manage. “I would have thought they couldn’t, but I also thought they couldn’t disobey me.”


  “They aren’t listening to you?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?” he asked, leaping up to his feet and pacing before the fire.


  “They want me to give them something before they’ll serve me again.”


  “You can’t beat Nigel without an army!”


  “I know that,” I said, my voice quavering. Roman leaned towards me instinctively, like he could defend me from myself.


  “Then just give them what they want!” Driscoll roared, his voice echoing off the stone walls.


  Yes. Give him to us. He was always meant to be ours!


  I swallowed, and wrapped my arms around myself. Driscoll was my vassal. I owed him my loyalty. I couldn’t go back on that. He was my father, a link to where I had come from. Now, with all the rest of my family gone that mattered more than ever. It was impossible.


  “Well what are you going to do then, when you meet Nigel tomorrow, Vera? What?” Driscoll said, “Are you counting on your Admiral? Because I’ve got news for you. While you were off making new pacts without me, I saw the news and Blackwatch is under attack. Her forces are busy keeping the People’s Freehold off of New Greenland. A battle for all our fates is taking place in that starry night, so down here there is nothing but Nigel and his VX-7 shadow army. If you don’t have one of your own you’re beaten.”


  I clutched my water bottle in my hand, and tried not to feel what he was saying.


  “Whatever she wants, you’d better give it to her, or this has all been for nothing. Everything I’ve ever done will have been for nothing!” he said.


  “It’s that important to you that I win? Important enough that you would have me sacrifice everything?” I asked. My leg was bouncing up and down and I couldn’t get it to stop. Nervous energy is a terrible thing.


  “Yes!” he said. He stormed back and forth with heavy feet. “Obviously. What did you think? I’ve been fighting Matsumotos and their governing all my life, and now I’ve finally found you and you’ve agreed to stop the excesses of your family and actually reign with justice. Do I want that? Yes! I would sacrifice anything,” here his eyes drifted to Roman… “or anyone to do it.”


  “Obviously,” Roman said, “since you had no problem abandoning her as a child.”


  “Oh, be quiet,” Driscoll said, and his face flushed scarlet. “Do you think they would have let me anywhere near her? Besides, look at her. She’s grown just fine. She’s everything she should be and she’ll be Empress if she just takes hold of her ridiculous inhibitions, tamps down those emotions and does what has to be done!”


  He had been yelling at the end of his speech, and now he stood stalk still huffing as he tried to catch his breath, passion flaring in his eyes and betraying its presence in the hunched tension of his shoulders. His fists clenched and unclenched like he wanted to throttle me with them. Roman stood halfway between us with a hand held up and all I could think of was Haverman.


  Driscoll looked just like him, standing there, seeing me in the way of what he wanted. He was sweating and red like him, on the tipping point of violence, and ready to crush my guardian given a moment’s notice just like Haverman. I’d killed Haverman to save myself. It was the first thing I’d ever done as myself.


  Someone was sobbing, sucking in ridiculous high pitched breaths between sobs. I hate people like that. Weak. Weak people can’t do anything to protect others. They can’t do what has to be done.


  My arms wrapped around my knees and the room rocked back and forth. No, I was rocking back and forth. Ridiculous.


  “Stop. Would you just stop? Don’t you see what you’re doing to her?” That was Roman. Always my protector.


  “I’m doing what I must. You forge steel in fire!”


  I could do it. It would be so easy. I probably wouldn’t even miss him. After all, I’d hardly known him at all.


  Killing Haverman was my first selfish act. And I knew now that not killing Driscoll would be my second. I couldn’t do it. This time, I couldn’t kill to save myself. That kind of dark mark on your soul is just not worth it.


  “Stop mewling like a child and just grow up,” Driscoll said, and it sounded like a curse.


  I sprang up to my feet. I was a wet mess, my nose and eyes dripping onto the marble floor. My whole body shaking like a leaf in a high wind.


  “I won’t,” I said. “I won’t and you can’t make me!”


  “What do they want from you, Vera?” he asked, running a broad hand over his own eyes and forehead. “What means enough that you’d lose your life and empire?”


  “They want you, you damn fool!” I said between teeth chattering with stress.


  “Me?!”


  He couldn’t have looked more shocked if the fire had said my answer instead of me.


  “That’s what she’s been trying to tell you,” Roman said.


  “Me,” he said, like saying it twice would change the answer. “Well, I guess I understand.”


  I nodded weakly. So he understood. He would go along with it. We’d be defeated together. I should have felt relieved now that I’d made my decision but I just felt sick. Our defeat was certain. My own death, just as certain.


  He smiled at me, slightly rueful and with a hint of something that looked like…fondness. I tried to smile back, but my smile was weak and tear-filled.


  He took a step backwards, spun around and grabbed Zeta by the neck. I leapt towards him, but Roman’s hand, lightning fast, prevented me. Zeta and Driscoll grappled, and Driscoll flickered in and out of shadow for a moment.


  Mine at last, Zeta said.


  “Since the moment I met you on Baldric, I’ve been proud of you, Vera,” Driscoll said, his voice tense with the effort of talking as he grappled with my mother, and then before my eyes Driscoll faded to shadow and the two of them snapped into my mind. I staggered from the reverberations, clinging to Roman.


  My father was gone.
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  WAITING FELT STRANGE. I HADN’T done it in so long that I didn’t know what to do with myself.


