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Foreword
 
Thank you for following along with the Fallen Empire series. I’m having fun writing it, and I hope you’re enjoying the read! 
 
For those who wonder about these things, I’m writing from my home office in the mountains of Arizona while listening to Two Steps from Hell/Thomas Bergersen songs on repeat. My two dogs are helping—and wondering why there are chickens on the Star Nomad but not dogs. That doesn’t seem right, does it? 
 
Once again, thank you to my editor, Shelley Holloway, who’s been working on this series, sometimes on short notice. Also, thank you to illustrator Tom Edwards for the cool space cover art. Lastly, thank you for continuing on with the stories. I hope you enjoy this one!
 



Chapter 1
Smoke wafted up from the barbecue grill cheerfully charring cubes of Arkadian duck just outside the airlock tube that led from the Star Nomad onto the space station. Captain Alisa Marchenko watched as her security officer, Tommy Beck, whistled and turned the skewers with tongs. He wore two blazer pistols in holsters on his belt, along with a sheathed knife with a blade large enough to shave a Senekda buffalo, but a loose apron was draped over it all. Bright letters on the front of the apron proclaimed the availability of free samples, with a caricature of a dog in a chef’s cap flipping burgers below the offer.
“Don’t you think you should charge for those samples?” Alisa asked, nodding toward the crowd of people milling through the open concourse of Arkadius Gamma, one of several space stations in orbit around the planet. The owner of her current cargo was supposed to be on the way to make payment and pick up his goods, and he couldn’t show up soon enough for her liking. Beck might be enjoying himself, but Alisa expected trouble of all kinds to find her ship on Arkadius, and she wouldn’t be surprised if that trouble took the extra effort to extend its radius to the stations in orbit. “You’ve got mafia leaders to pay off, after all,” she added.
Beck grimaced and waved his tongs in the air. “Don’t remind me, Captain. I’m not even sure I can pay them off. They have plenty of money. What they don’t have is my dead head mounted above a fireplace.”
“A desirable trophy, I’m certain.” Alisa eyed his short, pale blond hair, the contrast to his bronze skin almost alarming, made more so by the quarter inch of dark roots showing.
“Besides, I’m trying a new spice blend made from herbs that can easily be grown in a shipboard aeroponics system. I mostly want opinions now. I’ll charge when I know I’ve got it mastered.” Beck flipped the skewers again, the smell of roasting meat teasing Alisa’s nostrils.
Though she appreciated his ability to cook—she had enjoyed his meals on numerous occasions over the last month—she wondered if she should have let him set up here. She intended to leave as soon as the merchant picked up his cargo. Further, she doubted that drawing attention to her docked freighter was a good idea, and a crowd was forming, thanks to his offers of samples.
A white-haired lady with a parrot perched on her shoulder accepted one of his skewers and tossed a copper eighth-tindark coin into the cup beside the grill. She took a bite and offered her bird a bite as she walked away. It pecked the meat with its beak, screeched, and leaped from her shoulder, flying up toward the translucent domed ceiling over the concourse, the greens, browns, and blues of Arkadius’s continents and oceans visible from their current position. 
“Critic,” Beck said, watching the bird as if he wouldn’t mind plucking it and throwing it on the grill. 
“Maybe it knew you were cooking a relative.”
Beck picked up the cup, shook it, and sighed. “I may have two whole tindarks here. That almost covers the cost of the skewers.”
“You’re lucky you’ve got anything at all. How many people run around with physical currency?”
“You do.”
“Only because my bank account disappeared into the ether after the war.”
“That’ll teach you to bank on planets that are imperial strongholds.”
“Yes, I should borrow money from the mafia instead,” Alisa said. “That’s much safer.”
“Keep teasing me, Captain, and I won’t save you any duck.” 
The sound of chickens squawking floated through the airlock tube, and Alisa rubbed a hand down her face as a few of Beck’s munching visitors cast curious looks in that direction. She didn’t mind that one of her passengers had a cargo of her own, but the chickens had gotten a taste for freedom somewhere along the way and kept escaping their pen. Alisa had found one pecking at cracker crumbs on the floor of NavCom that morning.
Movement in the airlock tube drew her eye. It wasn’t a chicken. Instead, Leonidas and Dr. Alejandro Dominguez were walking out. Leonidas was dressed in plain civilian clothes today, not wearing his favorite military jacket, the one with the big Cyborg Corps patch on the front. He must have decided that blatantly announcing what he was—and what he had been for the empire—wasn’t a good idea on a space station owned by the Tri-Sun Alliance.
Alejandro was dressed in his gray monk’s robe, a robe Alisa was increasingly convinced was nothing but a costume for him, and wore his satchel over his shoulder, his hand cupped protectively over a bulge inside of it. 
“Taking your orb for a walk, Doctor?” Alisa asked as they approached. 
She gave Leonidas a respectful nod while wishing that he would walk at her shoulder instead of at the doctor’s. She had tried to hire him a couple of times now, but he was determined to help Alejandro with his mysterious mission, one that apparently involved fulfilling Emperor Markus’s dying wishes.
Leonidas nodded back at her, a polite comrade-to-comrade gesture, as usual. If he had figured out that thoughts of kissing him had popped into Alisa’s mind lately, he never showed it. It was just as well. Those thoughts felt like a betrayal to her late husband, who had only been gone for eight months.
Alejandro pressed his palms together in front of his chest, bowed, and said, “Trust thy neighbor, but lock your door.”
The gray robe might be a costume, but he certainly had his Xerikesh memorized, front to back. 
“It’s my door, Doc,” Alisa said.
He gave her an edged smile and continued on. 
“Here, mech, try this will you?” Beck asked, sticking out his tongs to stop Leonidas, a slightly charred cube of duck grasped in the tips.
Leonidas paused to frown over at him. Alejandro stopped to wait, but his gaze was toward the crowd, and Alisa wondered if he also had a contact to meet here. Maybe he was looking for someone else to ferry him around the system. Thanks to a bit of eavesdropping, Alisa knew he believed she had too much knowledge of his quest—and that he had not-so-jokingly asked Leonidas if he would consider making her disappear. It was all she could do not to curl a lip at Alejandro’s back and growl every time he walked past. 
“If you’re thinking of poisoning me,” Leonidas said, “it’s unlikely that it will work.”
“Because you have enhanced taste buds, I know. You told me.” Beck waved the duck at his nose. “That’s why I want you to try my spice blend. Tell me what you think.” 
Alisa arched her eyebrows. Beck and Leonidas had anything but a cordial relationship—indeed, Leonidas was eyeing those tongs suspiciously and looked like he was contemplating breaking them, as he’d broken Beck’s handgun on the first day they met. She was surprised at this new turn, at least on Beck’s part. 
With gingerliness that was amusing from a man with arms like tree trunks, Leonidas plucked the duck cube from the tongs. He held it to his nose, letting his nostrils thoroughly examine the scent, that suspicious squint never leaving his face. Who could blame him? There was a prodigious warrant out for Leonidas’s arrest, something that Beck had originally brought to Alisa’s attention. As amiable as Beck was, he had been intrigued by the idea of collecting two hundred thousand tindarks. He had even brought up the idea of sedating Leonidas with his food. And now that they were orbiting Arkadius, Beck would not have to travel far to turn him in.
“Celery seed?” Leonidas lifted his eyebrows.
Beck grinned. “One of my secret ingredients.”
“On duck?”
“It’s not like those are Old Earth ducks. Arkadian ducks are fierce and need fierce seasonings. Did you know they’re tall enough and tough enough to bite your asteroids off? Assuming they didn’t enhance those for you when they were doing the rest. Are cyborgs susceptible to kicks in the gonads?”
Leonidas glanced south, then skewered Beck with a look that was more unfriendly than Alisa thought the conversation called for.
“Listen,” Beck said, waving at the duck and ignoring the glare, “are you going to condemn it before you’ve even tried it?”
“You know imperials are hard to please,” Alisa said.
Leonidas turned his unfriendly look on her, and she lifted her hands in innocence. Imperials were touchy, too, it seemed. Just because they had lost the war—and control of the fifty-odd planets and moons in the trinary star system…
Leonidas sighed and dropped the duck into his mouth. He chewed thoughtfully—or perhaps with thoughts geared toward detecting hints of poison or otherwise suspicious substances.
“Leonidas?” Alejandro prompted, an irritated frown on his face as a woman heading for the grill jostled his satchel. “The captain said she’s leaving as soon as her cargo is picked up and that we need to be back quickly if we don’t want her to leave without us.” 
His irritated expression turned a touch wistful, as if he wouldn’t mind that. Well, Alisa wouldn’t mind that, either, but for the moment, their missions were intertwined. Alejandro needed to talk to the Starseers about his artifact quest, and Alisa needed to find out why a group of them had stolen her daughter—and how to get her back.
Leonidas swallowed and strode toward Alejandro. “Too much celery seed,” he said over his shoulder to Beck, “and way too much salt.”
“Salt brings out flavors,” Beck called after him. “Not everyone’s tongue is as sensitive as yours.”
Leonidas walked away at Alejandro’s shoulder, looking like a bodyguard towering beside him, his tall, broad, and muscled frame dwarfing Alejandro’s slighter form. Nobody jostled the doctor again as they crossed the concourse. Maybe Alisa should try harder to woo Leonidas over to her side, imperial touchiness or not.
As she was gazing out toward the crowd, she caught sight of a familiar face and blinked in surprise. It wasn’t the man she had been expecting to come retrieve his cargo. The tall, lanky woman had tousled black hair and wore a blue snagor-hide Alliance flight jacket identical to the one in Alisa’s cabinet. With her height, she spotted Alisa over the heads of other people, smiled toothily, and offered a big wave.
Even though Alisa had not expected to run into any former colleagues here, she returned the smile and the wave. Lieutenant Khazan had flown a Striker-18 in the same squadron as Alisa during the last year of the war—she’d even been at the Dustor battle where Alisa had crashed and ended up in the hospital. The unit had moved on, the ships doing mop up for the Alliance in the aftermath of the treaty signing, but Khazan had sent several messages of well wishes that Alisa had received after she had been removed from the regeneration tank.
“What are you doing here, Captain?” Khazan asked, weaving through the crowd in front of the grill and saluting Alisa while giving Beck a curious glance.
Alisa did not return the salute since she was not in the military anymore, instead touching her palm to her chest, then raising it outward in a more typical civilian greeting. “I’m running cargo,” she said, not willing to get into any of the more detailed reasons that had brought her here with so many ears around. “What are you doing here?”
“Got a few hours of shore leave. They’ve got hairy toad races on the port authority building’s mezzanine, you know. I do love to gamble.”
“I remember that.”
“I came in on the Final Impact,” Khazan said, pointing a thumb toward the other side of the station. “You must have seen our big warship in dock. I’m part of the fighter squadron there now.”
Yes, Alisa had seen the big ship. There was a reason she had docked on the opposite side of the station. After the little kerfuffle she had participated in—and largely arranged—back on Perun, she wasn’t sure how the Alliance felt about her. She wouldn’t have been surprised if she had been denied permission to dock or even to learn there was an arrest order out for her. She and Leonidas might end up with matching warrants. Wouldn’t that be cozy?
“Nice,” Alisa said. “Did it come with a promotion?”
“It did. It’s Captain Khazan now, if you can believe it.”
“If they gave Tomich a ship, anything is possible.”
For the first time, Khazan’s easy smile faltered. “Er, yes. As long as I’m here…” She looked at Beck again, who was sneaking glances toward her. Khazan’s height intimidated some men, but she had high cheekbones and striking features that attracted most. “Could we talk in private for a moment, Marchenko?”
“Private?” Beck asked. “Wouldn’t you ladies like some duck before you go?” He plucked a fresh skewer from the grill since all of the ones on the platter beside it had been taken by the crowd. He frowned down to see that his stack of napkins had disappeared, but he poked around in the basket he’d brought everything out in. “I’ll even put it on a plate for you,” he said.
“You civilians sure live the life of luxury, don’t you?” Khazan asked, accepting the skewer before Beck found his plate.
“There’s sauce too,” Alisa said, pointing toward a bottle balanced precariously on a corner of the grill. “You never saw the cooks on the Merciless put out sauce.”
“No, but they did have those squeeze packages of ketchup, mustard, and ponzu. They were fun to play with during zero gravity drills.”
“Fun to make a mess with, you mean.”
“Cleaning the ceilings gave the privates something to do during down time.”
Beck made a face, and Alisa recalled that he had been an enlisted soldier. His crush on Khazan might already be on the wane.
Alisa was on the verge of telling Khazan that she could discuss whatever she wanted to bring up in front of Beck—she had a notion this might be a warning that there was, indeed, a warrant out for her. But she was still watching the crowd for her contact, and she spotted a dark figure lurking next to a support post at the other side of the concourse. Her stomach sank. She could not see the person’s face, thanks to a hood pulled low, but she recognized that black robe. Who wouldn’t? It was the Starseers’ favorite garb. Nobody wanted to be mistaken for a Starseer, so few wore it for simple fashion purposes. The figure gripped the end of a six-foot-long black staff, using it like a walking stick. The legends said Starseers used those staffs like weapons, having incorporated some of their technology or power to make them strong enough to deflect bullets and blazer bolts. 
The figure was not looking in her direction, but Alisa was immediately suspicious that her ship had acquired a spy. Maybe someone watching them because of Alejandro and his orb? If so, the word had gotten out quickly. The Nomad had only been in dock for an hour.
“Marchenko?” Khazan asked. “Did you hear me?”
Realizing she was staring at the Starseer, Alisa turned back to her old colleague. “Sorry, what?”
A part of her was tempted to charge through the crowd and confront the robed figure, to ask him—if it was a him—if he knew anything about her daughter’s abduction. But the odds of that were unlikely. Her daughter had been kidnapped on Perun, all the way on the other side of the system, and this was probably some lackey who had been sent on a spy mission. She could have approached him, anyway, but Yumi had claimed she could take them to a hidden Starseer temple down on Arkadius and perhaps get them invited inside. Alisa would be more likely to get her answers there.
“I asked if we could talk in private,” Khazan said. “And also if I have sauce on my nose.”
“Your nose is fine,” Beck said. 
“Why, thank you.” Khazan winked at him. “Your chef flirts well, Marchenko.”
“Actually, he’s my security officer.”
Khazan looked at the slender wooden skewer Beck was threading through the next batch of meat. “He looks very dangerous.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Beck frowned. 
“Nothing.” Alisa put her hand on Khazan’s shoulder and nodded toward the airlock tube. “Yes, we can talk in my cabin. That way.” She pointed, indicating that Khazan should go first as she leaned close to Beck to whisper, “There’s someone in a Starseer robe on the far side of the concourse. Let me know if he does anything suspicious.”
“Like what?” Beck scanned the crowd until he noticed the figure, then made a hasty circle over his heart, a superstitious gesture that those from the moons of Aldrin made to call the sun gods for protection. The early inhabitants had been certain the giant green spot on the gas planet looming in their sky had been emitting harmful gases as well as general bad mojo. 
“If he comes over to sample your duck and ask questions about me or the doctor, I’d consider that suspicious.”
“Maybe he’ll just be unable to resist the aroma of my perfectly cooked meat, which is also, I might add, seasoned with the ideal amount of celery seed.”
“I’m certain. Let me know if he comes for either reason.”
Alisa jogged to catch up with Khazan in the cargo hold. She had walked around the stacks of crates taking up half the space and paused by the stairs. She was looking to the corner where Yumi Moon stood in a green, ankle-length dress and bright yellow boots while tossing dried corn into the makeshift chicken pen. Netting draped over the top kept the birds from flying out—sometimes.
“That-a-girl, Isabel,” Yumi crooned. “But let Alcyone have some too.”
“I can see why you got out of the army, Marchenko,” Khazan said. “The exotic allure of being a civilian freight operator couldn’t be resisted.”
Yumi looked curiously at Khazan and gave Alisa a tentative wave. The chickens complained at this pause in their feeding. Alisa waved back, trying to combine an ignore-our-guest gesture in the mix before she led the way up the stairs.
“I’d tell you about how my life has been a lot more exotic than I’d like of late,” Alisa said over her shoulder, “but I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve already heard about that.”
“I’ve heard some.”
Khazan waited until they were seated in Alisa’s private cabin to expound. She plopped down at the fold-down desk sticking out from the wall, leaving Alisa to sit on the edge of the bed. 
“I would offer you a drink,” Alisa said, “but all I have is water. My operation just got started and isn’t that flush with tindarks yet.”
“No? Ferrying chickens around doesn’t pay well?”
“Actually, the chickens ride for free.”
“You should have stayed in the army if that’s all the business savvy you have,” Khazan said.
“I forgot how endearing your tongue is.”
“I seem to recall we had matching tongues. And that they irritated Tomich to no end when they made him our squadron commander.”
“This is true,” Alisa said, expecting the mention of Tomich to lead Khazan into sharing her news, since he had been the one to help the Nomad escape from a bunch of posturing Alliance and imperial ships a couple of weeks earlier.
“I got a message from him a couple of days ago,” Khazan said, tapping a red and yellow earstar cupping the helix of her ear.
Alisa thought she might command the device to share a holo vid, but she merely lowered her hand to her lap and kept speaking.