  By the time Roman got me calmed down we were both exhausted. We found a bedroom in the upstairs. Roman barricaded it and linked the house security to his implant and we fell asleep in each other’s arms. The whoosh of his breath pulled me into exhausted sleep in moments, tangled around his body as if I could suck his strength out to sustain me. When I awoke we only had a few hours left.


  The moment my eyes snapped open adrenaline kicked into high gear. This was worse than exams or when I had been sent to Capricornia or Baldric. This time everything depended on my success, not just my survival, but the survival of everyone and everything I held dear.


  I reached for the shadow army, grateful that Driscoll had paid the price to give me what I needed…and gasped. I couldn’t access them.


  Zeta! I cried.


  Driscoll!


  Nothing. I sat up, instantly soaked in cold sweat. Nothing? But the price had been paid!


  “Vera? What’s wrong?” Roman came in the room, showered and carrying coffee. He looked so normal. I felt a pang of pain when I realized I was about to lose this life with him before I ever had it.


  “The shadow army. I can’t reach them. After everything, we’re going in alone.”


  He sat down beside me and handed me the coffee. I sipped it, miserable, but wanting to at least taste his offering.


  “You were always meant to live as a pacifist,” he said and his face was twisted with pain.


  I laughed bitterly. “It looks like I’ll die as one. I have no other options – nothing to fight with. I don’t want to die like a dog, hunted down and killed in an alley somewhere. If I’m going to die as a pacifist I’ll march right up to him and die looking in the eyes of my enemy.”


  Roman nodded, looking at his feet.


  “You shouldn’t come. You should find Ayumi and Ryu.”


  “No,” he said, grabbing my hand and stealing my gaze with his red-rimmed eyes. “As long as we both shall live.”


  “It doesn’t mean that you have to die with me,” I said gently. I couldn’t think of a way to keep him from coming with me. I’d had so many ideas, but now they were all mist and shadows.


  He was quiet a long time.


  “I’ll be there,” he said at last, and clasped my hand. I loved the way his thick callouses felt against my palm. I kissed him tenderly on the lips, a small thank you for the gift he was giving me.


  “Thank you,” I said. Maybe Nigel would spare him. He’d never seemed to want Roman dead. Not really.


  Our last hour in the house was quiet. I showered. We looked at the feeds for news. The battle that raged far out past our planet would determine all of our fates. Refugees clogged the city streets. Resources were dwindling. Good citizens of Blackwatch don’t question the Emperor, but on every face the same smouldering look played out in different sets of features. People were angry. Reports of a disease that sucked the life out of people were lashing through the feeds. Scientists and doctors were called upon for expert opinions, but there were none to be found. No cure, no prevention and no explanation. Commentators remarked on how strange it was that without exception the victims were enlisting in the military, but a pro-government talking head pointed out that people have always wanted to defend others when their own last days have arrived. I turned it off. There was only one way to save them all now.


  The Killing Fields were within walking distance of our safe house. We chose to walk. In the crowded streets we would hardly be noticeable. It seemed anticlimactic after stealing a starship and traversing multiple planets to simply walk somewhere, but imminent death has a way of making you want to enjoy the simple things. One last quiet moment sitting thigh to thigh with Roman. One last stolen kiss. One last longing look into cinnamon eyes. And one last chance to take a walk and experience the frigid misery of a New Greenland winter.


  We headed out in coats borrowed from the hall closet in the safehouse. Roman found something long and leather that made him look illegal. The only thing that fit me was a purple brocade coat with a deep hood. It suited my mood, at least. We found guns and ammunition and loaded up, keeping them under our clothing. Roman smiled and winked at me. I guess he liked well-armed girls.


  “Going to take him on all by yourself?” he asked.


  I laughed. “I like to keep my options open.”


  Roman held my hand, his grip almost desperate as if holding it could keep me with him forever. There had been no sugar-sweet goodbye between us. It felt too awkward. I wanted better for him than that. I just kept hoping that somehow it wouldn’t be needed, although that was probably my denial talking. Most of me knew that this was a suicide walk. Why walk to your death? Why not run the other way? Because I was a Matsumoto. I’d stay the course even when there was no way I could succeed.


  The air had warmed outside to a balmy -10 C and snow was falling in fat feather flakes that stuck to everything like they were fake. That kind of snow had always been my favorite, although it was hard to see very far in it.


  The crowds were thick and agitated, and our progress was slow as we pushed through the shoals of pedestrians at every crossway and intersection. We had two kilometers to cover. It wasn’t far, but in this thick snow and dense foot traffic it was taking longer than we thought.


  “Why do they call them the Killing Fields?” Roman asked me. “Seems like a self-fulfilling prophesy.”


  “It’s where Neal Matsumoto slew his enemies to take the Empire for himself.”


  “Nice guy that Neal. I think that if I’d known him he would have reminded me of someone.”


  “My cousin?” I asked, pushing past a man trying to sell hot tea to the pedestrians.


  “Your father.”


  My face fell.


  “I mean it. Stop worrying about him and the shadow army. If anyone can come back from the dead, he’s your man.”


  If only.


  The wind was picking up, whipping the snow up in little flurries. I pulled my hood down low over my face. Roman never let go of my hand, and through our channel all I felt was love, devotion and commitment. I tried to send back my gratitude and passion, but nothing I could give would equal what he was giving to me. If today was our last, I’d leave this world with a sweet taste in my mouth. Driscoll was wrong - it had all been worth it.


  Driscoll was often wrong.


  Roman never forgot. I hoped he would never be forgotten, either.


  If I die I’ll come back as a ghost and haunt your cousin. Someone has to now that Zeta isn’t living up to her calling.


  I almost laughed, but then my foot stepped off the cleared cobblestones and onto the slick ice of the Killing Fields. We stood on a rise at one end of the Fields, the city at our back, and looked out over a valley of snow and ice to the other side where another hill stood and the rest of the city was arrayed behind it. The sun was invisible, but my implant told me it was noon. We were exactly on time.


  A gust of wind cleared the Field for a moment and I saw Nigel on the other hill, his guards around him, and an army of shadows arrayed at his back. I felt just a touch lonely.


  Bow to your Emperor, my implant said - in Nigel’s voice.


  THE MATSUMOTO: 39


  THEY CALL THEM THE KILLING Fields because Nigel Matsumoto killed the entire previous Dynasty one by one on this field before giving Blackwatch the Matsumoto Treaty and swearing to pacifism. I wonder if they laughed when he first told them that he was done killing forever as the blood still stained his boots, or if they were all just too afraid to join the corpses on the field.


  In typical Matsumoto fashion, we’d honored the moment of his victory in a bronze rendering at the center of the fields. It could be seen easily from anywhere in them and it was as imposing as it was grand. Neal Matsumoto stood in a dramatic pose holding out a tablet to show the treaty with a katana brandished in his other hand, like a subtle reminder that it really could have gone either way. Just like today.


  A stream meandered through the fields, frozen now, and some small shrubs and gardens dotted the landscape, just mounds under a white blanket. Mostly, the fields were drift-packed with hard snow and ice. Fresh snow swirled around our feet and whipped up in the wind, and through the gusts I saw his army arrayed, shadow upon shadow upon shadow.


  Icy fear froze my spine and filled my mind. Roman squeezed my hand, but it was an empty gesture – as empty as our corpses would be when this was over.


  On either side of the fields, to our right and left, a line of statues was laid out, kneeling towards the center. They represented the losers in the original dynasty changes. None of them had heads.


  “I see your family’s gone to the usual trouble decorating the place,” Roman said, indicating the headless statues. His prosthetic leg slipped a touch on the ice, and he gripped my hand more tightly.


  “We really just have one theme.”


  “I’ve noticed. Where do you think they’ll put our statues?”


  “I’m hoping for a nice end location with a view. What about you?”


  “Next to you will be alright.”


  A lump formed in my throat.


  All I ask from life, really, he said.


  I had to clear my throat to keep from choking on the tears.


  “Well, then. I guess we might as well get to it,” I said, staring ahead of me, and not daring to look at him lest emotion overcome me.


  I took a step forward, and then fell to my knees, clutching my head in my hands. Pain. Hurt. So much. It felt like my head was a porcelain bowl that had fissured, split, and now had something pouring out of it. I screamed, my frantic eyes finding Roman’s. He was saying something, but I couldn’t hear because my scream was too loud.


  It’s your shadow army, Vera! They’ve come! They’re here!


  My army? Here? I bit back my scream and tasted blood. Around me shadows were pouring out of me like ants from a hill, and standing proud and fierce beside me was Zeta with her arms crossed over her chest. A shadow reached from behind her and wrenched her back a step. I followed the movement and saw Driscoll step up to my right where Zeta had been a moment before. He grinned at me.


  My eyes went wide and I gripped Roman’s hand, not certain if I could take the emotional shock of this moment.


  Ready to redecorate this field? Driscoll asked. The Baldric Army, as I have renamed them, is at your service.


  How?-


  Never underestimate the power of a determined spirit, he said, as Kitsano pushed her way up to him and seized one of his hands.


  My eyebrows rose. If he was determined enough to take an army away from Zeta by sheer force of will, I was very impressed.


  You got that from me, he said. We’ve always had passion to put the steel into our determination. It was enough to tip the balance.


  From across the valley a thundering sound came. I didn’t know what it might be from, but I booted my tactical software and saw thousands of red inverted carets spread across the map with a name tag over Nigel’s head. Very handy.


  I see you have made your obeisance, Nigel said in my head. He was confusing pain for respect. His voice sounded echoey in the implant, like this connection wasn’t fully real. How had he managed to speak directly to me? Had he hacked in somehow? Or was this one of the features built into the software? He was still talking. You must also hand your army over to me.


  Hurriedly I scrambled to my feet.


  Come and get them, I said, though I wasn’t sure if I could talk back to him or not.


  I nodded to Driscoll, who grinned again and started pumping his hands in furious signals. I glanced behind us and saw our shadows arraying themselves in formed ranks. A flicker of fear stabbed through me. We were about to do battle.


  “What do you think happens if one shadow army kills another?” I asked Roman.


  “I think we’re about to find out,” he said, drawing a hidden weapon from his clothing.


  I booted the Tactical Interface and drew out a nettlegun.


  “I wonder how we start this,” Roman said, bracing himself, gun up, at my side.


  Begin, I ordered my shadow army. “Like that.”


  A guttural roar went up from our shadows and the echo came back from the hill beyond. The sky split open and golden light pierced the valley through the swirling snow. My breath puffed into the cold, as ethereal as my army and my hopes.