“You might have trouble landing your freighter on Arkadius, at least if you’re going to a legitimate civilian or military space base.”
Alisa doubted the Starseer temple would count as either, but she saw no reason to inform Khazan of her destination. Even if she had come here as a friend warning a friend, that did not mean she wouldn’t relay what she learned back to Tomich. He had been the commander for both of them, after all. 
“I’m a little surprised I was allowed to land here, honestly,” Alisa said, waving in the direction of the concourse.
“Must have been someone sleeping in the port authority office.” Khazan sniffed. “Civilians.”
Alisa smiled at the dig. The fact that Arkadius Gamma was a corporate-owned station rather than a military one was the reason she had chosen it. “Yes, we’re so inept, aren’t we?”
“I hope you haven’t gotten soft enough for that word to apply to you.” Khazan’s face grew serious as she leaned forward, resting her elbows on the desk. “Listen, I don’t know what your business is here or on the planet, but if you’re still harboring fugitives, you better not linger for long. I hear both of them are hot commodities for the government.”
“They’re not fugitives as far as I know,” Alisa said. Sure, Alejandro and Leonidas had been responsible for the shooting up of a library—and Alisa might have helped in that endeavor too—but that had been on Perun, the imperial planet. The Alliance shouldn’t care about that. Even that crime had been a matter of self-defense.
“Whatever they are, the government wants them.”
Them. When the Nomad had encountered the Alliance near Perun’s moon, it had been Leonidas they had been after. Somewhere along the way, they must have learned about Alejandro and his mysterious orb. 
“And it doesn’t look too good that you’re taxiing them around the system,” Khazan added.
“They pay more than the chickens.”
“This isn’t a joke, Marchenko—Alisa.” None of Khazan’s typical humor was in her eyes now. “Tomich said he was vague in his reports to his superiors, and implied you might have been a hostage on your own ship, but he wasn’t sure himself, and he’s afraid your status is about to go from Alliance war hero to imperial sympathizer, maybe worse. Arrest may be the least of your concerns if you’re captured.”
Alisa sighed. “I’m not sympathizing with anyone. They just paid for rides, and I’m giving them rides. They’re getting off at Arkadius, and then I’m done with them.” 
Her wistful thoughts about hiring Leonidas sauntered to the forefront of her mind, but she shook her head. Even though she had come to like him, and he had saved her backside a couple of times, she had known for weeks that it would be foolish of her to keep him on her ship and in her life. Alisa did not want to find her daughter only to end up in jail or on the run as a fugitive.
“I’m glad to hear that,” Khazan said, leaning back, her hands sliding into her lap again. “I probably don’t have to tell you, but this is a precarious time for the Alliance. They’ve openly claimed Arkadius and several other key planets, but there are imperial sympathizers aplenty, and the higher-ups know they’re vulnerable right now. We spent a lot to win that war, and our people are spread thin. If I were you, I’d figure out how to turn those imperials in, not just part ways with them. That’ll show the government you can be trusted. And you could even come back into the army if you can pass the medical tests and the physical. We still need good pilots.”
“I’ll think about it.” Alisa made a show of nodding. She couldn’t truly imagine betraying Leonidas, but it had crossed her mind many times to turn Alejandro in, or at least record a detailed message to send to someone who could use the information to apprehend him. Hells, if that Major Mladenovic had been willing to help her find her daughter instead of stringing her along, Alisa might have already handed over the orb. 
“For your sake, I hope you do. It would be good flying with you again.” Khazan stood up. “And I sure wouldn’t want to fly against you.”
Khazan grinned, probably meaning it as a compliment, but the words made Alisa’s stomach turn to stone. The idea of flying against her old comrades disturbed her even more than the idea of faceless police officers chasing after her. That was a future she did not want, not for herself and certainly not for her daughter.



Chapter 2
Alisa piloted the Nomad away from the space station and toward the ice-smothered north pole of Arkadius. When they got closer, she would call Yumi to NavCom for more specific directions, but Yumi had already said the temple was located near the pole. That was fine with Alisa, because habitations were sparse above the arctic circle. She hoped the military patrol ships that protected the planet would be sparse in that area too. 
Leonidas ducked into NavCom and slid into the co-pilot’s seat. Since nobody except Alisa knew how to fly the ship, she supposed she should re-dub that the passenger’s seat. She sat there when she needed to plot a course for the autopilot, but that was about all that station was for, other than holding a backup helm in case her station exploded. Or she exploded. 
The grim thought made her glance to the side to check the sensors. Satellites and ships in orbit lit it up at the edge of its range, but nothing was close at the moment. More important, nothing was following them. According to Beck, the Starseer on the station had walked away shortly after Alisa had gone inside with Khazan. She hoped that meant that her suppositions had been wrong, that the robed figure had simply been passing through and hadn’t been sent to spy on her ship. Or her interesting passengers.
She looked toward Leonidas, debating whether she should tell him about the person. “Can I help you with anything?” she asked, since he had not spoken yet.
It was not uncommon for the others to come up and chat with her about something or another while she was flying, but he rarely did. During the long days in space between planets, he kept to himself, exercising in the cargo hold or doing who knew what in his cabin. He had seemed even quieter since their stopover on Starfall Station, where he had gotten his combat armor repaired—and where he had watched an old comrade die in his arms. Alisa had been along for that, and she could understand why the events might have left him feeling pensive. He was well aware of the bounty out for his arrest, and now he was aware of what might happen to those who stood close while bounty hunters took shots at him.
“I don’t need any help,” Leonidas said quietly, gazing at the view screen where icecaps floated in the frigid northern sea. He turned toward her, meeting her eyes. “I did wish to come and thank you.”
“I—what?”
“The proper response is, ‘You’re welcome,’” he said dryly.
“I know. I mean, you are. But for what?”
“For not turning me over to the Alliance when you had the chance.”
Alisa almost pointed out that he had been standing behind her when she’d had that chance, and that he could have wrung her neck if she’d truly considered plotting against him, but she kept her mouth shut. Having him appreciative for something she had done—or not done—was new. And she liked it.
“Both back near Perun,” he said, “and since then. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find Alliance soldiers waiting on Starfall Station or on Arkadius Gamma.”
“If they had been, they would have been there for Beck’s free duck.”
“Ah.”
Alisa smiled. “You’re welcome.” 
His eyebrows rose. “That’s it?”
“Did you expect something else?”
“From you? I’ve come to expect inappropriate humor whenever it would be… inappropriate.”
“I don’t always make a joke,” Alisa said. 
“Huh.”
She wondered if he had waited two weeks to voice his gratitude for her involvement in the Perun escapade because he had worried that she would respond with sarcasm. That thought made her feel bleak.
“I’m not certain if the Starseer temple will be a place from which we can depart,” Leonidas said, “but the doctor and I plan to leave your ship there or at the next possible stop.”
That statement made her feel even bleaker. Which was stupid. Not an hour earlier, she had been thinking about how both men needed to move on. She should have said a hearty, “Good!” Instead, what came out of her mouth was a bitter, “Did you two have a nice field trip together on the station? Find a better pilot to ferry you around?”
One of his eyebrows twitched upward. “He wished to use a private comm terminal for a long-distance message. I wasn’t privy to it, and I don’t know who he spoke to.”
A private terminal. Meaning one that she couldn’t monitor. If he’d trusted her, he could have made that call from the ship. But could she truly be surprised that he didn’t trust her? Why should he? She’d already proven that they had different agendas and that she would betray him if it would further her agenda. 
“He needed a bodyguard along to do that, huh?” she asked.
“I’m not a bodyguard,” Leonidas said coolly.
“No? You loom nicely.” 
Alisa clamped her mouth shut, annoyed with herself. Why was she mocking him? She was irritated with Alejandro, not Leonidas. Hells, she wasn’t even irritated with Alejandro. It was more the fact that Leonidas was choosing Alejandro and his mission over her offer of employment. Over her. She fully admitted that her feelings were irrational. Having them both out of her life would be the best thing for her and for her daughter. 
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled an apology, aware that his gaze had grown flinty, even though he had directed it back at the view screen. “And I appreciate your thank you. I also appreciate that you didn’t kill all those soldiers on the Alliance tug.”
He nodded once, his expression shifting to what was probably considered command aloofness. It was better than flint or frost. 
“Their kneecaps might not appreciate it,” Alisa said, “but I do.” She tried a smile, hoping to ease any tension that her words had driven between them.
He gave her that faintly puzzled look he sometimes did when she made jokes. The Cyborg Corps must not have been a very fun place to work.
The proximity alarm beeped, and Alisa groaned. 
“I don’t suppose that’s just an iceberg,” she muttered, turning toward the sensor panel. She knew it wasn’t. They were still forty thousand feet above the sea of ice and icy water hugging the pole. 
Leonidas leaned back in his seat, also checking the sensors. Another ship had appeared behind them.
“Have you gotten to try out your combat armor since you got it repaired?” Alisa asked.
“No.”
“This may be your chance.”
“That looks like a civilian ship.”
Alisa fiddled with the Nomad’s external cameras until she could get a visual on it. A white craft with four wings was swooping down from the atmosphere, heading in the same direction as they were. 
“Yeah, a civilian ship that is coincidentally in the shape of a white dragon,” she said. “Well, technically, I’d call that more of a butterfly shape, but I think those are e-cannons protruding from its nose, so I won’t quibble.”
“They are.”
Alisa pressed the thrusters for greater speed and dipped toward the sea and ice below. There were also mountains that poked up here and there, the remains of a mostly submerged range that cupped one side of the pole, and she headed toward those, having a notion of finding a hiding spot. Fuzzy gray clouds smeared the horizon beyond them.
“It was unwise to let Beck barbecue in front of your ship,” Leonidas said. “The White Dragon mafia has outposts throughout the system and has its talons in numerous government systems.” 
“He’s his own man. If he wants to let the universe know where he is so that he can earn two tindarks in tips, who am I to stop him?”
“His captain.”
“That doesn’t give me the right to keep him chained in his cabin when we’re in dock.” Alisa hit the comm button. “Mica, are you in engineering? We might have trouble soon. Yumi, if you’d come to NavCom, this would be a good time to give us more specific coordinates as to the location of the Starseer temple.”
“I’m always in engineering,” came Mica’s voice over the comm. “Where else would I be besides cuddling with the new deuterium tank you got me?”
“I told you to install it, not cuddle with it.”
“I like to enjoy myself while I work.”
“If I had time to think about it right now, I’d be concerned for you, Mica.” Alisa guided them around the first of several mountains, the sea changing from water to ice around its base. The white, jagged peaks were far apart, and she feared they would not offer as many hiding spots as she had hoped. “Give me all you can for shield power, please. And send Yumi up here if you see her.”
“I’m right here, Captain.” Yumi gripped the hatchway jamb on either side as she leaned into NavCom. 
“We’re being chased by a ship that either wants a close-up look at my butt or is going to fire at us as soon as it’s in range. Which should be soon. It’s faster than us.” The other craft had disappeared from her camera’s view, and Alisa glanced at the sensors to check its progress, hoping vainly that it had veered off, not wanting to play Seek and Find among the mountains. No such luck. 
“Is there anything that isn’t faster than this ship?” Alejandro asked from the corridor behind Yumi.
“I didn’t ask for everyone to come up for a visit,” Alisa growled. “You better find seats and buckle yourselves in.”
“Is it an Alliance ship?” Alejandro asked as Yumi pulled out the fold-down seat behind Alisa. 
“I don’t think so.” 
Alisa hadn’t intended to go into more specifics, but Leonidas did it for her.
“White Dragon, we believe,” he said.
Alisa didn’t have to look back to see the irritated expression on Alejandro’s face. It was all right if the orb got them in trouble, but not when Beck’s past came nipping at their heels. 
As Alisa headed for a series of three peaks that rose about a thousand feet above the sea of ice, the enemy ship took its first shot. The icy blue beam of an e-cannon glanced off one of the Nomad’s wings, sending a shudder through the craft even through the shields.
“Are they going to try to board us?” Alejandro asked.
Alisa weaved, trying to make a challenging target as more fire raced after them. “I think they’re more interested in crashing us. Yumi? Any chance that you could give us some coordinates so we could swoop into a well-armed Starseer temple that would love to defend you from aggressors, on account of your cute wholesomeness and your slightly auspicious blood?”
“They won’t start a battle because of my blood,” Yumi said, “and even if they would, I don’t know exactly where the temple is. I just have some directions that my mother gave me in a story when I was a little girl.”
“Uh, what kind of directions?” Alisa had expected a map or specific coordinates. A description of directions remembered from a story told twenty years in the past was not what she wanted to hear about right now. 
The firing stopped temporarily as she guided the Nomad through the mountains, weaving in between the peaks and hugging the rugged slopes to keep them out of their enemy’s sights. 
“Seventh peak from the whale, keep right into the mists of forever,” Yumi said.
Alisa groaned. What in the hells did that mean? “If we make it there and meet your mother, make sure to point her out to me so I can strangle her.”
“She’s a Starseer,” Yumi said. “Attacking her wouldn’t be wise.”
“I haven’t done much that would qualify as wise this month. Why would I want to start now?” 
A blue beam sliced through the view from the port camera, and Alisa took them even closer to the icy contours of the mountain, practically scratching the Nomad’s belly on the frozen slopes and ridges as she used the terrain for cover. For now, the other ship was following them at the same altitude, but it was only a matter of time before the pilot realized he could simply climb higher and take shots at them from above the mountain. She tried to tempt him into flying recklessly right behind her, on the chance that he might miscalculate and crash, or at least nick something that would damage his ship and slow him down.
Leonidas activated one of the navigation monitors in the console in front of him. 
“Pull up a map, will you?” Alisa asked. 
“That’s what I’m doing,” he said.
“The sensors are all right for flying around asteroids, but they’re not good at differentiating flat ground from poky ground.”
“Reassuring,” Alejandro murmured.
“You got a harness on, Doctor?” Alisa asked.
“There don’t seem to be any more seats available.”
“Plenty in the rec room.” Alisa banked hard as the enemy ship came into view on the rear camera, cannons firing.
A grunt came from the corridor. 
“Rec room, right,” Alejandro said. “Keep me apprised.”
“Yeah, that’ll be my first priority,” Alisa muttered.
Leonidas glanced at her.
“Find me any hiding spots?” she asked. “Or places where I can arrange to shave this wart off my ass?”
“I had no idea pilots were so profane,” Yumi said.
“We’re tame compared to infantry,” Alisa said. “I’m sure Leonidas cussed every other word when he was in the fleet.”
“I was an officer,” he said.
“So you were more refined? You only cussed every third word?”
Leonidas turned his attention back to the display. “I’m looking for a whale.”
“A whale? Under the ice?”
“The whale in Yumi’s directions.”
Alisa scowled. Currently, she was more interested in finding a hiding place than in finding a temple full of reclusive mystics who may or may not help them. 
“That was a nursery rhyme, not directions,” she said.
“Fly north,” Leonidas said, running his finger along the display.
“Because you’ve found something promising up there or because you’re getting tired of me flying circles around this mountain?”
“Perhaps some of both.”
“There’s a lot of flat ice to the north,” Alisa said, glancing at the sensors and then at their shield status. Just under seventy percent remained. “The Dragon ship will have a lot of clear sky to target us.”
“There’s a string of exactly seven peaks up there.”
Alisa had concerns about shooting out into open air, but the enemy ship hadn’t followed her around the last turn, perhaps growing sick of chasing her around and around the mountain. Its thrusters flared orange, and it tilted its nose upward. The pilot must be planning to climb above the peaks and fire at her from above, as she had feared he would.
“Heading north,” Alisa said. “We’re going to take some hits.” She tapped the comm. “Mica, put everything you can into the shields.”
“What do you think I’ve been doing?”
“I thought you were cuddling with the equipment.”
“Cuddling is for after the action, not during it. I thought you were experienced in these matters.”
“I haven’t had much experience like that lately,” she grumbled, pushing the engines as much as she dared planet-side. They broke the sound barrier, and she imagined polar bears and ice turtles being terrified as a boom erupted behind the freighter.
The White Dragon ship streaked after them, two e-cannons blazing. Alisa gritted her teeth as powerful energy blasts slammed into the rear of the freighter. The series of seven mountain peaks came into view ahead, but she worried they would not make it before the shields failed. 
Since the other craft had no trouble keeping up with them, Alisa slowed down enough to make evasive maneuvers. Once again, she weaved and banked, even looping behind the enemy to try and stay away from his weapons. She tried not to feel ridiculous entering into a dogfight with a freighter that had no weapons.
“The Northern Mists, also known as The Hells’ Leftovers, refers to a six-hundred-thousand square mile phenomena at Arkadius’s north pole in which air and sea ships often lose their way and occasionally disappear under mysterious circumstances,” Leonidas said. He had his netdisc out now, a holodisplay open before him. “Various paranormal and superstitious explanations are offered, including that it’s a pickup zone for aliens hunting for humans to abduct for scientific experiments. Scientists only acknowledge that there’s thermal activity under the sea that causes temperature changes and accounts for the mists.”
“Are you reading?” Alisa asked, twisting the clunky freighter into a semblance of a barrel roll to avoid the enemy ship. She kept heading them toward the mountains, but she was doing her best to avoid taking more fire along the way. The shields had dropped to fifty percent power.
“Yes, cyborgs are capable of that, you know.”