  Our wave of shadows extended across the fields as long as the row of headless statues – a kilometer wide and half a kilometer deep. They flowed as they ran, like a black viscous fluid pooling on the ground and rippling towards its destination. Nigel’s army was the same, and without the color coding on my implant I would be unable to distinguish between the two. One very salient difference, though, was that his army was twice as deep as my own.


  When neither army has feet to make a sound as they run, it hardly feels real, but the second they struck felt very real. Bursting along the edge of their combat and stabbing into the air above a series of purple stalactites and chartreuse fungi shot into being. It was a nightmare at noon.


  “Come on,” I said, following our army down the slope.


  They outdistanced us quickly, but it felt wrong to send them to fight and die without us. I wasn’t that kind of Matsumoto. We followed after them, slogging through the drifted snow.


  Incoming call from Admiral Tagawa. Will you accept this call? my implant chirped.


  “I’m getting a call from Tagawa,” I said to Roman. We were both leaning forward to push into the wind.


  Accept the call.


  “Vera Matsumoto, this is Admiral Tagawa.”


  “Admiral Tagawa. Not a good time for a social call.”


  “Good, because this isn’t one,” she said, her voice rigid.


  My implant was throwing up red carets behind us. I snapped my fingers briskly to get Roman’s attention and pointed back in that direction.


  “We’ve been engaged in a space battle for the last two hours with The People’s Freehold. So far our losses have been mostly equivalent, but our damage is heavy and they have other fleets they can bring here. Their Admiral Abaku claims he has the authority to negotiate a cease fire, but the Emperor has ordered me to destroy him. I chose to call you.”


  “Good call.”


  “I have him waiting on a different channel. I could patch him through to you, audio only. Be careful, the signal is weak and hard to bounce down to the planet.”


  Behind me I heard nettles cough from Roman’s gun, but I was too focused on what was happening. His hand shoved me down and I huddled in a crouch as he flew by in a flurry of nettles and long black coat.


  “Ambassador Matsumoto, I am Admiral Abaku of The People’s Freehold. I hold the power to negotiate with foreign powers and I call upon you to begin a negotiation with me.”


  It was boilerplate protocol for The People’s Freehold.


  “I am aware of that Admiral Abaku. Begin your negotiation.”


  A shadow went flying by and Roman’s voice sounded out.


  “Unless that’s really important you need to help me. We’re getting overrun here!”


  I held up one finger in the universal language of ‘give me a minute.’ This call was too important to interrupt. I didn’t dare prevent the only negotiation that could save our people. He scooped me up, slinging me over his shoulder and ran as his free hand spat nettles in every direction. His gait was run-slip, run-slip as his prosthetic still struggled with the icy surface.


  “We wish a cease fire. At this point our only request is that the Emperor cease and desist from the practice of injecting our citizens against their will. We have found evidence that his spies have been infiltrating us by these techniques and as you doubtless know that is why we are here. We demand that he cease and desist and make appropriate reparations.”


  “We agree to the terms of your cease fire,” I said.


  “So easily? Do you really speak for the Emperor?”


  “I am not this Emperor’s Voice anymore, but soon I will speak for us all.”


  “Please choose less opaque terms.”


  “I plan to be Emperor before the day is over. As the future Empress I agree to your terms and will negotiate reparations in return for your withdrawal to neutral territory.”


  I gasped as Roman heaved me off his shoulder and threw me to the ground. He knelt over me, shooting madly.


  “While that is all we could have hoped for, we cannot possibly believe it to be true. We will require evidence of your authority within twelve hours. Until that time we will hold our position. If our demands are not met we will resume hostilities.”


  “And if they are met?”


  We were completely surrounded by shadows. I couldn’t even see the swirling snow anymore.


  “We will honor this negotiation and withdraw immediately.”


  “Consider it done,” I said.


  “On your honor be it,” he agreed and the channel reverted back to Admiral Tagawa.


  Around me green fungi and purple stalagmites bloomed. Reinforcements were here.


  “Admiral,” I said, “A cease fire is in place for the next twelve hours. After that, if I can provide proof of my authority they will withdraw from our system.”


  “Can you really do that?” she asked, the hope almost palpable in her voice.


  Roman pulled me up by the hand and led me at a run towards the bulk of the green carets. We slipped and slid over the snow, careening together like two tethered balls flung in the same direction. Our own forces were keeping the enemy off my back, but with a smaller army it was only a matter of time before something had to decide this battle.


  “Let’s hope so,” I said to Tagawa. “Matsumoto out.”


  THE MATSUMOTO: 40


  Driscoll emerged from the fray.


  There’s too many of them! he said. Even as a half-transparent ghost his eyes were all fire.


  How long do we have until they over run us? I asked.


  Minutes.


  “Vera,” Roman said, flinging a shadow back by its neck and then chopping another one with the flat of his hand and spinning into a roundhouse kick, “this might not be a great time to mention it, but I think the Emperor is moving this way.”


  “What makes you think that?” I asked, booting the mirror program so that my actions matched his exactly and let him direct our concerted efforts. Side by side we flung, kicked and smashed shadows like twin tornadoes.


  “Because I see flickers of human ahead. I think there are others with him.”


  I lost hold of myself, found myself in Roman’s head for the space of three blows, and then I was back in my own head, spinning with vertigo and relying solely on the program to get me through.