“I didn’t mean to imply you couldn’t, just that I couldn’t believe you are. Now. Aren’t you airsick?” Alisa asked as she spun them in a corkscrew, the view screen alternately showing white ice and blue sky as they streaked over the frozen sea. The Nomad creaked and groaned, feeling the unaccustomed stress of gravity as she did her best to contort the craft to avoid fire. 
“I don’t get airsick,” Leonidas said.
“I do,” Yumi groaned from behind them.
Leonidas squinted at the view screen. “Straighten us out for a few seconds.”
“Whose side are you on?” Alisa asked, but she complied.
The view screen settled with the white ice on the bottom and the first of the seven peaks looming up ahead. Only one sun remained in the sky, and it was low on the horizon, casting an orange fiery glow over the ice. 
“See that rock formation jutting up over there?” Leonidas pointed. “That could be a whale.”
Alisa was more interested in something else she saw in the distance, starting to the right of the mountains. Those clouds. They were even thicker and lower than she had realized, a bank of gray floating over the ice. Fog. Or maybe that was considered mist. She didn’t care as long as it would obscure visibility. She hoped she would get lucky and that it would obscure the enemy’s sensors too. 
Ignoring the “whale,” which looked like a jumble of rocks to her, she veered straight for the fog. She also ignored the distressed gags coming from Yumi’s seat. They would all be making distressed noises if the shields gave out.
The White Dragon ship picked up speed, and she had a feeling its pilot knew exactly what she had in mind—and wanted to stop her from reaching the fog. 
“Mica,” Alisa said over the comm, “if you could fondle some extra energy out of that deuterium tank, now would be a good time.”
“I was cuddling with the tank, not fondling it.”
“Whatever gets me more power.”
Cannon blasts slammed into the back of the Nomad, the jolt throwing Alisa against her harness. 
“Should have gotten some big guns for the ship instead of toys for engineering,” she growled. If only her cargo delivery had provided her with more funds. As it was, it would take her five years to get through the list of replacement parts that Mica had given her. And weapons were not on that list.
“You need to head more to the west if you’re going to follow that peak,” Leonidas said.
“I cannot tell you how much I don’t care about whales or peaks right now,” Alisa said, weaving, hoping to avoid taking another blast straight on. She did not want to slow much for maneuvers, though. The bank of fog was growing on the horizon, blocking the rays of the setting sun.
“I thought our goal was to find the Starseer temple.”
“Something I’ll worry about fully once we get rid of this asteroid kisser.”
“I agree with the captain,” Yumi said. “I don’t think it would be a good idea to lead an enemy ship to the Starseers.”
“You don’t think they’ll have weapons to defend themselves?” Leonidas asked.
“Perhaps not in the traditional sense.”
“I would not have a problem with them using their mind powers to make that ship crash,” Alisa said.
“From what I know of them,” Leonidas said, “it’s more likely that they’ll make both ships crash. They’ve kept their temple a secret for centuries by—” a cannon blast struck them, jolting the ship, “—keeping ships from finding them, not helping the ones that do.”
“Yes, but we’re banking on them liking Yumi,” Alisa said. “Everyone likes Yumi. She’s sweet.”
A retching noise came from the seat behind her. 
Alisa grimaced and did not look back. It was bad enough cleaning up the deck when the chickens escaped.
She flew into the fog bank, grayness enveloping them and obliterating the view, and immediately pulled up on the flight stick. She did not fly far in that direction, not wanting to come out of the mist, but she wanted to make sure they were no longer in the enemy’s line of fire, at least for the moment. She flattened them out and veered deeper into the fog before checking the displays. The cameras showed nothing but fog. The sensors displayed the location of the ground and also showed the other ship. It was still following them.
Alisa went back to evasive maneuvers, flying deeper into the fog and hoping that the sensors would become less effective, that whatever mystic mumbo jumbo Leonidas had been reading about happened. She would gladly risk losing her own sensors, so long as the other ship lost hers too.
A huge, dark shape loomed out of the fog. 
Cursing, Alisa pulled up again. She got a close-up of a rocky slope, the Nomad’s thruster casings practically skidding off of it before they achieved a vertical course. 
“Nobody mentioned mountains inside of the mists,” Alisa said, aware of Yumi’s fingers gripping the back of her seat like talons. 
“The encyclopedia article neglected to mention them,” Leonidas said calmly. He was watching the view screen, his eyes intent, but he lacked Yumi’s tense and stressed expression. Maybe he had experience flying with pilots even crazier than she.
“Well, mystery solved as to why ships don’t come back out of here,” Alisa said. For some reason, that mountain hadn’t shown up on the sensors.
Leonidas grunted noncommittally.
Alisa leveled out again, flying forward much more slowly than before. The enemy ship still showed up on her sensors, but it came and went, the blip disappearing from time to time. She hoped that meant that it was falling behind, or having trouble tracking her. Or both. She turned them to fly deeper into the mist again, or at least in the direction she thought would be deeper. She no longer trusted the sensors, and the cameras were showing nothing but fog, so she was flying on instinct. The digital compass kept changing its reading, even when the Nomad was cruising straight. 
“This is remarkable,” Yumi breathed. Her airsickness must have calmed, because she had turned her attention to the sensor station and was taking readings. “I’ve read about the Northern Mists, but I’ve never been here in person.”
“Have you always known this was the location of the Starseer Temple?” Alisa asked, never taking her eyes from the view screen and the route ahead. 
A distant screech and a boom sounded. The White Dragon ship was still firing, which meant it hadn’t fallen that far behind.
“Yes, but I didn’t know if the Starseers were exploiting a natural phenomenon or doing it all themselves. I believe it’s the former, because if my memory is correct, documents of the strangeness of the Northern Mists date back to the first or second century after colonization, before the Starseers left Kir and possibly before they had even evolved into advanced human beings.”
“Advanced human beings. Please.” Alisa grunted. “They have gene mutations from whatever whacky radiation was sprouting from their planet.”
“Hm,” was all Yumi said, and Alisa remembered her admitting that all of her experiments with meditation and drugs had started because she’d hoped to find a way to access the Starseer power that lay dormant in her own genes. 
And why not? Who wouldn’t want to be an advanced human being?
Alisa glanced over at Leonidas. 
His head was tilted, his eyes half-closed. “I can still hear them,” he said, noticing her look. “They’re above us and firing randomly, hoping to get lucky.”
“Above us? You think they’re flying high enough to be out of the fog?”
“Possibly.” He held up a finger, and a couple of long seconds passed. “The sound is muffled now. Either they went behind a mountain or we did.”
Alisa slowed down, taking that as a warning that another obstacle might be ahead. If they crashed out here, she doubted any medical ships would find them and rush to their aid.
Even with Leonidas’s warning, the appearance of jagged, ice-covered rocks surprised her, seeming to spring out at them as the fog faded to reveal them at the last moment. She jerked the Nomad upward, then cursed, remembering that the White Dragon ship might be waiting up there. She adjusted their route to fly along the side of what was definitely looking like a mountain even though she could only see the closest twenty-five meters of it as they cruised along.
“Flying blind is fun,” she said.
Something tickled the back of her mind, almost an itch. She scowled and ignored it, keeping her focus on the screen ahead. But an uneasy feeling came over her, the certainty that something bad would happen.
Alisa took them around a curve in the terrain and almost leaped out of her seat in distress as the nose of the White Dragon ship came into view, almost on top of them. She tried to veer away, but the other pilot veered at the same time, trying not to hit them. It was an accidental game of chicken, and they both went in the same direction. They struck each other’s shields with enough force that each ship bounced in opposite directions. The White Dragon craft spun toward the mountain, its back end striking a cliff. 
Before Alisa could whoop or gloat, blue lit up her starboard camera, the bright glow of an e-cannon muzzle visible even through the fog.
“Shields down,” the computer announced.
“What?” Alisa cried, glancing at the controls even as she veered away from the other ship. The power was still at forty percent, but the shields had dropped, as if someone had flipped a switch to turn them off. 
An e-cannon blast slammed into the Nomad. The force hurled Alisa to the side. Her harness kept her in her chair, but not without wrenching her shoulder. Her head almost struck the sensor station, and she glimpsed green fuzz on the display even as the world spun around her. She managed to keep her hold on the flight stick, but the ship did not respond to her attempts to stop the spin.
Another jolt came as the Nomad’s belly struck something. The ground? No, the ice, she corrected, another horror piling onto the dozens of others jumbled in a heap in her mind. They were on top of the ocean, not solid land.
She tried vainly to pull them up, but the Nomad struck down again, this time staying down and skidding. White shards of ice flew up, spattering the external cameras. Alisa bounced around in her seat as the ship scraped and bumped across the lumpy surface. A cry of pain came from somewhere within the ship. 
The Nomad jerked to a halt, and the lights went out. 



Chapter 3
Images flashed through Alisa’s mind of the last time she had crashed. Too many ships, too much going on at once. Pandemonium. Dodging debris and other ships. Flying recklessly. Firing. And then hearing the imperial message that was relayed throughout every Alliance ship: “We surrender.” A surge of relief. Until the kamikaze fighter came out of nowhere, streaking toward Alisa, taking her out even after the surrender had been promised. The stars disappearing. The desert spinning below. Red sand everywhere. Red sun. White light. Pain. So much pain.
Alisa drew in a shuddering breath and blinked away the memories. The blackness of the present replaced the harsh red light in her mind. She grew aware of her seat on the Nomad and the shivers still coursing through the ship around her. 
“Did you turn off the shields?” Alisa demanded as soon as the world grew still. The lights had not come back on, and the cameras and view screen were out too. A few blinking red alerts came from the dashboard, but did not provide enough illumination for her to see much. She could barely make out Leonidas in the co-pilot’s seat. 
A groan came from behind her. Yumi.
“Me?” Leonidas asked. As indomitable as he was, he also sounded shaken from the crash. Or from something. Alisa remembered that strange tingle that she had felt before running into the other ship.
“You’re the only other person with access to the helm controls,” Alisa said, but even as she spoke, she realized how ridiculous it sounded. Why would Leonidas have shut down the shields? He could have been killed in that crash too.
“No, I don’t—at least I don’t remember…” 
The confused way his words came out, so unlike the confident way he usually spoke, sent a shiver of unease down Alisa’s spine. 
“I’m not sure what happened,” he said. “I remember seeing the other ship and hitting it, and then it’s fuzzy. We—” A snap sounded, his harness unbuckling. He jumped to his feet. “The other ship. They’re out there, and they’re not far from us. Beck,” he called and charged out of NavCom.
Alisa reached for her own harness fastener, but her hands were still shaking. She fumbled with it unsuccessfully. 
“Captain?” Mica’s shaky voice came over the comm, none of her usual brusque sarcasm present.
“I’m here,” Alisa said. 
“I don’t know what—for a minute there, I couldn’t concentrate on anything, and then we hit something. We hit everything.”
“Yeah, we had the same experience up here. We’re not far from the mafia ship, and I don’t know what their status is. Beck and Leonidas are going out to meet them if they try to board us.” Alisa assumed that was what Leonidas had been planning when he charged out of NavCom. “Can you get me a damage report, find out if we can get back in the sky? Or in the fog, as the case seems to be.”
“I thought I’d try to get the lights turned on first,” Mica said, a hint of her usual dry humor returning, though she still sounded shaky. Alisa hoped she hadn’t hit her head.
Worrying about other people and their injuries helped Alisa steady herself, and she finally got her harness unfastened.
“Yumi?” she asked, standing up.
“I’m alive,” Yumi said quietly, still sitting in her seat. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“Why don’t you check on your chickens? Go check on Alejandro, too, will you, please?”
“Yes. Where are you going?”
Alisa dropped her hand to her holster. “To make sure no mafia thugs board my ship.”
Following the emergency lighting lining the walkways, Alisa made her way down the corridor toward the cargo hold. She paused at the intersection that branched to the crew and passenger quarters, hearing several thumps coming from the direction of Leonidas’s room. He was probably getting his armor on. Since she had no armor, she continued to the cargo hold.
Irritated squawks greeted her before she reached the stairs. The poor chickens. It was a wonder they were laying any eggs at all with the constant stress of living on a spaceship. On this spaceship, at least. In the last month, the Nomad had seen more action than an Alliance warship during the war.
“Captain?” came a muffled voice from the deck of the cargo hold.
Alisa gripped the railing to guide herself down the stairs. “That you, Beck?”
He sounded like he was already in his combat armor.
“Yes, ma’am. By the hatch. The mech said we should go out and check on the other ship, said they might have crashed too. That right?”
“I’m not sure. Sensors and cameras are down. I did see them hit a cliff, but unless their shields also suspiciously dropped right before that, it wouldn’t necessarily have damaged them.”
“Suspiciously?”
“Talk later,” Leonidas said, startling Alisa as he came up behind her. His voice was gruff, but he put a gentle hand on her shoulder. A gentle armored hand. “Beck and I will go check. Stay here.”
He tried to guide her to the side, so he could pass her on the stairs.
Alisa stubbornly continued down. “There’s nothing I can do here. I’m going with you.” 
“You won’t be able to see much out there without a helmet with night vision, Captain,” Beck said. “I think we flew past the terminator into night.” 
“Unless your helmets have fog vision, you won’t be able to see much out there, either,” she said.
“Oh.”
Guided by the squawking of the chickens, Alisa found her way to the hatch, almost smacking against Beck’s armored shoulder on the way. With his night vision helmet, he saw her and stepped out of the way, stopping her with a hand out. 
“It will be cold out there too,” Leonidas said from behind her shoulder.
Alisa remembered her earlier thoughts—had it just been a few hours ago?—about wishing that he was her bodyguard, or worked for her in some capacity if body guarding was too lowly for him, and that he would loom at her shoulder. This wasn’t quite how she had imagined the scenario. 
“Let us go,” he added. “You’ve got your comm unit? We’ll report in to you.”
“Let’s just see what we’re dealing with. If we can get the hatch open.” Alisa found the bulkhead with her hands and patted her way to the hatch controls. The button wouldn’t work without power, but there was a mechanical override behind a panel, if she could find it in the dark. Why hadn’t she stopped in her cabin to grab her multitool and a jacket? Maybe it wasn’t too late to get them. She just hated to delay because her instincts were itching, suggesting that delaying might be a bad idea.
A beam of light appeared on the wall where she was patting around. 
“Oh,” she blurted, almost ridiculously pleased. She smiled over her shoulder and found that Beck was the one providing the illumination with a flashlight built into his suit. “Thank you.” 
Leonidas was a few feet farther down the wall, the panel Alisa had been searching for already open in front of him. He looked over at them, frowning slightly for some reason.
“See,” Beck said, “I’m useful, Captain.”
“I never said you weren’t useful. You make excellent duck.”
“Stand back.” Leonidas tugged on the latch, and a hiss sounded as the seal on the hatch released. He crouched by the side of it as it rose and the ramp automatically unfolded and extended.
The temperature seemed to drop thirty degrees in a second. Fog rolled into the ship, hazing over the pricks of emergency lighting on the deck of the hold.
An alarming crack came from outside, and Alisa jumped. Her first thought was that someone had fired a weapon, but she shivered when she realized what she had heard. Ice snapping. As she had noted earlier, they had landed on the frozen sea, not solid ground. Her ship, which weighed thousands of pounds, even without cargo in it, was resting on a sheet of ice. She had no way of knowing if that ice extended downward for hundreds of meters or if they were on a shelf only inches thick.
“How is there mist when it’s so cold out?” Beck asked. “The thermometer in my suit says it’s forty below out there. Isn’t mist or fog droplets of water?”
“Part of the charm of this place, maybe,” Alisa said. “You could ask Leonidas. He was reading the encyclopedia entry.”
Leonidas had started down the ramp and did not look back. It was dark outside, not as absolute as inside the ship, but Beck was right. They had left the sun behind, with twilight descending upon them. The fog did not help. It was so thick that Alisa could not see past the end of the ramp. 
She started down, thinking to catch up with Leonidas before he disappeared. Outside of the ship, the temperature dropped drastically, and she rethought the wisdom of going out without a jacket. Without a jacket, mittens, scarves, boots, snow pants, and three or four blankets. 
Leonidas halted at the base of the ramp and unslung the rifle on his shoulder. “Get out here, Beck.”
“Something you want me to see?” Beck was walking right beside Alisa.
“I hear people, not far from here. We’re not alone out here.”
“White Dragon people?” 
“We’ll go ask with our rifles,” Leonidas said, “unless you plan to hide behind Marchenko.”
Beck lifted his head. “I do not.” He slapped his own rifle. “If they are White Dragon, they’re my problem.” 
Very true, Alisa thought but did not say. She was surprised Leonidas was willing to lead the way to deal with mafia thugs who presumably wanted nothing to do with him. Though, upon reflection, she wasn’t sure why she was surprised. She had yet to see him shy away from any battle. It even seemed to put him in a good mood. 
“Alisa,” Leonidas said, “close the hatch and wait inside. We’ll let you know if it’s safe to come out for repairs if they’re needed.”
Alisa bristled at receiving orders and also at the idea of hiding inside, but she reluctantly admitted that her Etcher wouldn’t do much good if the White Dragon crew was wearing combat armor. And without the protection of a climate-controlled suit of armor, she could freeze before she reached the other ship. Already, she was shivering as the frigid air needled right through her clothing. There wasn’t a wind—of course not, or the mist would dissipate—but the bite to the air had her stuffing her hands into her armpits. 