  “I think I’m starting to get the hang of this head swap business,” Roman said, dodging a blow. “I’m almost better at being you than you are.”


  “Just wait until later,” I said, “and I’ll show you what I’m better at.”


  He paused a moment to grin at me, and then spun back into the fray with twice the effort.


  Operation Overthrow is now ready to activate, my implant chirped.


  Activate! Activate! I ordered.


  Unable to activate at this time. Recalibrating…


  What good was technology when it always let you down right when you needed it? All this operation overthrow nonsense and now that we were right in the thick of battle it needed to recalibrate. It was so predictable – and yet I felt betrayed.


  “On your left,” Roman yelled, and I shook out of it, killing the mirror program and spun towards my attackers.


  They fell back away from me and I followed the bulge into the enemy ranks more by instinct than anything else. By the grid on my Tactical Overlay Roman was right behind me and Driscoll and Kitsano were right behind him. As soon as we had pushed fully into the bulge the sides pushed in on us, almost flexing as they narrowed. We were separated quickly from the bulk of our army and edged in together, back to back, to hold them off.


  “I need to get to the Emperor to negotiate with him. You were right. I was born for pacifism and negotiation, and this is my chance to finally use those things,” I said, as I fended off shadows. It wasn’t really fighting to fight souls that were already half-departed, was it?


  Roman brought a quick series of attacks to his opponents and we followed him as he pressed through the ranks of shadows, leaving enemies in inky bursts as he went. He reached for my hand and pulled me towards him and then shoved me up as I scrambled up chunks of rocks with him at my side.


  We were at the central statue, crouching beneath Neal Matsumoto in all his bronze glory. The idiot who started this mess. I wanted to scrawl my opinion on him in red paint.


  “Do what you need to do, Vera,” Roman said. “I’ve got your back.”


  The statue was on a small rise made of rough-cut black rocks the size of a man. It was on this tiny hill, our backs to the statue, that we clung, kicking any ascending shadows back down as they tried to rise up.


  I sensed something I couldn’t identify and spun around. On the other side of the bronze statue Nigel stood, so calm that his coat was unbuttoned and it unfurled behind him like a pirate’s flag of old. It was just as black and just as troubling. Beside him, straight and spry despite the crippling cold was Ayumi, holding the hand of a blue-lipped Ryu.


  I gasped. It was going to be almost impossible to negotiate with him now.


  Kneel.


  I barely resisted Nigel’s order. Behind me a knot of shadows crested the rocks and engaged Roman in battle, but my eyes were focused on the Emperor. Roman fought in a flurry of violence, flinging shadows over the rocky hill and into the fray below.


  “Your troops are close to spent. They were never a match for mine,” Nigel said, raising his voice over the wind and battle.


  Roman cried out in pain beside me and I spun. He was on the ground, his prosthetic snapped in two, the end sharp and jagged. Driscoll had climbed up behind us and hovered over him. It was not the leg that Roman was staring at, though, but the small boy in the hands of our enemies.


  “And I have the power to even command you, if I need to,” he said, with a cool smile.


  I felt something tug within my mind. It was slight enough that I could resist, but I sensed that it could be firmer. After all, I had eaten that VX-7 on Rhinric’s back, hadn’t I? I had nearly forgotten about that.


  “I think it is time for you to come to me and receive your due, cousin.”


  “Your hold on me is nothing,” I said. “I’ve resisted more and fought worse odds. I know what you did to our family. You killed each of them one by one, just like Neal Matsumoto killed the McIvers in this very spot. I’m not here to cut your head off, Nigel. I’m no Neal Matsumoto. I’m here to negotiate a peace with you.”


  I glanced behind me. Dark clouds had filled the sky and the light was fading. Everything in the Killing Fields had faded into barely discernible shades of charcoal. The field was littered with pillars, both theirs and ours, but it was clear by the Tactical Overlay’s color coding that we were losing badly. We truly had moments left in this fight.


  “That’s rich,” Nigel said, humor ringing in his voice. “Only the victor sets the terms. You should know that. Come to me, and I’ll give you the boy. But we won’t negotiate beyond that. The only thing I seek here is your death. I’m not a negotiator, Vera, taking a little here and giving a little there. I play to win everything, and that means you bow before me, helpless. You may beg, but it will do you no good.”


  There comes a time when every journey must end. I realized, with a chill that was icier than the snow swirling around me, that the time was now.


  I looked to Roman. Tears filled his eyes and worry filled his emotions. Maybe I could give him one good thing. I grasped his hand for a bare moment, and then slipped out of his grip. His fingertips grasped at me, but I was already walking. Ayumi gave Ryu a nudge and the two of them walked towards me.


  Ayumi. The traitor. I had never suspected. There had been no signs…except…he’d told me the emperor had agents everywhere. It was practically the first thing he said to me. And he’d said ‘agents’ not ‘spies.’ I should have realized from the beginning…


  You can’t sacrifice yourself. It’s not right… Roman said, and all the tears he wasn’t shedding on the outside flowed around his words, along with his fading hopes about smiling breakfasts and drinking coffee in the sun with me.


  I know when I’ve been beaten. It was always a gamble. I just thought I had the hand to win, or at least convince him to talk. You’ve always made me feel more sure of myself – more hopeful - when I was with you than I was on my own. I love you. I will until my last thought, my last breath.