“He calls you Alisa now?” Beck murmured from her side.
“I told him to,” she said.
“Oh.”
“I bet he’d call you Tommy if you called him Leonidas.”
“What a treat that would be.”
“You’re not bitter about his suggestion about the celery seed, are you?” 
“Yes, I am. Is that immature?”
“You did ask for his opinion.”
Beck grunted.
Leonidas walked away from the ramp, apparently trusting his ears or his sense of direction when it came to where the other ship had landed. The fog soon swallowed the bright red of his combat armor. It felt like they were on some unexplored alien world rather than Arkadius with its billions of residents. Billions of residents who were not crazy enough to live anywhere around here.
“I better go see if I can get the White Dragon more pissed with me,” Beck said with a sigh and trotted off after Leonidas.
Alisa grimaced, realizing he was right. Every time he defended himself from them, he destroyed some of their equipment, and he might have killed some of their men by now. Alisa thought back to her first encounter with them when she had dropped a cliff onto the heads of a squad of men. After that, she could not be certain that the mafia clan was only after Beck now. She might be on the list of people they were hunting for too.
“They’ll have to get in line,” she muttered and returned to the cargo hold.
The lights were still off, and it was not much warmer inside than outside. Even though she hated the idea of closing the hatch while her men were out there, she shuddered to imagine enemies sneaking into the ship while everyone was working on repairs. Alisa liked to think she could take care of herself in a fight, but she wouldn’t be a match for men in combat armor, and she knew it. With a tug of the handle, she activated the ramp mechanism, drawing it in and closing the hatch. 
A lit candle appeared on the walkway above, Yumi coming to the cargo hold. Both she and the flame appeared blurry—some of that pervasive mist had found its way inside the ship and lingered in the air. 
“Coming to check on your chickens?” Alisa asked.
“Yes. I didn’t know our flights would be so incident-filled when I decided to bring them along with me.”
“Sorry about that. Maybe you can sell them to a friendly Starseer who wants the insides of her ship fertilized regularly.”
Alisa wondered if the mist surrounded their temple. If so, and if they never had sun shining on them, maybe it wouldn’t be an ideal place for critters. Did Starseers keep animals for pets or livestock? She knew so little about them. Except that they did not have a reputation for being friendly toward outsiders. She remembered that tickle in her mind before she had struck the White Dragon ship. Maybe she just wanted to give herself an excuse for that crash, but she couldn’t help but think that the Starseers had seen the two ships coming into their territory and had arranged it. Was someone paying that close of attention to their borders? Or had they set up the obstacle course and now trusted in that to keep people from finding them?
“Really, Captain,” Yumi said, making her way down the stairs, “you bring up fertilizer often, but I clean their pen regularly, and I have a compost tumbler in my cabin. I’m turning their droppings into a wonderful medium for growing things.”
“You’re composting poop next to your bunk? My mom didn’t even allow passengers to eat in their cabins.”
“Sounds draconian.” Yumi smiled and crossed to the chickens, who had grown oddly quiet since Leonidas opened the hatch. Maybe they were cold.
A curse and a clank came from the direction of engineering. Alisa headed that way to check on Mica. She was surprised the lights were not back on yet, especially since the crash had been fairly controlled, all things considered. They had landed on their belly, after all. But the shields had been down for that last blast from the enemy ship. Alisa hoped the hull had not been breached.
A moan sounded, not from within the ship but from outside. It seemed to float across the frozen sea, as if some animal was out there and in pain. A snap echoed up from below, from the ice.
Alisa quickened her pace, rubbing her arms as she went. The sooner they were airborne again, the better.
“Mica?” Alisa asked, opening the hatch and poking her head into engineering. Several lanterns were propped on consoles and machinery, driving the shadows back from the room. “You might share some of your lights. Yumi is using a candle to check on her chickens.”
Mica lay on her back on a rolling platform tucked under the engine, and she pushed herself out to scowl up at Alisa. 
“Judging by the expression on your face, the news is not good,” Alisa said. “Either that, or Beck’s duck skewers aren’t agreeing with you.”
“The skewers were excellent. The news is that I can’t figure out why the lights and non-emergency systems are out. I’m sure the hull is dinged up after that landing, but the engine is fine. All the connections I’ve checked are fine. The gum I’ve got holding the oxidizer valve in place is even still there.”
“Gum? That doesn’t sound ideal. Did you mention needing valve holder thingies on your shopping list?” 
“Thingies?”
“Thingies.”
“I didn’t mention them on the last list, no,” Mica said. “I wanted to make sure I got my new tank.” 
“I guess a tank is more exciting to cuddle with than a valve.”
“Infinitely more so, yes.” Mica pushed herself to her feet, looked around, and frowned. “Where did all this fog come from?”
“I opened the cargo hatch a few minutes ago. Beck and Leonidas went out to look around, possibly to shoot people.”
“Well, tell them to shoot the fog out of my engine room when they get back.” Mica swatted at the air. “What is this stuff? Is it corrosive?”
“I hope not.” Alisa tried to decide if the mist was denser than it had been in the cargo hold, or if she could simply see it better since there was more light in here. “Is there anything I can help you with?”
“That depends.” Mica grabbed a flashlight and pointed it into an open panel. “On a quiz, how many things in engineering would you label as thingies?” 
“No more than fifty percent, I should think.”
“I don’t need your help.”
“You’re a charming woman, Mica. We need to find you a soul mate.” 
Mica stuck a wrench in the panel and grunted as she pried at something and the tool slid off, clanking on the side. “I’d settle for a good job.”
“I thought you wanted a challenging job, not a good one. What could be more rewarding than a mystery to troubleshoot?” 
Mica sneered and waved at the fog.
“No need to answer that,” Alisa said. “I’ll go check on Alejandro and be back to pat you on your back when you get my lights back on.”
Mica responded, but her head was stuffed into the access panel again, and Alisa could not make out the words. Perhaps that was good. She doubted they were flattering.
Another eerie cracking of ice sounded as Alisa headed back through the cargo hold and toward the walkway. She winced and found herself stepping more lightly.
“Any idea how thick the ice is up here, Yumi?” she asked as she passed the chicken pen. 
“If memory serves, the ice at Arkadius’s north pole averages from three to five meters in thickness, with ridges up to twenty meters thick.”
“Three meters?” Alisa paused with her hand on the stair railing. “That’s, uh, not as thick as I would like for it to be, considering my entire freighter is parked on it.” 
She waited, hoping Yumi would tell her that the ice was plenty thick to support them, but another snap sounded outside, and Yumi gave her a bleak look. “Due to the size of the cargo hold, there’s a lot of air inside your ship. It’s highly likely that we would float once in the water.”
“Float?” Alisa stared at her. “While that’s slightly more encouraging than news that we would plummet to the bottom of the ocean, how in the hells would we take off if the thrusters are half underwater? And for that matter, what happens if the ice refreezes around us? It’s cold enough to kick spit out there.”
Yumi shrugged helplessly. “I suggest we pray that the ice remains stable.”
“Who are we praying to? The sun gods or the Starseers who may have arranged that crash as a way of implying we’re not welcome here?”
Alisa expected Yumi to defend the Starseers and say the crash didn’t have anything to do with them and could only be blamed on the strange weather phenomenon. Instead, she shrugged again, offering another bleak look.
Alisa walked up the stairs very carefully. The mist seemed to follow her, as if whatever had come in during the short time the hatch had been open was being fruitful and multiplying. She reached for her comm unit, thinking to check in on Beck and Leonidas as she headed for Alejandro’s cabin, but her hand did not make it to her belt. A creepy sensation came over her, and the hairs on her arms stood up. 
“I’m really starting to dislike this place,” she whispered and continued on, turning up the corridor to the passenger cabins.
The feeling of discomfort increased as she walked closer to Alejandro’s cabin. Maybe it wasn’t the mist bothering her, after all. Maybe he was playing with his orb. 
“Odd timing for it, if so.” She knocked on his hatch.
He did not answer. She tried the latch and was glad it was not locked, since the electronic override would not have worked. When she tugged the hatch open, she found bright golden light flaring from the floor in the center of the cabin. She squinted, almost blinded after the dimness of the corridor. 
Alejandro sat cross-legged next to the orb, staring down at the rainbow lights swirling within its depths, unaware that his hairy legs were on display above his shoes. He seemed mesmerized by the orb, which lay nestled on its velvet cushion inside the box, its luminescence pouring out, reflecting against all of the metal surfaces in the cabin. 
“Doctor, you’re supposed to invite the captain in when she knocks at your door,” Alisa said. “It’s polite.”
He did not answer, nor did he tear his gaze from the orb. After that first cursory inspection, Alisa avoided looking at it. That was harder than it should have been. The glowing surface called to her, inviting her to look, even as gooseflesh arose all over her body, and her instincts said to get out of the cabin. She remembered the cyborg pirate Malik’s words about weak minds being affected by the artifact.
“Doctor,” Alisa repeated, forcing herself to step into the cabin to nudge his shoulder.
He still did not move. His eyes were open, but they were not blinking.
Alisa kicked the lid shut. Alejandro flinched. The light lessened considerably, but to Alisa’s surprise, some continued to leak out through the seam in the wooden box. It hadn’t been doing that before. Previously, when the lid had been down, the strange energy it emitted had not been nearly as noticeable, and since she had been in a dark room to steal it before, she knew that light had not escaped the box.
“What?” Alejandro asked, finally looking at her, squinting up with confusion in his eyes.
“We’re in a jam right now,” Alisa said. “This isn’t the time for communing with eerie spheres.”
“I just checked on it…” He touched the deck on either side, further confusion wrinkling his brow, as if he was not sure how he had gotten down there.
“It’s fine, other than being extra uppity right now. Why don’t you leave it under your pillow and come help us in engineering. We need to get the power back on so we can take off before we break through the ice and become a boat.” She doubted Mica wanted to see Alejandro in engineering any more than she wanted Alisa and her thingie-lexicon there, but it might be good to get him away from that box for a while.
“Ice?”
“We’re in The Hells’ Leftovers. You’ve heard of it?”
“I—yes.” Alejandro blinked around the room, which was still partially illuminated by the box. “Where did this fog come from?” 
“The hells, apparently. Maybe all three of them combined to muck up this corner of the planet.”
Alejandro picked up the box and climbed to his feet. “Yes, I remember now. The Starseer temple. It must be nearby. Maybe that’s why the artifact is responding.”
“Responding?”
“Getting uppity, as you said,” he said dryly, his usual demeanor returning. 
“You think just being in the presence of Starseers could cause it to intensify its strangeness?” 
“From my research, I believe—” He broke off with a frown for her. “You’ll get no further information out of me, Captain. Please do not pry.”
“I didn’t know it was prying to walk into someone’s room and keep a creepy artifact from taking over his mind.” Alisa waved and strode back into the corridor. “Come make yourself useful, Doctor. We need all hands.”
The ice cracked again, the snap sounding as if it came from directly below the Nomad. 
Alisa scowled, wishing she knew a way that she could be useful.
“It’s colder than death in here,” came Mica’s voice over the intercom. “Who opened the hatch?”
“What?” Alisa ran to the walkway. The wide cargo hold hatch was open, the ramp once again unfurled, almost obscured by the thick mist rolling into the ship. “Yumi?” 
Alisa peered toward the corner. The chickens were still in their pen, still being oddly quiet. 
“Yumi’s in here,” Mica said, leaning out of the hatchway to engineering. “Making herself useful by holding flashlights and not calling pieces of sophisticated equipment thingies.”
“She didn’t open the hatch?” Alisa walked slowly down the stairs. Her arm hair was not standing on end now that she had shut the orb box and moved away from it, but another feeling of unease crept over her as she stared at the open hatch, the mist and cold air rolling in.
Yumi stepped out of the engine room. “It wasn’t me.” 
“Then who opened it?” 



Chapter 4
Alisa commed Leonidas as she walked across the cargo hold to close the hatch. She kept her other hand close to her Etcher as she went. 
“Leonidas here,” he responded softly. 
The sound of his voice sent relief through her. The way things were going, she had almost expected him not to answer, for him and Beck to have walked off into the mist, never to return.
“Did you and Beck come back to the ship?” Alisa opened the panel and looked at the lever for manually opening the hatch. When she had closed it, she had tugged it downward. It was now back in the up position. There was no way it could have fallen upward.
“No,” Leonidas said, a worried note in his voice. “I just took down the two perimeter guards watching the White Dragon ship. It’s down at the base of a cliff here, and they were expecting trouble.”
“Beck is still with you, right?” she asked, looking around the foggy cargo hold. 
“Yes. He took out one guard’s rear left haunch.” 
She snorted, remembering Beck’s claim to having helped with the Octavian bear on that asteroid laboratory. 
“I heard that, mech,” Beck growled over the comm. “I was drawing fire. That’s why you got those two so easily.”
“Is that what you were doing?” Leonidas murmured. He raised his voice. “Is everything all right back there?”
Alisa hesitated. She wanted to tell him to come back, that unsettling things were happening and that she would prefer big burly men in combat armor next to her, but she did not. “Just a lot of mist and some oddness. We can handle it. What are you going to do next?” 
“Deal with the rest of the people who were trying to crash your ship,” Leonidas said, his tone steely now. 
It made her shiver. She was tempted to ask for leniency on the behalf of the mafia men, but those were not Alliance soldiers. They were bullies and criminals, criminals who had been trying to kill her and everyone on her ship because of one man’s actions. No, not even that. Assuming Beck had told her the truth when they had met, he had been wrongly convicted by the mafia men. Someone else had killed that White Dragon leader, and Beck had been blamed because it happened in his restaurant. Maybe what he ought to be doing instead of making money to pay them off was finding out who was responsible for the crime for which he had been framed. 
“Beck, I’ve got an insight for you later,” Alisa said and threw the lever to raise the ramp and close the hatch again. Maybe she ought to get some of Mica’s gum to stick to it to make sure it did not accidentally fall upward against gravity again.
The sound of weapons fire came over the comm, and then it was shut off. 
“Great,” Alisa muttered and headed for engineering to check on Yumi and Mica. If nothing else, she could also hold a flashlight.
A faint tink drifted across the empty cargo hold. She paused, looking toward the chickens, but the noise had come from the direction of the stairs, not their pen. 
“Doctor?” she asked, though she was certain she would have noticed him walking down the stairs if he had entered the cargo hold. 
Silence was the only response. Yumi had taken her candle with her when she left, so the hold was dark except for the weak illumination of the emergency lights in the deck. They brightened the hatchways and a few panels on the walls but did nothing to drive away the shadows in the corners. Or under the stairs and the elevated walkway. The mist made visibility worse, fuzzing the air like fog hugging a pond on a damp morning. 
Her hand on her Etcher, Alisa continued toward engineering, but she kept her eyes toward the stairs. 
Despite her focus, it was the alarmed squawk of a chicken that warned her of trouble. Someone cursed, and the shadows stirred under the stairs. 
Alisa fired more on instinct than conscious thought. Her bullet clanged off metal. She ran several steps and dove, anticipating return fire. If it did not come, she would feel foolish, but she was certain someone was over there.
As her shoulder hit the deck and she rolled in a somersault, the squeal of a blazer sounded. She glimpsed a bright orange bolt slicing through the dark air just behind her as she jumped to her feet. She fired again, not aiming and not caring, just hoping to make her attacker duck for cover as she raced toward the engine room. She dove again, this time aiming for the hatchway, the lanterns inside calling like a beacon. 
Mica stepped into the opening as Alisa rolled across the threshold. Mica yelped, jumping back in surprise.
“Intruder,” Alisa blurted, scrambling to her feet. 
“So we deduced,” Mica said as she tossed something into the cargo hold.
Blazer fire shot out of the darkness under the stairs and also from the opposite side of the hold, from the alcove of the airlock. Alisa cursed, realizing she had been standing by the hatch and chatting openly with spies watching on. Spies who wanted her dead.
Alisa snugged up to the wall just inside of the hatchway. “Put out the lanterns, Yumi.”
“Thought you wanted the lights on, not off,” Mica growled, jumping back to stand opposite of Alisa on the other side of the hatchway. 
“Not when they’re highlighting us for the enemy,” Alisa said, waiting for Yumi to scramble around the room, shutting off lanterns and flashlights while staying out of sight of those in the cargo hold. If she leaned out too soon, she would be an easy target with her body limned by the light.
Deadly orange beams lanced through the opening between Alisa and Mica, splashing against the far wall. One almost took out a bundle of conduits. Another burned a scorch mark in the bulkhead. 
“If you bastards hit my new deuterium tank, I’m going to scrag you good,” Mica hollered, leaning out and shooting. 
“Aren’t we all scragged if they hit that?” Alisa asked.
A cough came from out in the hold. An acrid smell tickled Alisa’s nostrils, so she assumed Mica had thrown a smoke grenade.
“Nah, it’s triple-shielded, but I don’t want it scuffed.” Mica leaned out and fired. “You hear that, you ugly comet humpers?”
Unlike Alisa, Mica had a blazer pistol, and her streaks of crimson flashed through the hold, brightening it as if lightning were flashing. For an instant, Alisa had a good look at the person crouching under the stairs, someone wearing a big, shaggy fur coat. She couldn’t target the man in the airlock alcove from her position, but she could shoot at this one. She leaned out just enough to line up her shot, but the hold had gone dark again, smoke and mist further obscuring her target.
“Shoot again,” Alisa whispered to Mica.
“Who gets to repair the pock holes later?” Mica growled, but she complied, dumping a barrage of fire in the direction of the airlock.
In the light from her blazer bolts, Alisa spotted her man again. He spotted her too. He had a blazer out, the muzzle pointed straight at her. 
She fired first and lunged back behind the protection of the bulkhead. The man returned fire, but his bolts did not sizzle past her ear as she expected. They must have flown wide. 
“We’ll make Beck fix the holes,” Alisa said. “These are his mafia men.” 
“I’ll have a putty knife and a paintbrush awaiting his return.” 
Alisa risked peeking out again. When blazer bolts lit up the hold, Mica trading fire with the man in the airlock, Alisa spotted the figure by the stairs, flat on his back and not moving. Good.
“Got a plan for the one in the airlock?” Alisa whispered. She couldn’t target him or even see him, and she didn’t think Mica could hit him effectively, either. In that alcove between the two hatches, he would be well protected. 
A cough came from the airlock.
“That’s my plan,” Mica said. “Hoping he pukes his lungs all over the deck.”
“Beck’s going to need more than a putty knife to clean that up.”
“He can—”
A boom erupted from somewhere outside, and the ice heaved underneath the Nomad. The ship lurched to the side, hurling Alisa back from the hatchway. She skidded into a console as snaps and cracks erupted outside, echoing ominously inside of engineering. She accidentally kicked someone as she rolled to her hands and knees. Yumi? It was too dark to see anything.
“Did one of those idiots set off explosives?” Mica demanded from flat on her back. She had also been thrown away from the bulkhead and lay in open view of the hatchway. “On ice?”
Afraid Mica did not realize she was a target right then, Alisa scrambled toward her and grabbed her shoulder. Shudders wracked the Nomad, but she could easily imagine the mafia man taking advantage. She found her feet and started to pull Mica out of the way. A thump came from outside the hatchway, and she heard someone’s heavy breathing.
Alisa could barely see, darkness still reigning on the ship, but she whipped her Etcher across her body and fired as a man appeared out of the shadows. The figure froze, framed by the hatchway, then toppled forward with a thump. 
Before Alisa could recover her breath and string two thoughts together, a bang came from out in the cargo hold. Icy air swirled into engineering. 
“Is that damned hatch open again?” she growled, even as she and Mica scrambled to the side where they would not be easy targets.
Footfalls thundered across the cargo hold. Alisa leaned her back against the engine housing and aimed her Etcher. She hoped that in the dark, the reinforcements would trip over the mafia thug crumpled in the hatchway. 
Another dark figure came into sight, a huge one this time.
“Alisa?” came Leonidas’s voice a split second before she fired. 
She yanked her Etcher up, not trusting her twitchy trigger finger. But she reacted quickly enough to keep from shooting. 
“We’re here,” she said, trying to sound calm and professional and definitely not frazzled. 
A flashlight came on. It belonged to Yumi, who was crouching near the shield generator, trying to stay out of the way.
Leonidas stood in the hatchway, a couple of fresh scorch marks on his crimson battle armor. He looked down at the man at his feet, then stepped over him and into engineering. He walked straight toward Alisa as Beck stepped into the hatchway, blood spattering his white armor. 
“I told you to keep the hatch closed,” Leonidas said, pinning Alisa with his gaze.
“No, we’re fine here. Thanks for asking. How was your day?” She stuffed her Etcher into its holster. 
His lips thinned.
“I didn’t open the hatch,” Alisa said, “just as I assume you didn’t hit the button to lower our shields right before the other ship fired. Weirdness is happening here.” 
“Yes, and my vote is to get out of here, especially since—”
Another snap sounded from under the ship, and the deck lurched, dropping a couple of inches.
“This situation is making it very difficult to maintain a serene state of mind,” Yumi announced. Her flashlight beam wavered. Her hand might have been shaking. 
Alisa didn’t blame her. She was trying very hard not to look at the man she had very likely killed—or the blood spattered on Beck’s armor. 
“What happened out there?” Mica asked. “You didn’t blow up the other ship, did you?”
“In the midst of a frenetic battle on their ship, we may have inadvertently shot something important in engineering,” Beck said. “Something that cracked, smoked, and caused men to shout, ‘Abandon ship, abandon ship.’ Which we then decided would be a good idea for us too.”
“There was an explosion, and the ice under their ship cracked,” Leonidas said. “It was sinking as we ran away, and we barely escaped before a massive chunk of ice broke, sank, and took them all down with it.”
“Their ship didn’t float?” Alisa frowned at Yumi, more alarmed than ever by the sounds of ice snapping outside. “You said a ship would float, like a boat.”
“I said this ship probably would, since it’s got a lot of air on the inside.”
“Well, let’s see if we can get it fixed before we have to test that theory, shall we?” Alisa pushed herself away from the console she had been leaning against, though she had no idea where she would go. The ship was still broken and without power, so she couldn’t even check the cameras in NavCom. Maybe Mica would need another flashlight holder. She stopped beside Leonidas. “I assume we were right and that those were White Dragon people?” she asked him. “The ones in here didn’t introduce themselves before they started firing. We have some rude enemies.”
“They were White Dragon,” he said. “When I charged onto the bridge, the captain tried to bribe me with ill-gotten mafia booty.” 
“And you said no?” 
“I shot him.”
“That’s the equivalent of a no, I suppose.” 
His brow furrowed slightly, that look that meant he didn’t understand how she could make jokes when she did. She sighed, not wanting to try and explain. She could easily imagine him striding onto a bridge in that red armor, an implacable executioner arriving to deliver death. She found the image disturbing. She found this whole situation disturbing. Making jokes and avoiding thinking about it was easier than dwelling on grim reality.
“You did well to defend yourselves here,” Leonidas said, the praise surprising her.
She almost made a flippant comment, especially since she felt her defense had been anything but spectacular, but she bit her lip before it came out. She said, “Thank you,” instead, guessing he would appreciate that answer more.
He rested his hand on her shoulder, and she decided she had guessed correctly.
“Uhh, Captain?” came Beck’s voice from the cargo hold. “We have a problem. Well, technically, the problem may have us.”
Alisa started for the hatchway, but Leonidas kept his hand on her shoulder long enough to make sure he could walk out first. A thunk, thunk, thunk came from a panel that Mica had opened. Yumi, once again holding the flashlight for her, looked curiously toward the hatchway, but Mica remained focused on her work, as if she hadn’t heard Beck speak.
“Keep working,” Alisa said softly as she walked out. She had a hunch they weren’t safe yet.
“Count on it,” Mica replied as she continued to thunk.
Beck stood in the cargo hold, his rifle cradled in his arms as he looked toward six robed figures standing at the top of the ramp, mist curling about their legs. Two carried black staffs, like the one Alisa had seen on the station. The others merely had their hands folded into the sleeves of their robes. All had their hoods pulled low, hiding their faces in shadow. 
One of those shadowed faces turned toward the stairs and the walkway. A moment later, Alejandro appeared up there. Alisa shivered, having the impression that he might have been somehow compelled to do so, especially since he wore his satchel on his shoulder, the orb box probably tucked inside.
Alisa licked her lips and stepped forward. “I’m Captain Marchenko,” she said, addressing them all since she had no idea which one was in charge. “Can I help you?” 
She wanted to say, “Did one of you asteroid kissers kidnap my daughter?” But that seemed like a confrontational way to start a conversation with strangers. She did take some reassurance from the fact that Leonidas, through chance or design, stood at her shoulder, looking fierce in his armor as he glared over at the newcomers.
“We will speak to Yumi Moon,” one robed figure said, one with a feminine voice. 
Before Alisa could decide if she wanted to point the way—or protest the fact that the woman had come onto her ship and was making demands—Yumi walked out of engineering. 
One of the other Starseers stepped forward, lifting brown-skinned hands and pushing back his hood. His black, wiry hair was pulled back from his face in a hundred thin braids, and he had dark eyes that seemed to bore straight into Alisa’s mind. Maybe that was exactly what they were doing. She would have called him handsome, with a straight nose and full lips, but she was too busy being discomfited by that stare to make more than a note of it. She did not know how she knew, but she was almost positive that this was the same man who had been watching her ship from the station.
“Yumi’s my flashlight holder,” called Mica from engineering, not noticeably intimidated by their guests. “You don’t get her unless you replace her with someone else.”
The male Starseer lifted his eyebrows, looked to someone standing at his side for a long moment, as if they were communicating somehow, and then moved his staff in a slow gesture. The lights came on, and hums and beeps sounded as the ship restarted after its power down.
A clank-thunk came from engineering, followed by Mica swearing.
“My engineer thanks you,” Alisa said calmly, refusing to show any fear or apprehension at the display of power—or the realization that these people were likely the reason the power had not been working in the first place. They had facilitated her crash, a crash in which her people could have been hurt or killed. She worried that Yumi’s name might not be as much of a password to safety as she had hoped.
Leonidas folded his arms over his chest, his expression clearly saying that he was not afraid of these people, either.
Yumi Moon will speak with Ji-yoon, the man said, ignoring Alisa’s comment. The rest of you will come with us.
With a jolt, Alisa realized he had spoken directly into her mind.



Chapter 5
Alisa hated flying with people watching over her shoulder, so having a Starseer standing by her chair, guiding her through the fog, did nothing to improve her mood. 
Leonidas also stood near her chair, his armor still on. He was watching the Starseer rather than Alisa or her controls. He was the same man who had spoken in the cargo hold. Leonidas stood closer to him than was probably comfortable for either of them, and she wondered if it was so he would have time to reach out and grab the Starseer’s throat if he tried anything. If so, his brazenness impressed her. She couldn’t imagine lifting a weapon against someone who could turn the ship on and off with a thought. It boggled her mind that normal humans had fought against the Starseers centuries earlier in the Order Wars. They had won, so it was possible, but the idea of flying against someone who could cause her to crash her ship with a thought was definitely unsettling.
“So,” Alisa said, groping for a way to gather some information from their uninvited guest. “How come you can wave your big stick and turn the power on in my ship, but you can’t clear this fog away to make flying easier?”
“It is a Staff of Power,” the man said coolly.
“Not a big stick?”
“No.”
“Okay, so your staff has a name. Do you have a name? I’m perfectly capable of referring to you as the Starseer for the next week—just ask Leonidas here—but since there are multiple Starseers, that might get confusing.” 
He continued to stare at the back of her head. Maybe there was something interesting going on back there. She hadn’t looked in a mirror for a while, and crashes weren’t known to be friendly to hairstyles, even simple braids. 
The Starseer did not look at Leonidas for confirmation of her tendencies. In fact, she was fairly certain he hadn’t looked at him since they had entered NavCom. He seemed to be doing his best to ignore Leonidas’s existence. The military cyborgs, Alisa recalled, had specifically been designed to fight the Starseers back during the Order Wars.
“Lord Abelardus is my name,” he finally said. 
Lord? Was he kidding? What she said out loud was, “Abelardus? I bet that’s fun to rhyme with in a poem.”
It occurred to her that she might want to find someone more diplomatic than she to try to get information from the Starseers. Maybe Yumi would do it. Alisa had a paucity of diplomats on her ship. Mica was even more likely to offend someone with her mouth than she was.
“So, Abelardus. Any chance you can wave your Staff of Power and clear the way ahead so I can see where we’re going?”
“We have no wish to clear the mists. They serve us well. I will ensure that you do not crash. Veer now to the northwest. There’s another mountain ahead.”
Alisa could not see anything but the fog, and her instruments were spinning uselessly, but she obeyed. She had no desire for more close-up encounters with ice-smothered cliffs. 
Her cameras were back online, and she glimpsed the six hover sleds turning to follow her. Abelardus and the female Starseer—Ji-yoon—had remained on the ship when the Nomad had taken off, Ji-yoon to speak with Yumi. Alisa wondered if that was her mother. They hadn’t shared a hug or even acknowledged each other back in the cargo hold, but Ji-yoon also hadn’t lowered her hood. The other Starseers had returned to their own transportation, the one-person sleds. Four of those sleds had riders and two were flying themselves, following along with the pack. Even though automated cars and ships were not uncommon, Alisa couldn’t help but think those people were controlling the unmanned sleds with their minds.
“Why do they call you Starseers?” Alisa asked.
“With our mind’s eye, we can gaze into the suns in a way that would blind our physical eyes, and we can see them turning hydrogen into helium and creating massive energy.”
“I guess they didn’t have vid dramas on Kir in the early days, huh?”
Alisa could feel the man gazing at the back of her head, but she was focused on guiding them slowly through the mist and did not turn to gauge his expression. He had the look of a warrior with that staff, and he was probably another one, like Leonidas, who did not appreciate her humor. Whether he did or not, he did not respond. Out of the corner of her eye, she did catch the faintest of smiles from Leonidas. Maybe he appreciated her sarcasm more when it was directed at somebody else.
“Turn back to the southwest,” Abelardus said. 
Alisa did so, skimming along about twenty feet above the ice. She was relieved not to be on the ice. She had seen the gaping black hole where the White Dragon ship had been. It had, indeed, sunk. Now that she was in the air, and unlikely to suffer the same fate, she allowed herself to feel slightly relieved about that. Since the ship had disappeared in The Hells’ Leftovers, she hoped the White Dragon wouldn’t necessarily blame Beck—or her. After all, hundreds, if not thousands, of ships had disappeared in these mists over the centuries, at least according to Leonidas’s encyclopedia article.
Up ahead, the mist cleared slightly. Alisa leaned forward, as if being a couple of inches closer to the view screen would help her see better. A few stars came into view above them. As they continued forward, more of the frozen sea came into view, a tundra of ice stretching ahead of and to the sides of them before disappearing into a horizon of gray fog. The gray was farther away now, but it was still there, and even the stars seemed hazy. 
Abelardus directed her to turn the ship a few degrees, and something different came into view, a sprawling structure that floated a hundred feet above the ice. It reminded Alisa of pictures she had seen from Old Earth, part medieval castle and part Taj Mahal, with decorative spires and domes mingling with blocky towers, all surrounded by a bluish-white crenellated wall. Most of the structure had that coloring, as if it were made from ice. Maybe it was.
On one side, a landing dock paralleled the base of the wall with piers sticking out for shuttles and small spaceships to land on. An imperial warship would not have fit into any of the berths, but the Nomad should be able to come down on one of the larger piers. A small squadron of rusty old Strikers, Cobras, and bombers that looked like they had been purchased from a military surplus auction perched on the end of the dock. Apparently, the inhabitants did not use only their minds to defend themselves if someone got through the mists. There were also some small combat ships that Alisa wasn’t familiar with, having hulls the bluish-white of the sea of ice far below. All in all, it was not a huge force, but she could imagine it being sufficient when combined with their mental powers. She wondered how many of the ships that had disappeared over the centuries had actually been shot down.
“Dock there,” Abelardus said, pointing to the landing facility.
As they drew closer, Alisa noticed sophisticated automated artillery weapons along the walls. For people who wandered around the system in robes and sandals, they had some fancy tech here. 
She glanced at her comm as she piloted them toward the pier Abelardus indicated, expecting someone to more officially give her permission to land—or not. But maybe the Starseers were chatting back and forth in each other’s heads, and the ones inside already knew all about the Nomad’s arrival.
With Abelardus and Leonidas watching on, Alisa was glad she piloted them onto the pier smoothly. Gravity had challenges that open space did not, and her freighter was anything but aerodynamic and maneuverable. They settled in with a soft thump, open air visible on the cameras to either side. She had no idea what held the floating temple in place. She hadn’t seen any thrusters or typical signs of hover technology under the structure.
“Let’s go,” Abelardus said, striding away from Leonidas and toward the cargo hold and the exit. “Bring your artifact, Dominguez,” she heard him say from the walkway. “My people will want to see it.”
“He may rethink bringing it here,” Leonidas said quietly. 
“Because it’s theirs, and they may want it back?”
“If I’m right about its origins, it’s been centuries since it was in their hands, but possibly, yes.”
Alisa unfastened her harness and stood, though she took a few minutes to lock down her controls so nobody else could fly the ship. Maybe it didn’t matter when these people could think the power on and off, but there was no reason to make it easy for someone to steal the Nomad—or tinker with her.
“I’m going to grab a few more weapons from my quarters,” Leonidas said. “Wait for me before following the Starseer.”
“More?” Alisa eyed the rifle slung over his shoulder, the blazer pistols at his hips, and she knew he had a lot more weapons built into his combat armor. He had removed his helmet since returning from the White Dragon ship, but he still wore everything else.
“More,” he said firmly, and strode toward his cabin.
Alisa finished locking down the ship, taking a moment to touch the stuffed spider hanging over the co-pilot’s seat. Her mother had always touched it for luck before takeoff and landing. Alisa had found that silly and superstitious, but she touched it now and thought about how Jelena had never seen it. Once, Alisa had resented the freighter and never expected to see it again. Somehow, the last couple of months had changed her perspective, and she hoped that she got a chance to share it with Jelena. The ship and the spider. Assuming a Starseer in training wasn’t too sophisticated for stuffed toys. Her musings turned uncomfortable as she imagined Jelena speaking into her mind, and maybe even reading her thoughts, the way Abelardus had.