  This is ridiculous. He sounded angry, but I knew it wasn’t at me. Fate had never been my friend. Nor had luck for that matter. Maybe I should have made more of an effort to get them on my side.


  As Ayumi and Ryu passed me I ruffled the boy’s hair gently, trying not to see the sadness in his purple-ringed eyes. Whatever he had suffered from our enemies, Roman would repay.


  Ryu is my last gift to you. The best I can do, I said, choking slightly on the sentiment. I wanted more. I wanted sweet kisses at dawn and leaning my cheek on his chest and just being safe together. I was starting to realize that there is only one Matsumoto who gets what he wants. All the rest of us were delusional to think we had any control over our fates.


  Thank you. For everything. I hoped it didn’t hurt Roman too badly when the screech of my implant going off-line filled his head.


  I was ten steps from the Emperor when I heard Roman yell, “You swore on your life!”


  I didn’t care what he did to Ayumi. He’d probably crack the old man like the leg of a squab at dinner even with a broken prosthetic. Caring about the fate of traitors was for the living. I didn’t have much living left.


  I was right in front of Nigel. Eye to eye. Had he always been this short? He had seemed to loom the last time I saw him.


  “I won’t lie to you by saying it will be painless,” Nigel said, narrowing his eyes. “Painless has never been my style.”


  “I won’t lie to you by pretending I care about your style,” I said, making a show of looking him up and down.


  My implant showed the green carets of Roman and Ryu. Beside them, Driscoll’s caret and Ayumi’s intermingled. It seemed my father had as little forgiveness for traitors as my husband did. I risked a glance backward. Ayumi fought with the flowing grace of a skilled martial arts master. Driscoll’s counters were heavy-handed in comparison, but his fury showed in the effectiveness of his blows.


  “Good,” Nigel said, lifting up his right hand to show me his palm. Within was a torshocker. I’d seen them before on the list of banned items for the Blackwatch Empire. They were fantastic for torturing your enemies up close with the shake of your hand. They were also untraceable and even modern medicine made it hard to determine the eventual cause of death. I say eventual, because they were specifically designed to ensure death didn’t happen quickly. Despite my earlier words, I had to admit that this really did fit Nigel’s style. “Give me your hand, cousin, and I promise to let your pet and his child go free. I’ll even let your little shadow army surrender.”


  I had wanted a peaceful negotiation all along. I’d hoped for more, but maybe this was the best I could have expected.


  It took all the courage I could muster to raise my hand and reach for his. Every last bit of tenacity I had gained overcoming trial after trial was used up in that moment to embrace my own pain and death for the sake of those I loved. This, then, was true pacifism. It was letting yourself die for peace. Die for love.


  In the back of my head Roman was screaming – for me this time, I knew – and I felt his effort as he scrambled on the mangled prosthetic to get to me.


  As I raised my hand up, my eyes flicked across the drifting snowflakes and ominous statue beside us and I wondered what would have happened if I had just let Driscoll make that combie army, or if Roman and I had rode off into the sunset together. Maybe it wouldn’t have ended like this.


  But if things had been different, I would never have had the chance to finally embrace what I was born for. Pacifism – responsibility for not just yourself- wasn’t something you could force someone else to live by. It was something you had to choose yourself. I was choosing it. There’s a difference between killing for something and dying for something.


  I smiled, at peace –finally- with fate.


  And yet, I was still the Vera Matsumoto who was always looking for another way. Maybe…just maybe…


  I gripped his hand as hard as I could and rolled the dice one last time.


  Activate.
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  Operation Overthrow activated, my implant chirped. I stumbled as pain filled me, searing me to the core. It flowed through my body tripping up my heart and seizing my lungs in an iron grip. I coughed and screamed all at once, shuddering with muscle spasms, but still locked in a death grip with Nigel’s fist.


  I was in too much pain to decipher the puzzled expression on his face, but not too much to see the shadows behind him surge forward. My mind roared, like a fire had filled it, but I held on as tight as I could, pushing through the pain, refusing to let go of my consciousness.


  Congratulations. Control over all electronic aspects of the Blackwatch Empire has been ceded to you by the authority of Neal Matsumoto. You are the Empress of Blackwatch. Authorized parties will be contacted immediately. Please assume your role and authority as soon as possible.


  My role and authority?


  Nigel’s eyes were huge. In the darkness I saw nothing but their whites glowing against all the grey. He screamed in guttural rage, releasing my hand and his shadows pushed forward.


  We’ve lost, Vera. Driscoll said, despair thick in his voice.


  You’ve wasted this army, you fool, Zeta said, talking over him. If you’d only made the sacrifices- I tuned my mother out.


  Roman’s green caret was flickering. I shoved myself up from the ground, spat snow from my mouth and wiped my eyes.


  Incoming call from Admiral Tagawa. Patching through.


  “What’s going on down there? Are you seeing this? Those shadows are multiplying all over Blackwatch! You need to do whatever you were going to do! Now!”


  End transmission! I ordered.


  I couldn’t listen to her. I had to think. What could I possibly do, alone in a field of snow against a mad man and his shadow army? I felt, suddenly, as if it had all come together. I would have given up my life and my soul to save this world and the others we were responsible for, but maybe I wasn’t the one who needed to.


  Without thinking, I reached out to Nigel’s soul. After all, hadn’t the Javierian’s done this very thing to Zeta? And I pulled as hard as I could. I would use his implant against him to absorb him into my shadow army.