“Alisa?” Leonidas asked from the corridor, his voice muffled slightly by the helmet that he once again wore. Whatever he expected from the temple, it wasn’t someone greeting him with open arms.
Alisa strode out to join him. She had Starseers to question. This was not the time to delay.
“Nice grenade launcher,” she said, noting the largest of the weapons he had added to his panoply. “If they don’t tell me where they took my daughter, maybe you can blow up one of their pretty spired towers.”
Leonidas’s eyebrows rose behind his faceplate.
“That’s the kind of thing a gentleman does for a lady. And if you don’t consider me a lady, then that’s also the kind of thing a good passenger does for his pilot.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said as they headed for the exit.
Alisa did not see the robed woman skulking in the cargo hold, but Yumi was at the pen, cooing to her chickens as she refilled their water dish. Alejandro stood next to the ramp, grimacing as the birds squawked enthusiastically, sending feathers flying. They seemed particularly jubilant. Maybe they were making up for their subdued hour spent in the mists. 
Someone had opened the hatch already and lowered the ramp. Thankfully, eerie mist was not seeping into the ship this time. Had Abelardus already gone out to meet with his people? Alisa did not see him. 
Alejandro turned toward Leonidas as he and Alisa approached, looking a touch relieved. Alisa wagered that wasn’t the expression most people wore when they saw a cyborg in combat armor striding toward them while carrying a grenade launcher. Alejandro probably hoped to hide behind him out there. 
“Leonidas has agreed to blow up a tower for me,” Alisa said. “If you say nice things to him, he may blow one up for you too. To facilitate cooperation from the Starseers.”
Alejandro frowned at her attempt at humor. “I don’t think you can strong-arm these people.”
“But can you strong-grenade them?”
“You’re an eccentric woman, Captain.”
“And yet you keep flying places with me. Is it possible you’re not the most normal soul yourself?”
“No.”
Beck appeared on the walkway and jogged down the stairs. He wore three jackets and a fluffy fur cap that looked like it might have been forgotten in a remote corner of the Nomad by a passenger decades earlier. He was not in his combat armor, carrying only his knife and a pair of blazer pistols. He looked at Leonidas in his gleaming red suit and seemed surprised.
“We dressing up for a fight?” Beck asked.
“I’m hoping that won’t be necessary,” Alisa said.
Leonidas rested his hand on his grenade launcher and said nothing.
“Maybe the mech just wants to stay warm.” Beck eyed the open hatch, then rubbed his arms through his multiple layers of sleeves. “It’s cold enough to breed polar fangcats out there.”
“What?” Alejandro asked.
“You haven’t heard that expression?”
“Polar fangcats only mate at temperatures of negative fifty degrees and below,” Yumi said, finishing with her chickens and walking over to join them. “It’s believed it’s because of the length of their gestation period. Mating in the dead of winter ensures their babies will be born in the warmth of summer, when the temperature averages negative twenty. That’s in the south pole though. The north pole is balmy in comparison.”
“Balmy. Sure.” Beck rubbed his sleeves and eyed Leonidas’s armor again. Climate-controlled armor.
Yumi headed down the ramp, waving to someone. Was the female Starseer waiting for her?
A clang came from engineering, and Alisa called, “Mica, are you going to join us for this friendly meeting with interesting people?”
“You don’t pay me enough to deal with Starseers,” Mica called back.
“I did get you that new tank.”
“You got that for yourself. It’s your ship.”
“Are you sure? You’re the one who cuddles with it.”
Perhaps talking about their distaste for Starseers wasn’t a good idea with the hatch open. Alisa could not see anyone from her position—the ramp led down to a landing pad that appeared to be made from variegated glass tiles—but she heard voices murmuring to each other. Yumi had already gone off to the side.
Alejandro sighed, either at the magnitude of what he was about to do or at the silly conversation. “Let’s go, Leonidas.”
He started down the ramp, but he paused to look back and make sure Leonidas was following before going far.
“Such a brave man,” Alisa muttered. “Beck, unless you’re itching to see if any of the Starseers keep fangcats for pets, why don’t you stay here and keep an eye on Mica and the ship?”
“Can I do that with the hatch closed and the heat on, Captain?”
“Yes. In fact, I’d prefer the hatch to be closed. If anyone tries to get on the ship, let me know about it.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He gave her a brief salute before sticking his hands under his armpits.
Alisa hurried to catch up with Leonidas and Alejandro and followed them down, pulling her jacket tight since the air was every bit as chilly as one would expect from the north pole.
The people who she had heard talking came into view. Six tall, fit men in Starseer robes stood in a row to the side of the ramp, each one holding one of those black staffs, the butts resting on the ground. Other Starseers that Alisa had seen in person or on vids had worn the black robes in such a way that they fully obscured their bodies, usually with the hoods up. The hoods were down on these men, and the robes were open in front, revealing fitted gray or white vests that showed off muscular chests. Alisa had always imagined the Starseers as crazy old men who relied upon their minds for everything and did not bother lifting so much as a pen with their fingers, so seeing people who clearly exercised surprised her. They weren’t as thickly muscled as a cyborg, but they definitely looked like warriors rather than scholars. More than warriors, she realized, as they scrutinized her, Alejandro, and Leonidas—especially Leonidas. Guards. These people looked like they were here to deal with trouble if it arose.
Abelardus stood slightly to the side of the group, his robe also open to display a similar tight vest and muscular torso. Was he the leader of the squad? He looked a little older than the others, in his thirties perhaps, instead of his twenties like the younger warriors. 
Off to the side, Yumi stood with another Starseer, this one still wearing a hood. 
“Have you come to deliver that artifact to its rightful home?” one of the young warriors asked, looking at Alejandro. Maybe they weren’t the mind readers the stories said they were. If he knew what was in Alejandro’s thoughts, he would know the answer.
The warrior frowned up and down Alejandro’s body—not impressed by the monk’s robe and pendant? The Starseers were reputed to be followers of the suns, like most in the system these days, but they had their own variation on the religion and might not be respectful of what Alejandro’s robe represented. Or maybe they could see into his mind and knew what Alisa suspected, that the robe was no more than a costume for him, a way to keep people from molesting him while he was on his quest. It hadn’t worked that well so far.
“I have come in the hope that your people can help me research it,” Alejandro said, measuring his words carefully. “My understanding is that it may lead to a useful tool that could help return the system to a time of peace.”
Abelardus snorted. “Perhaps in the way that the invention of the atomic bomb brought peace to Old Earth for a time.”
Alisa’s Old Earth history was rusty, and she did not quite understand the statement, but she did get the hint that her suspicions might have been correct, that Alejandro sought a weapon, something that could be used to his people’s advantage. She scowled at him, though neither he nor Leonidas was paying attention to her. Neither were the Starseers. Aside from the one who had addressed Alejandro, the warriors were all glaring blazer bolts at Leonidas. He hadn’t said a word yet, nor had he pointed a weapon at them, but tension seemed to crackle in the air between them.
Alisa hopped off the side of the ramp. She would help Leonidas if she could, but she didn’t want to be lumped in with Alejandro and his quest, especially if these people thought the orb should belong to them. Besides, she had a quest of her own. While the men glared at each other, she sidled over to Yumi, hoping that her Starseer might be someone with whom Alisa could start a dialogue. 
“A tool is only as good or evil as the man who wields it,” Alejandro said before Alisa could speak.
“Says the man smithing a sword,” Abelardus responded.
“I do not seek to wield that sword myself, nor do I expect you to go out of your way to do me any favors. All I ask is to be allowed to use your library to do some research. I will gladly pay a fee or compensate you in a fair manner for the time you let me access it.”
“The answers you seek aren’t in the library. Others have sought them before.”
“I may have insights that they did not.”
The young warrior who had spoken before, a pale-skinned man with brown hair pulled back in a bun, stirred again and looked at Abelardus. “He doesn’t seriously think we’re going to let him keep the Toriphant, does he? How did he even get it? We’ve had an eye out for it for two hundred years.” 
Alejandro shifted uneasily. Leonidas remained still, like a boulder unmoved by the power of the river flowing around it. Abelardus watched both men and did not respond to his colleague, not out loud.
Abruptly, the warrior strode forward, lifting a hand as if to grab Alejandro’s satchel. At the same time, he glared at Leonidas, twitching a finger in his direction. Alisa was not sure what he intended to happen, but Leonidas lunged forward so fast she barely registered it. One instant, he was standing at Alejandro’s side. The next, he had wrapped his gauntleted hand around the Starseer’s throat.
Abelardus took a step forward. He did not do anything else that Alisa could see, but both the Starseer and Leonidas were hurled from the ramp, flying ten feet in the air before landing. 
The blow was probably meant to knock the men free of each other, but Leonidas kept hold of his captive, twisting in the air to land on his feet, his hand still wrapped around the Starseer’s throat, the other gripping his arm to hold him upright too. They came down in such a way that the Starseer’s body was between Leonidas and the other warriors, all of whom had also surged forward, lifting their staffs as if they meant to charge in and pummel him.
Alisa found her Etcher in her hand, but she did not aim it at anyone. She didn’t even remember grabbing it, but she kept it down, firmly reminding herself that this wasn’t her fight. Besides, what could she do that Leonidas could not? Further, the Starseer woman next to Yumi was looking at her and had probably noticed the gun in her hand.
“Erick,” Abelardus said with a sigh, “if you’re going to launch a mental attack on a cyborg, you have to be faster than that. Especially if you’re doing it with one who seems like he’s had experience fighting our people before.” Abelardus’s eyes narrowed as he frowned at Leonidas. 
Leonidas stood frozen in his position, neither letting the Starseer go, nor applying pressure to hurt him. Alisa knew full well that he could have crushed the man’s throat.
The man with the hand around his throat rasped a, “Sorry. But if these arrogant bastards think they’re going to fly into our temple and make demands for help researching an artifact that their people stole from ours… that’s preposterous. I don’t care if that one is a monk with a leashed cyborg at his disposal.”
Behind him, Leonidas’s knees flexed, almost as if they were in danger of buckling from some attack. He grimaced in pain, the expression just visible through his faceplate. But instead of falling, it was the Starseer, Erick, who cried out, making a wheezing noise and reaching for his throat. Leonidas straightened and growled something in the man’s ear.
“Yumi,” Alisa whispered. “Is there any chance you have any influence here and can do something?”
Yumi glanced at the Starseer woman and shrugged. “I don’t have any influence, no.” 
“Is this your mother?” Alisa looked at the woman. Maybe she had influence. 
With her face hidden, who knew what she was thinking, but the woman twitched in surprise. Then she turned and walked away. Er, maybe Alisa should not have blurted that question. She stopped at a control panel on a wall next to double doors that led from the landing pad into the temple. 
“She’s made it clear that while she doesn’t mind seeing me,” Yumi said quietly, her tone morose, “it was foolish of me to come here and that I won’t be welcomed. None of us will.”
“I’m getting that impression.” Alisa eyed the warriors, all still in fighting stances and facing Leonidas, but nobody advancing farther while he held their man. 
“Usually, a Starseer can use a mental attack to force someone to leave them alone,” Yumi whispered, like a game commentator explaining a sport to a viewer who had never seen it played before. “They can even stop your heart or cause a blockage that leads to a heart attack. But cyborgs react so quickly that if they’re close, they can kill a Starseer before he’s able to put together a mental attack. Also, Starseers are still human, and if they’re nervous or feel threatened, they have trouble focusing enough to put together attacks and defenses. From afar, it’s different. If the cyborg is far enough away that there isn’t risk of reprisal, then he’s just like any other human facing a Starseer, as vulnerable as any other human.”
“So, Leonidas needs to be careful just walking around the temple here?” Alisa asked. “In case someone has a grudge?”
“Very careful.”
Assuming he got out of the next thirty seconds.



Chapter 6
Alisa walked slowly toward the Starseers, not knowing what she meant to do, only that someone had to break the stalemate before Leonidas ended up killing that man to protect himself. If that happened, she had no doubt that Alejandro wouldn’t get to do his research and she wouldn’t find out what had happened to her daughter. They would be lucky if they weren’t all killed. Since the Starseers had no problem with crashing people’s ships, she doubted they worried overmuch about morality when it came to disposing of plain old humans.
“Hello, everyone,” she announced with a cheery wave. “I’m Captain Alisa Marchenko. These two are my passengers. I know they look thuggish, especially the cyborg there, but they’re both reasonable men. Nobody wants any trouble here, and I’m sure we can all agree that Leonidas is practicing excellent restraint by not harming his captive, given that he’s now been attacked twice. Or was it three times? My boring old non-cyborg and non-magical eyes have a hard time seeing what’s going on.” 
Abelardus was the only one who glanced her way, and it was a brief glance. Leonidas happened to be facing her, and she thought his eyebrows twitched at the word thuggish, but his concentration remained focused on the squad of Starseers facing him. 
“Is there perhaps someone in a position of authority that we could talk to?” Alisa pressed on. “I have a few questions I need to ask, and I’m also on the lookout for cargo to haul in case you want to ship anything to another planet, moon, or space station. Or perhaps you’re looking to have some cargo delivered? Do you ever have the urge for a hot cup of coffee? A delicious bar of chocolate? Perhaps some fresh fruit? I can’t imagine you can grow much at this latitude.”
“Is that woman trying to sell us something?” one of the warriors muttered.
Alisa beamed him a smile. “Just offering my services as a freighter captain. Given the unfriendliness of your mists out there, I don’t imagine you see freighters often.”
“Usually just smashed against the rocks,” another muttered.
Alisa was beginning to see why her ancestors had fought so hard to ensure the Starseers failed in their bid to rule the entire system. 
“Stand down,” Abelardus told his warriors.
The staffs slowly lowered, but the icy glares remained locked on Leonidas. After a moment, he released his captive. Erick stumbled but quickly straightened and strode away, his chin up. He wore a sneer and did not acknowledge that the red marks on his neck must have hurt. Alisa wondered if Leonidas wore any similar bruises on his insides anywhere.
“We’ll go see Lady Naidoo,” Abelardus said. “Unless Lady Ji-yoon has something to say.” 
The aloof woman Yumi had identified as her mother walked back over, finally pushing her hood back as she did so. She had long black hair with a few strands of gray in it and a round face physically similar to Yumi’s, though it shared little of Yumi’s curiosity or cheerfulness. Not that Yumi looked that cheerful now. She watched her mother’s approach with wariness.
“I do not,” Ji-yoon said, her dark gaze sweeping over Alisa and her crew, lingering on Alejandro’s satchel. Not surprisingly, Alejandro protected it with his arm.
The group of warriors turned toward the doorway Alisa had noticed earlier. They strode together in a line, apparently expecting their visitors to follow. Ji-yoon murmured something to Yumi, and they walked after the men. Alisa waited for Leonidas and fell in at his side, opposite of Alejandro. She was surprised none of the Starseers took up the rear so they could keep an eye on their visitors. If Alisa saw a spot in the temple that looked like it might house kidnapped children, she would veer off without hesitating.
Leonidas touched her back briefly as they headed for the door. Alisa looked up at him, not sure if it had been an accidental touch or if it was a sign that he appreciated that she had intervened. It wasn’t as if she had done much. He nodded down at her.
“The Starseers don’t seem to like cyborgs much,” she said, taking the nod as an invitation to chitchat. He probably had not meant it that way. 
“No,” he agreed.
They entered a wide corridor not much warmer than the outdoor landing pad had been, perhaps because the walls were made from blocks of ice. Alisa supposed other building materials might be scarce up here.
“Is there anywhere you go where people adore cyborgs?” she asked, remembering how even the boys on Perun, a planet still ruled by the empire, had feared him. It was the one place where she had expected former cyborg soldiers to be welcomed, maybe even treated as heroes.
“Are you saying you don’t adore me?” Leonidas asked.
She gaped at him. “Was that a joke?”
“I suppose if you have to ask, it wasn’t a good one.”
“No, it’s not that. It’s just that your humor is so scarce.” Alisa had yet to see him laugh. She’d told him on Starfall Station that she hoped to make it happen someday. That had been before she watched one of his old comrades die in his arms. She was beginning to see why not much in his life amused him.
“Cyborg adoration is scarce, too,” he said. “In the empire, the subjects were glad you were there, fighting for them, and the same was true for other soldiers in the fleet. They were always bolstered to have a cyborg on their side. But when the fighting was over…” He seemed to shrug, but it was hard to tell under all the armor. “They didn’t know what to do with you. Or how to treat you.”
“Someday, you’ll have to tell me why you signed up for that.”
“Perhaps.”
They had passed a couple of intersections, and the Starseer procession took a turn at the next one, heading toward a set of wide stairs leading upward. They passed two older men in robes who nodded to their brethren, ignored Yumi, Alejandro, and Alisa, and faltered when they spotted Leonidas. They stopped to glare at him. He watched them warily as he continued walking, like a panther thinking that he might have to spring and attack to avoid the bullets from a hunter’s rifle. Abelardus looked over his shoulder at the men, shook his head, and continued on. The two older men glared a moment longer before continuing on their way.