  His face grew long and drawn, and his features distorted in a silent scream as he flickered in and out of shadow and then he was nothing more than darkness.


  I pulled in my shadows, and Nigel, too, forcing them to leave the world and return to the subconscious. A flood of energy hit me and I fell forward onto my face, not even able to put my hands out to catch myself. Consciousness upon consciousness rolled into mine and I pulled them in, sucking them up and stuffing them down into the cage I had woven within myself. But hadn’t my army been almost obliterated?


  Shadow after shadow rolled into me for what felt like hours. My own body was unable to move, my eyes were shut, and my muscles spasmed involuntarily, but I clung to consciousness. I couldn’t afford to give them rein, not with Nigel locked within me. It was like inviting the devil into your mind.


  After a while my body felt less painful, but still the shadows came. Finally, when I felt no more had arrived for a long time, I rolled them up as tightly as I could and tried to tie them off like I had before.


  Do you really think that absorbing me would rid you of me? Immortality seems nice enough, and I always thought that being a woman would have its perks.


  Nigel. I would never be rid of his voice. Like Zeta, but not as cheerful.


  Worse. I think if I press just so I could take you over…there are fractures in that implant of yours. It was that faulty experimental model…


  Well that explained a lot of what had happened these past months. I would go mad and then Nigel would take over my body. I would be worse than he ever was. I would kill and destroy innocents. I would probably kill Roman.


  Deactivate implant.


  Deactivating.


  I sunk into blackness.


  


  Something wet was on my face and my feet were cold. I nuzzled into warmth against my cheek and hugged my knees in tight. Bones jabbed my ribs and I gasped a painful breath. My head hurt. I tried to lift it, but it was bowling-ball heavy and my arms were like feathers. I settled with opening my eyes.


  Snow swirled down, light and dusty, from a velvet black sky. Tiny and far away the two moons of New Greenland huddled together for warmth. It was the dusting of snow that was wetting my cheeks and lashes. It was the frozen ground that made frost march up my femurs. I needed to move. I couldn’t move.


  A pair of cinnamon eyes moved into view.


  “Hello, beautiful,” Roman said.


  I smiled, or I thought I did. My mind was still clogged up with heaviness.


  “If you’re just about done sleeping there’s a sign here that says: ‘No overnight camping. Vagrants will be prosecuted.’”


  “How will they know we’re vagrants?”


  “I hate to break it to you, but none of us look our best. Not even you, princess.”


  I managed to pull myself up on an elbow.


  “Easy, girl,” Roman said, steadying me.


  Ryu was cuddled up against him, sleeping. He was the one who had been so boney. Three meters away, the corpse of Ayumi sprawled, red blood staining the snow.


  “You didn’t want to move us to a better location?” I asked.


  “Bad leg,” he said with a rueful smile and tapped his prosthetic. The jagged tip had cut wicked scars into the ice nearby, but the stump wasn’t nearly long enough to walk on.


  I nodded, studying his face to be sure he was ok. I bit my lip. For the first time in so long, I couldn’t feel his emotions through the channel and I felt so naked that I almost reached for it without thinking. With a start, I pulled myself together. I would never again be able to access my implant. I didn’t dare. The demons in there were real, and they wouldn’t hesitate to tear me to pieces.


  “I was worried you were dying because I couldn’t feel you in here,” he said, tapping his head. He was studying me as intently as I had studied him. “You couldn’t hear me when I called.”


  “I had to turn it off,” I said, gripping one of my arms with the opposite hand in a protective gesture. “They’re all in there. All of them. I can’t contain them if I open up that box again.”


  I released my arm and grabbed my mouth with my hand instead, and as grief and terror whipsawed through me I bit down hard on the webbing of my hand and tasted blood.


  “Shhhh,” my husband said, reaching out, and pulling me to him.


  I sobbed through my hand as he gently stroked my hair and rubbed my back.


  “It’s all over. It’s done. You worked hard, Vera, and you did it.”


  “All those people. Trapped in my mind forever. I promised them freedom, but they’ll never see it.”


  Another broken Matsumoto promise.


  “Shhh. It’s not like that.”


  “I’ll never fight like that again, or see things that way again, or read those histories I didn’t get to read, or feel your emotions when you kiss me. I’ll never swap bodies with you again. We’ll never communicate like we did ever again.”


  “We’ll find other ways,” he said, smiling in a way that was rich with humor and laced with compassion. He wiped my tears with his thumb. Ryu stirred beside me. “Maybe not right now.”


  I laughed through my tears, heartbroken, but still able to see how ridiculous I must look. My first act as Empress was sobbing in the snow like an overly emotional teenage girl.


  “I’m ridiculous,” I said.


  “Never,” he assured me, and kissed me gently, and then firmly, and then with the passion that comes when the worst that you feared hasn’t happened after all.


  “I’m cold,” a little voice said from beside us.


  “I hate to ask,” Roman said, blushing just a little and gesturing to his leg, “but we’ve been waiting for you. I don’t think I can get very far without you.”


  “That makes two of us,” I said with a twisted smile, and I hoisted him up, wrapping his arm over my shoulders. “Can you walk, Ryu?”


  “Are all the shadows gone?” Ryu asked, glancing around at the pillars decorating the Killing Fields.


  “Gone forever,” I said, and I felt a stab of pain as I thought of Patrick Driscoll. The one thing he’d wanted was to see me as Emperor. “We’ll never see them again.”


  “Where are they?” he asked.


  “Locked up tight, little one.”
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  “WAIT UP, YOU GOOSE!” ROMAN called, scrambling behind me over the loose rock. “You take too much joy in seeing me crippled!”


  I laughed and kept climbing. The truth was that I was barely able to keep ahead of him with that new prosthetic he’d acquired. Only the best for the Empress’s guardian.


  Here in the mountains just outside of Osatalik the purple pines towered where hardly anything else could find root. I had always loved hiking here as a girl and I’d chosen this as my very first leisure activity as Empress. The citrus and pine smell of the trees combined with the freshness of the melting snow to calm my nerves, and the physical exertion was helping too. It was the first time in a long time that I hadn’t heard the call of my ghosts.


  We clambered up onto the rocky summit and looked out from the edge of the cliff, breathing hard from the hike. The sun sank low and painted Osatalik in pinks and oranges laced with purple. Between the sun’s fading rays the city’s lights glared out, visible even from so far away.


  South of the city I saw the light of the Killing Fields where workers were actively uprooting the pillars that had grown there. To the north of the city lay the Spring Palace where I had once been sentenced to Capricornia. Only last week, I had ratified Mastumoto Two, to the shock and delight of my citizens. Internal elections for representatives were set for this spring and the Emperor’s unchecked control was over. I’d kept only one of our original rules in my new oath to the people: we Matsumotos would be pacifists. Real ones.


  After that, I completed the formal ceremony to become their Empress, and signed a document that we hoped would become the formal armistice between Blackwatch and The People’s Freehold. Nothing was ever as easy as that, but after the last few months the thought of hammering out a treaty to end an interstellar war didn’t sound as daunting as it once would have. Even Admiral Tagawa held out hope, though she still disliked me.


  “You cheated. You said it was an easy climb!” Roman said, grabbing both my shoulders from behind.


  “You couldn’t tell I was kidding?” I asked, faking innocence. I liked to tease him about our broken connection. It was like scratching at a healing wound.


  “If you mean lying, then no,” he said, spinning me around, pushing me up against a purple pine with a trunk as wide as I was and kissing me.


  I clung to him after the kiss, inhaling his scent with the scent of the pines, still amazed that we had both lived to be here.


  “I don’t ever want to let go of you,” I said.


  “Eventually we’ll have to go back down, or Ryu will pester the life out of me with calls. He doesn’t like his new guardian. He claims the man reinforces the backs of his pants to make him stand up straighter.”


  I laughed. I hadn’t liked Edward the first time I met him, either. It takes time to get used to a guardian.


  I hugged mine even tighter at the thought, enjoying his warmth and love. It was funny that even with the implant offline I could still feel that love radiating out towards me.


  The sun disappeared and the stars winked to life, and out in their depths I saw the slight movement and color change of starships coming and going - but mostly going - as Refugees returned to their home planets and Fleet vessels escorted them there. Hopefully our Armistice would hold. Hopefully I could find a way to prevent any more lives from being lost at the hands of Mastumotos. Hopefully-


  “Stop,” Roman pushed back from me and looked deep in my eyes. “You weren’t supposed to be thinking about the troubles of the Empire tonight, remember? You promised me a warm cabin up here and a trout stream tomorrow morning. You said something about Neal Matsumoto bringing old earth fish to stock it.”


  I laughed, but the mention of Neal Matsumoto reminded me of Driscoll. I reached up and rubbed my scar as I often did when I thought of him. I hated that he and Kitsano were trapped forever in the hell of my mind.


  When I was honest with myself, I had to acknowledge that I feel empty with only my own soul occupying my mind. It’s very quiet in here – quiet enough to hear my ghosts whispering that I chose poorly. I long for the power that I gave away, but if I ever took it back it would destroy everything I fought for. And yet still, when I have a moment of quiet, I find myself reaching for it like an old addiction and it becomes harder every time to say ‘no.’


  Roman grabbed my chin in his palm and gently turned my wandering gaze back to him.


  “I meant it, Vera,” he said, kissing me before continuing, “Stop. Brooding does no one any good. Some things can’t be fixed. Besides, before you know it he’ll have them all bent to his will.” He smiled. “You know your father. He’s just like you. Zeta and Nigel won’t stand a chance against his tenacity.”


  “Did you just read my thoughts?” I asked, wonder filling my eyes.


  “I do that sometimes,” he said, with a mocking grin.


  “But without the implant…” I said.


  “Remember what you said, Vera?” he said, softly. “It never worked the way it was supposed to between us. Maybe that was because it was always something more.”


  His hand ran down along my throat and chest and abdomen, winding to the side to curve around my hip and slip up under the edge of my shirt while he kissed me like it was his lifelong ambition. I kissed him back, enjoying the numbing effect that his sweet kisses had on my pain. Enjoying, for the first time without fear, the sheer delight of his company and his touch.


  “I thought you wouldn’t be able read my mind anymore,” I said, when we finally broke apart.


  He leaned in close with smouldering cinnamon eyes and paused so that I had to wait for his answer.


  “You wish,” he whispered, and pinched my waist.


  Somewhere down below the planet waited for me to finish bringing them justice, but up on the mountain I chased Roman through the trees to the cabin beyond and wondered what else might have survived that I had thought was lost forever.


  The End
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