“The Starseers seem even less likely to adore you than others,” Alisa observed, thinking of the video they had seen on the cybernetics station, where a Starseer had been releasing deadly Octavian bears into the labs, presumably to eat the researchers.
Alejandro, walking close enough to hear their conversation, grunted at this statement of the obvious. Alisa ignored him, though she thought it would have been fitting if Abelardus had used his mind powers to throw him from the Nomad’s ramp instead of Leonidas. 
“They have a lot of reason to hate us. And to sabotage our livelihoods.” He gave her a sidelong look, perhaps also thinking of that video. “Cyborgs turned the tide in the Order Wars. It was after the government started creating them and molding them into soldiers that our ancestors were able to come out ahead in physical battles. That’s also where the assassination stories come in,” he added, giving her another long look as they started up the stairs. She remembered mentioning to him that she’d heard stories of cyborgs assassinating Alliance leaders during the war. “Cyborgs were sent in to kill Starseer leaders, often in their sleep. It was the only way to ensure they couldn’t use their mind powers. A Sergeant Callahan was reputed to have assassinated everyone in a temple with a knife in one night, almost a hundred people. In their sleep, Starseers are as human and vulnerable as the next person.”
“Good to know,” Alisa said, though inside, she found the casual way he spoke of such events chilling. She knew from personal experience that Leonidas was an honorable man, and she could not imagine him accepting such an assignment, but he was also practical and did not shy away from being blunt about the realities of war.
“They committed atrocities of their own,” Leonidas continued. “Putting aside the fact that they thought they were superior to all other humans and were trying to take over the entire system, they captured some cyborgs and kept them in a lab. They experimented on them, refining their methods for fighting—and killing—us. There are stories that they used to bring in their children, Starseers in training, and teach them to torture their prisoners with their minds.”
Alisa swallowed. Nobody was at war now, and the Starseers had not even been major players in the battle between the empire and the Alliance, so she hoped such practices were not needed, but she shuddered to think of her daughter being trained to be such a person, to have such skills.
“But that was all centuries ago,” she said as the procession crossed a landing and approached huge double doors that stood open to a cavernous room with holodisplays in the air and flat-screen monitors on the walls. “Nobody who was alive during the Order Wars is alive now.”
“Old grudges die hard,” Leonidas said. “And there have been incidents since then.” He let his hand rest on his grenade launcher. 
Nobody had yet tried to take his weapons from him, nor had anyone searched Alisa or Yumi. Perhaps because the man who had attempted to poke into Alejandro’s bag had received a hand around his throat. Or maybe the Starseers did not see Alisa and her crew as serious threats, grenade launchers included.
“Are you thinking of the Starseer who was responsible for killing that research scientist?” Alisa asked quietly.
“Among other things.”
The procession stopped, and Alisa let the conversation drop. With all of the displays and monitors showing news feeds from all around Arkadius, maybe all around the system, it took her a moment to realize they had walked into what might be the equivalent of a castle’s throne room. A wide, blue carpet runner stretched across a floor made of ice blocks—the blocks were textured so as not to be slippery—and it ended at a raised dais. There were three stout ice chairs there, each with a blue cushion on the seat, perhaps to keep one’s butt from freezing. Behind the dais sat a long ice table with built-in monitors that were also on, and normal wooden chairs around it. Command central, Alisa decided. Where the leaders came to mull things over and keep track of the system as a whole. The thrones were probably for formal meetings among their people, or maybe they were relics from a past era.
Abelardus stopped in front of the thrones, though nobody was sitting at them. He turned toward a side door in a wall under a large monitor where news was playing, an anchor talking about a recent earthquake in Mindar, one of the planet’s southern continents. A bystander in front of a crumbled building was being interviewed, claiming that the earthquakes had become frequent since the Tri-Sun Alliance took control of the planet, and that they might be signs that the gods were angry with the change.
“Please,” Alisa muttered.
Another interviewee posited that the Starseers were behind the earthquakes, that they were trying to take advantage of the change in government to catch people by surprise and drive them from Arkadius so they could claim the rich planet for themselves.
Surprised by the argument, Alisa looked at the squad of warriors. They had lined up to face the door beneath the monitor, their chests thrust out and their robes open again, their staffs held at their sides. Their focus was on the door rather than the monitor. 
Alisa had heard various conspiracy theories that involved the Starseers before, but she was amazed that none of them reacted. As she looked around at the other monitors and holodisplays, some muted, but all with the words spoken scrolling along the bottom, she saw other mentions of Starseers. Maybe they had their computers programmed to pick up any news about their people that was being played in the various parts of the system, so they could be alert to trouble that might come their way. If her guess was correct and these feeds were running like this all day, she could see why the men did not react. 
The door opened and a gray-haired woman in the ubiquitous black robe walked out, milky white eyes turned toward the ceiling, her bronze face weathered. A pendant dangled on a chain from her throat, the red moon and silver star symbol of the Starseer religion. Like the men, she carried a staff, but hers had glowing blue runes running along the side and gold caps on either end. She used it more like a walking stick than a weapon, which was probably necessary if she could not see out of those white eyes. Most people had blindness corrected with optical implants, but maybe someone who could see into suns with her mind had no need of something as prosaic as working eyeballs.
The Starseers, Yumi’s mother included, dropped to one knee as the woman entered.
“Uh?” Alisa looked at her passengers, wondering if they were supposed to do the same. 
Alejandro dropped to one knee. She wasn’t sure if she should use him as a guide. He would go down on a knee to anyone who might help in his quest.
Yumi dropped to one knee, bowing her head. Leonidas folded his arms over his chest and remained standing. Alisa stuck her hands in her pockets and waited to see what happened. 
“Rise, Abelardus,” the woman—Lady Naidoo, presumably—said. The runes on her staff flashed. 
Any kid with an electronics kit could have made something that could do that trick, but Alisa found it disconcerting, nonetheless. She understood that the Starseers themselves had power, but she hadn’t realized they could make things that had power independent of them. Thinking of Alejandro’s orb, she decided she should have.
“I am Panita Naidoo,” the woman said, not looking at Leonidas or Alisa, but instead addressing Alejandro. “I have been informed as to what you wish, and I must deliberate on it.”
Erick, the bruises on his throat now darkening, scowled and glared over at Leonidas. Apparently, he had wanted more of a dismissal. Perhaps an execution order.
Alejandro opened his mouth, like he might protest or argue his point further, but he closed it and nodded. “Please let me know if I can offer any information to help in your deliberation.”
Information? More like a bribe.
“I already visited the ruins of the Starseer temple on Dustor,” Alejandro went on, “but I found it abandoned. I hope your people there were not disturbed by the war or affected by the bombing.”
Leonidas stirred slightly. With his helmet turned toward the Naidoo woman, Alisa couldn’t see his face. Maybe he just had an itch.
“Your concern for our people is touching,” Naidoo said, a hint of dryness in her voice. 
Maybe she could read minds. Not that it would take a mind reader to see through Alejandro’s flattery. 
For the first time, Naidoo looked over at Alisa and smiled slightly.
Uh. That was creepy.
Alejandro spread his arms. “I fully admit that my motives are single-minded, Lady Naidoo, but I work toward a greater good.”
“The empire’s greater good, yes, I have no doubt.”
“I thought… It was my understanding that the Starseers, at least some of them, have a vested interest in the empire’s greater good. Though I have also heard that some helped the Alliance win when there was no apparent reason for them to get involved. I must plead ignorance when it comes to Starseer politics.”
“We’re not a fully united people,” Naidoo said, her voice still dry. “Were there not imperial subjects who had different political views? Of course there were, or there never would have been an alliance and a rebellion. It’s not as if those people came from another galaxy.”
“No, my lady. I understand.”
“You will be shown to quarters where you may rest while I deliberate.”
“If it’s at all possible, I would prefer to rest in your library, my lady,” Alejandro said.
“I’m sure you would. I must consider if I will allow that. Outsiders have not been permitted to study our ancient tomes for many decades. And, quite frankly, I do not know why you feel you should be so entitled, especially when you came here with a machine man, an enemy to the Starseers from centuries past.” 
Leonidas stood ramrod straight and did not react to the glower that Naidoo sent in his direction. Alisa found it disturbing that she was blind and yet knew exactly where they all were. And what they were. 
Naidoo looked toward Yumi, who straightened alertly. Alisa again thought of how she had admitted to badly wanting to develop Starseer talents, to become one of them. She almost looked like a dog hoping for a pat from its master. “Yumi Moon, it is good to meet the daughter of one of our esteemed archivists, but you should not have presumed to come to this private home of ours, and you should not have brought outsiders.”
Yumi’s shoulders sagged, her gaze dropping to the icy floor. “I apologize, Lady Naidoo,” she said, almost a whisper.
“Abelardus, show them to the guest quarters.”
“Yes, my lady.”
Alisa cleared her throat and raised a finger. So far, things were not going well for anyone in her party, but she might never see this Lady Naidoo again, clearly someone who was in charge or at least near the top of the power structure here. She had to speak now.
“Excuse me, uh, Lady Naidoo,” Alisa said, feeling silly referring to someone as a lord or lady. How archaic. Did these people think they were special descendants of the gods because of some gene mutations? “I’m here on a different matter. Which you probably already know about. Along with my opinions on people who call themselves lords and ladies.”
“Captain,” Yumi whispered in a warning.
“Starseers kidnapped my daughter,” Alisa said. “I can make some guesses as to why, but quite frankly, I don’t think there are any acceptable reasons. I’m her mother. She belongs with me. I intend to get her back.”
Yumi put her hand over her face. Apparently, one was not supposed to be blunt with Starseers. Alisa did not see why not. If they truly could read her thoughts, then what was the point of playing word games?
“I know from a reliable witness that a man named Durant was one of the kidnappers,” Alisa continued. “Is there any chance he’s here or that you know him?”
Naidoo merely frowned thoughtfully, but Abelardus shifted his weight. He had looked sharply in her direction when Alisa said the name.
“What is the name of your child?” Naidoo asked, ignoring the additional information and giving no indication whether she was irked with Alisa or not over her lack of reverence. 
“Jelena Chaikin. Though my husband is gone now, so she’ll be Jelena Marchenko.” 
“Chaikin.” Naidoo nodded to herself. “I shall look into it personally while I am considering your friend’s request.”
“He’s my passenger, that’s it,” Alisa said, thinking once again of the way Alejandro had casually mentioned that Alisa knew too much and maybe it would be better if she disappeared. 
“I see,” Naidoo murmured, her face turning from Alisa’s to Alejandro’s and back. 
Alisa grimaced, wishing she hadn’t brought that up, even in her thoughts. She was not a hundred percent certain that the woman was reading her mind, but if she was, Alisa had given her information that she did not want to share.
“Abelardus, the guest quarters,” Naidoo said.
“Yes, my lady.” Abelardus went down on one knee again before turning toward Alisa and the others. “This way.” He pointed back toward the entrance to the throne room. 
Alisa went along quietly, questioning whether to feel pleased with the results thus far or not. Naidoo hadn’t been as openly irked with her as she had been with Alejandro, but she also had not appeared affronted by the idea that her people had been responsible for a kidnapping. She could have been lying about looking into things. She also could have silently commanded Abelardus to take them all to a dungeon or executioner’s room rather than guest quarters.



Chapter 7
There was neither an executioner’s axe nor a dungeon in the suite of rooms that Alisa and her party were left in, only two bedrooms and a common room with sofas, chairs, and tables. The walls, floor, and ceiling were made of ice, the structural theme for the entire temple, it seemed, but at least the furnishings were normal. 
After arriving, Alisa had plopped down onto a padded chair so her butt was not in danger of freezing. Neither was the rest of her since she had found a stack of furs and quilts and pulled several over her. 
Leonidas paced in front of the door, his combat armor presumably keeping him warm. Yumi had gone into one bedroom and sat cross-legged with her eyes closed, her face pointed toward a corner. Alejandro had closed the door and locked himself in the other bedroom.
“This is better than the dungeon I imagined them throwing us in,” Alisa said, “but I would have preferred to wait on the ship.”
“As would I,” Leonidas said. He paused, touched his temple, then scowled and started pacing again.
“Is someone bothering you? Or are you just feeling vulnerable here?”
“Several people have… I would guess the right term would be that they’ve scanned me. Sometimes in a rough enough manner that I’ve been very aware of it. To say I have a headache is an understatement, but it could be worse, so I shouldn’t complain.”
“I would,” Alisa said. “Either my thoughts aren’t interesting enough for anyone to care about or I’m too obtuse to know when someone is scanning me.”
Leonidas paced and did not respond. It would have been nice if he had told her she wasn’t obtuse. She was beginning to learn that he wasn’t the best person to go fishing for compliments around. Admittedly, in her experience, most men who went out of their way to compliment her were hoping to get her into bed. Leonidas seemed depressingly uninterested in that.
“Are your thoughts interesting?” she asked. “Or are the people scanning you simply being hostile because you’re a cyborg and enjoy wrapping your fingers around Starseer throats?”
“I don’t enjoy that, Marchenko,” he said, giving her an aggrieved look. He had removed his helmet, and it sat on a bookcase by the door, so she could see his expressions more clearly now. “He was on the verge of attacking me and taking the doctor’s artifact.”
“I know. It was a joke. I’m sorry.”
Leonidas went back to pacing. “I doubt my thoughts are interesting to them unless they’re curious about the same thing the Alliance is curious about.”
Alisa sat straighter in the chair, wondering if he might finally reveal why there was a two-hundred-thousand-tindark warrant out for his arrest. “Such as?”
He raised an eyebrow in her direction.
“If you tell me, I’ll give you a massage.”
“What?” He bumped the bookcase with his elbow, and it wobbled impressively, threatening to dump his helmet, along with some of the books. 
“You look tense.”
“Everyone here wants me dead.”
“That’s probably why you look tense.”
He snorted.
Alisa grinned. “That was almost a laugh, Leonidas. I saw it in your eyes. I’ll get it out of you someday.”
“Only if your jokes improve.”
“Does that mean you’re not going to take me up on the offer of a massage? You’d be a challenge, but I bet I could manage it.”
“A challenge?” Leonidas squinted at her, maybe suspecting an insult lurking.
“On account of your muscles being so big and hard.” She didn’t mean it as an insult. It was the honest truth. “Who could dig in and find the tense spots with just their fingers? I’d have to use my elbows on you. Maybe some rocks.” 
“Elbows and rocks. Where do I sign up?” 
“Just let me know when the anticipation is too much to bear, and I’ll be ready. You will have to strip out of your armor for me, though. I’m pretty sure even elbows and rocks couldn’t help you through all that.” She wriggled her eyebrows, wondering if he was the least bit interested in stripping for her.
“Likely so,” he said, not offering any hint that notions of stripping inspired lascivious thoughts within him. “I won’t be removing my armor while in this temple. Even though they are most likely to come at me with mental attacks, if someone hurls me across a room, I’m less likely to be injured this way.”
“I understand,” Alisa said, not showing any sign that she was disappointed that he would not strip down and drape himself across the sofa where she could work on him. She hadn’t truly expected that to happen. Which was for the best, as she kept reminding herself. It was too soon to think about sleeping with other men. Or about massaging them. Still, she truly did want to know the details about that bounty, even more than she wanted an excuse to strip him. “You could tell me why my government wants you, and I could owe you the massage.”
“Owe me?”
“Yes, to be collected at your convenience. So long as I’m not busy flying us through asteroids and trying to avoid being captured by pirates, bounty hunters, mafia brutes, law enforcement, or the military.”
He sighed. “The list of people after us has grown long, hasn’t it?”
“If Alejandro doesn’t do a better job of charming that Lady Naidoo, we might be adding Starseers to it soon.”
His sigh turned into a grimace. “This isn’t how I imagined my retirement going.”
“Did you actually want to retire when the war ended? I assumed your job just went away when there was nobody left to sign the paychecks.”
He stopped pacing, his gaze turning toward a faded blue carpet on the ice. “It did go away. Perhaps Senator Bondarenko would have hired me if I’d been on Perun in the end, but I was busy elsewhere.”
“Such as squatting in an old freighter on Dustor?”
“Among other places.” Leonidas raked his gauntleted fingers through his short, black hair. It was tousled after being smashed under the helmet. “In the last few years, there were times when I thought I couldn’t deal with my duty much longer, with losing comrades and the people I was supposed to be able to protect.” He turned his hands upward in front of his waist and studied them. “But I also didn’t know what else I would do with myself. Retiring from the service to be some bodyguard or overqualified security officer held no appeal.”
Alisa winced, remembering that security officer was almost exactly the job that she had offered him. Still gazing toward his hands, he did not notice.
“And retiring to sit on a beach in the sun while drinking alcoholic beverages, that appealed even less. I’ve been a soldier for twenty years. I don’t know how to be anything else. I never finished my engineering degree, and what I learned would be out of date now, anyway. But I had the thought several times in those last few years that there was one thing I could give up the soldiering for.”
“Oh?” 
“I was trying to make it happen when I dragged you and your ship out to the T-Belt.” He smiled sadly at her.
Alisa held still, only giving the faintest of nods. Would he finally explain what he had been doing out there? Did it have something to do with that warrant?
“When I was taking part in my last mission,” he said, “the mission that took me to Dustor, I became more certain than ever that I want—”
A knock sounded at the door, and he stopped.
Alisa nearly fell out of the chair. “Don’t answer that,” she said as he turned toward it.
He gave her a confused look. “It could be related to your daughter.”
Alisa slumped back in the chair. He was already opening the door, so there was no time to explain that she’d been curious to know what was motivating him since she met him. Of course she wanted information about Jelena, but she wanted him to finish his story too.
Lady Naidoo and Abelardus stood in the hallway. They looked past Leonidas, as if he were furniture, and toward Alisa.
“I will speak with you,” Naidoo said, “while Abelardus takes Dr. Dominguez to the library.”
“You’re letting him research?” Alisa asked, forcing her mind away from Leonidas and his story to the present. 
“He will be monitored as he does so.” Naidoo nodded to Abelardus, who wore a wry lucky-me expression. 
The bedroom door opened, and Alejandro stepped out. He had probably been listening with his ear to the door. 
“I’m being invited to use the library?” he asked.
“You’re being permitted to use the library,” Abelardus said. “While I babysit.”
Alisa thought Alejandro might object—he had certainly objected to her being around when he had spoken of the orb—but he nodded and strode out, a bounce to his step. Maybe he didn’t believe the Starseers would give whatever information he found to the Alliance government. Alisa knew little of the politics and interests here, but she wouldn’t be surprised if they were only letting him look because they hoped he would find something in the library that their academics had missed over the years. She didn’t know how likely that was, but maybe the orb would guide him. They slept together, after all. They had a relationship.
“Leonidas?” Alejandro said, looking back when he reached the door.
Leonidas and Abelardus had been busy exchanging flinty stares, but Leonidas broke his to grab his helmet. Alisa slumped as he walked out the door after Alejandro, wondering if she would ever get his story. 
The door shut, leaving Alisa alone in the room with Naidoo, her blind eyes turned toward the door of the other bedroom, as if she could see Yumi in there meditating. Maybe she could.
“Do you have any news for me?” Alisa asked. “I’m not above bribery. I already offered to bring in a cargo of chocolate and coffee for your warriors.”
“Oh?” Naidoo smiled slightly. “Were they interested?”
“No, they were too busy glaring at Leonidas.”
Her smile disappeared, and her tone went flat. “The cyborg.”
“He’s an honorable man.”
“Who served the empire. Interesting that you would defend him.”
“He’s saved my life a few times since we met.”
“I had no idea that the lives of freighter captains were so perilous.”
“Things have changed since the war ended.” Alisa decided not to mention that things had mostly changed because she had been foolish enough to take on passengers who carried all manner of trouble in their luggage. 
Naidoo chuckled and leaned on her staff. “I rarely converse with mundane humans anymore. They’re so seldom the same person inside as they display to the outside. You are.”
“It gets me in trouble.”
“I’m not surprised.” Naidoo walked forward and sat in one of the chairs, carefully leaning her staff against the armrest.
Alisa had stood when she and Abelardus came to the door, but she made herself sit down again now, even though she perched at the very edge, the blanket cast aside. Her coldness cast aside. “Did you find out anything about my daughter?”
“She’s not here. I’ve contacted the leaders of our sister temples, and none of the ones who answered promptly have heard of her.” 
Alisa thumped her fist on the arm of her chair. “Is it possible there was someone who didn’t get your message yet? Someone who might reply that she is there?”
“The ladies at the three temples that run schools for the young, the three in addition to ours, all responded. They would have been the most likely to have received a new student. None of them did. Also, it’s not our policy to kidnap children from their parents.” She frowned darkly. “We’re not the empire. They were the ones who often took away Starseer babies, and then they tried to raise them as weapons.” 
“I don’t mean to imply that you are like them,” Alisa said, struggling for patience. It was hard since she was not hearing the answer she wanted. “But I saw the surveillance video in my sister-in-law’s apartment. I saw the people who took her.”
“You did not see faces.”
It was not a question. Alisa no longer doubted that this woman could read her mind.
“No, but they were wearing your robes, and they clearly had some power. They waved their hands, and made Sylvia halt in place. She just stood there as they walked out with Jelena, and my daughter had this vacant look on her face, like she was being brainwashed.”
It had been alarming seeing that expression on Jelena. She was neither meek nor accepting by nature. Alisa remembered multiple conversations in which she had tried to explain that it wasn’t appropriate to stick one’s tongue out at one’s parents, teachers, neighbors, housebots, or the panhandler on the street corner who’d suggested little girls should be seen but not heard. Alisa had struggled to get that lesson to take, perhaps because Jelena had often seen her make sarcastic comments that were even less appropriate than tongues being stuck out. 
“Blanked,” Naidoo murmured.
“What?”
“That’s the term we use. It’s a barrier we can construct in a person’s mind to keep them from accessing memories and thoughts momentarily.”
“Sounds disturbing.”
“It’s useful. It often prevents the need for physical violence.”
“Well, these kidnappers knew how to blank people then. They were definitely Starseers. Are you able to look up your kind in a database? Could you search for the name Durant? I’m not sure if that was a last name or a first name, but surely some matches would come up, and we could narrow things down. I already checked the sys-net, and there are tens of thousands of Durants out there, thousands just on Perun. There was no way to tick a checkbox and only get the Starseer ones, not that the empire or Alliance has thorough records involving your people.”
Naidoo shook her head. Frustrated, Alisa sat back in the chair, her shoulder blades thumping against it.
“I’ve already searched,” Naidoo said. “Nothing came up. It’s possible that those you saw were mundane people using a few tricks to make it appear that they were Starseers, to put the blame on our organization and distract searchers.”
Alisa scowled, not believing that. What tricks could have done what she had seen? Nothing that wouldn’t require instruments or drugs, and the camera hadn’t shown anyone using any tools.
“It’s also possible,” Naidoo said, “that they were rogue Starseers. We are not a completely united organization. Some people develop some of the talents without receiving any formal training. Others are trained in our schools but then go their separate ways.”
“What, they don’t want to pay the membership dues?”
“Differences of opinion mostly.” Naidoo chuckled. “The dues aren’t that high.”
Alisa was not in the mood to chuckle.
“It’s rare for those people to work in concert once they leave the temple, but it’s certainly possible that some of them chose to do so for a joint goal.”
“What kind of joint goal could involve an eight-year-old girl? It’s not like our family was special. We’re not heirs to the imperial throne. You can probably tell just by looking at my ship.”
Naidoo smiled. “I hear it’s rustic.”
Rustic, right.
“I regret that I cannot help you further. You are welcome to remain here until you’re rested and your engineer has completed any repairs necessary to your ship.” Naidoo stood up, reclaiming her staff. “If you won’t find my advice presumptuous, I suggest you leave as soon as your repairs are complete. I also suggest you part ways from Dr. Dominguez and the cyborg. What they seek is nothing that you want to return to the system.”
“Yeah, I’ve already figured that out.”
Naidoo tilted her head, regarding her curiously. “Then why stay with them?”
Alisa blushed as thoughts of massages and Leonidas with his shirt off entered her mind.
“Ah,” Naidoo said. Fortunately, she walked out without further commentary. 
Alisa rubbed her face. “I’m an idiot.”
After the door shut, Yumi walked out of the bedroom. Alisa had almost forgotten she was in there. Her eyes were red. Maybe she had been crying instead of meditating.
“This trip wasn’t quite what I hoped for,” Alisa said.
“I should have known… not to have hopes.”
“I guess it could have been worse.” Alisa thought of the White Dragon ship, it and its dead crew now at the bottom of a frozen sea. 
“True.” Yumi looked toward the door Naidoo had walked out. “Do you believe her?”
“I… haven’t had time to consider everything fully yet. Why, don’t you?” Even as Alisa asked the question, she remembered the way Abelardus had reacted when she’d said the name Durant. Naidoo might not have shown anything, but he had seemed to recognize it. Was it possible he had known this person, someone who had left the organization, as Naidoo had suggested? Maybe Naidoo had lied about not knowing who Durant was.
“Given the modern, mission-control-central feel of the throne room, with those feeds coming in from all over the system, carefully sorted to display mentions of Starseers…” Yumi raised her eyebrows as she trailed off, perhaps asking if Alisa had noticed that too.
Alisa nodded.
“It seems that they would have ways to keep track of their own people,” Yumi continued. “Current members of the organization or not.” 
“So, you’re saying I should try to make arrangements to go snooping around the facility, perhaps into that computer room or into the library where the doctor is researching?”
“Ah,” Yumi said. “Did I say that? I don’t think so.”
“It was implied.”
“There’s a guard outside of our door.”
“Is there?” 
Alisa hadn’t noticed when Naidoo and Abelardus arrived. She stood and walked over to open the door—it was made of wood instead of ice. She poked her head into the hallway. Sure enough, one of the young, muscular Starseer warriors stood out there, looking alert and fierce as he returned her gaze, his staff in hand.
“Any chance of getting some refreshments?” Alisa asked.
He frowned at her, then focused on the extremely exciting opposite wall. Which was made of ice. Naturally.
Alisa closed the door and stepped back into the room. “You’re right. We are guarded.” 
She drummed her fingers on the back of the sofa. A minute ago, she had been content to stay in this room until Alejandro finished his research, but now, she felt like a caged animal, itching to escape and have the freedom to roam the forest. Or the icy temple, in this case. 
“My mother is going to come get me for breakfast shortly after dawn,” Yumi said. “I suppose that doesn’t help you with your snooping, but I could ask her about Naidoo and try to ferret out how trustworthy she is.”
“Do you think she would answer honestly?” Alisa hadn’t heard Ji-yoon speak more than a couple of words and had the impression that the woman wasn’t tickled that Yumi had come here and brought strangers.
“I don’t know. It’s been nearly twenty years since we spent time together, but I would probably have an easier time telling if she was lying than I would if we were dealing with a total stranger.”
“Assuming she doesn’t diddle with your mind.”
“I have a drug along that temporarily changes the chemical composition of the human brain and makes your thoughts harder for a Starseer to read. It was used by the military during the Order Wars. I believe the cyborgs even tried it, though they metabolized it quickly, making the window of potency short for them.”
“You’re going to drug yourself for your breakfast with your mother?”
Yumi smiled. “It crossed my mind, but perhaps not, since we have a guard. I didn’t know about the breakfast beforehand, so the substance—qui-gorn—is in my cabin on the ship.”
Alisa clasped her chin in her hand as she gazed at Yumi, ideas percolating through her mind. “Yumi, Naidoo referred to your mother as an archivist. What does she do exactly?”
“Archives things.” Yumi shrugged. “You might actually have a lot to talk to her about, though, since she’s also a pilot. I believe she was one of the Starseers friendly to the Alliance who participated in the war, flying around and providing intelligence for your side.” Yumi sighed wistfully. “I would so like to know her better. I wish she had an interest in knowing me.”
“She invited you to breakfast,” Alisa said, though she was rubbing her chin and thinking furiously, more intrigued by Yumi’s mother’s position as an archivist than the fact that she might have been an Alliance sympathizer. “Maybe she’s more interested than you know.”
“Actually, I suggested coffee or a meal,” Yumi said.
“Well, she said yes.”
“Reluctantly. She sounded like she had work to do.”
“Small victories, Yumi. Small victories.” Alisa lowered her hand and propped it on the back of the sofa. “What would your mother think if you invited your good friend, Captain Marchenko, to breakfast?”
“Good friends, Captain? I had no idea you felt that way about me.”
“I did offer you a job.”
“I heard you offered Leonidas a job too.”
“I did. As well as Mica. But sadly, Beck is the only one who’s officially agreed to employment. I can only assume that I’m a tyrannical shrew that nobody wants to work for.”
“I just don’t want to take your money. You seem to need it.”
Alisa acknowledged that truth with a wriggle of her fingers. “Whatever our relationship, I would consider it a favor if you would invite me along to breakfast with your mother.”
“I can certainly try. Like I said, you two have something in common as pilots, so she may be interested in talking to you.”
“Excellent. I would also consider it a favor if you would slip something into your mother’s meal to make her more amenable to telling the truth.”
“Uh, you want me to drug my mother?”
“Yes, will that be a problem?”



Chapter 8
“This isn’t going to work,” Yumi whispered.
“Just follow my lead,” Alisa whispered back, her hand on the doorknob. Since Yumi’s stockpile of herbs, powders, and dried mushrooms was back on the ship, they needed to get the guard to let them visit. So long as the man was reasonable and didn’t go rifling through their minds, Alisa hoped it would be possible. 
“When we’re close to him, empty your mind and keep from focusing on your deceit,” Yumi said. “Even a warrior will have rudimentary telepathy and be able to read your surface thoughts.”
“Telepathy, is that what they call their weird skills?” 
“As children, most of them learn telepathy, telekinesis, and something they call long-seeing.”
“Is that the thing where they see into stars?”
“Yes,” Yumi said. “Some of the specialists have other talents, such as precognition, matter manipulation, and pyrotechnics, but those are the basics. The ones trained as fighters usually aren’t as mentally adroit as the scholars, but most of them will be able to glimpse your surface thoughts. More skilled telepaths can dig in and find memories you’ve long forgotten.”
“Charming.”
“They are powerful enemies.”
“Good thing I don’t want to start a war with any of them,” Alisa said.
“You just want to drug them.”
“Drugs are happy-makers. Who could object?”
Yumi’s expression was dubious. 
“Let’s do this,” Alisa murmured and opened the door.
The same guard stood outside, still staring at the opposite wall. Maybe he was practicing his mental skills. He turned his head to gaze indifferently over at them.
“When are those refreshments coming?” Alisa asked. “I’m dying to know what you people eat and drink up here.”
“Nourishment will be provided when it’s deemed necessary.” 
“We actually can’t wait here indefinitely. My passenger has a flock of chickens on my freighter. She needs to go back to feed them. And I forgot to eat dinner since I was busy being chased and shot at by a mafia ship, so I’d like to raid my chocolate stash too.”
“I’ve been instructed to keep you in your rooms.” The guard had blue eyes that were similar in color to the icy walls, something Alisa noticed as they locked onto hers. 
Her skin crawled as she sensed—or maybe just imagined him—probing into her thoughts. 
Emptying her mind and trying not to think about something, as Yumi had suggested, was difficult. She decided to try to think about something else instead. What might repulse the man and make him want to stay out of her thoughts? Images of death? Of the atrocities she had seen in the war? No, he’d probably just wonder why she was thinking about these things. Instead, she smiled slightly as she found something more recent to contemplate. 
In her mind, she went back to her conversation with Leonidas, the conversation about massages. She also remembered the times she had seen him with his shirt off, his thick, muscular torso on display, once in sickbay when Alejandro had been patching him up and once in his cabin, when she had woken him from his sleep. His hair had been tousled then, a pillow crease on his face, and the dim lighting of the corridor creating interesting shadows between his muscles. Before she got to the point of imagining herself giving him a massage, the guard’s lip curled up.
He looked over at Yumi. Whatever she was thinking about must not have come across as duplicitous, because he grunted and said, “Fine. I’ll escort you there and back. No detours.”
“Thank you,” Alisa said, tamping down the triumphant smile that wanted to curve her lips.
She kept her thoughts on Leonidas as they walked through the corridors, just in case the guard chose to dip back in to see what other clothes might come off.
She expected to find the Nomad’s cargo hatch closed, the ramp drawn up, and Beck inside with the heat cranked up as he snoozed in his bunk. It was well into the middle of the night and even colder than it had been when they first landed. The temple itself, with its ice walls, was cold, but the outdoor docks and landing pads, being open to the elements, were even more frigid. 
When they reached the ship, Alisa was surprised to find the ramp down and Beck at the bottom, his grill set up with more skewers of duck sending smoke wafting into the crisp air as they cooked. Two men in black robes stood in front of his portable kitchen, chatting with him as they waved around skewers of half-eaten meat.
“Beck,” Alisa greeted, walking up.
He flinched when he noticed her, or maybe it was the fierce guard walking behind her that extracted the reaction. The expression of surprise faded quickly, and he smiled. “Hello, Captain. You’re up late.”
“The chickens needed to be fed,” Alisa said, pointing her thumb to Yumi and widening her eyes slightly, hoping Beck would notice the sign and not point out that they had been fed right before the group first went into the temple. “Got enough to share there?”
“Of course.” Beck handed skewers to Alisa and Yumi, then waved one toward the guard. “Are you interested, sir? The food is free, but I accept tips.” He pointed to his cup, which held far more coins than it had when they had been on the space station. It was nearly full of whole tindark coins. 
Perhaps noticing her surprise, Beck leaned close to Alisa and whispered, “This has been brilliant. The Starseers are flush with cash and have nothing to spend it on up here. I don’t think they pay taxes, either.”
Alisa snorted. “Are you going to pay taxes?”
“Of course, Captain. I’m a law-abiding Alliance citizen.”
“Uh huh. Feed our friend there, will you?” Alisa tilted her head toward the guard, hoping the man would not insist on following her into the ship. Holding her own skewer, Alisa started up the ramp with Yumi, taking a bite as she walked. She paused at the top. “Beck?”
“Yes?”
“This is even better than last time. Did you make any modifications to your spice blend?” 
Beck’s lips twisted with distaste. “Yes.”
“Based on someone’s suggestion, perhaps?” She did not use Leonidas’s name, not wanting to mention him in front of the Starseers. The less they thought about him, the better.
“Yes,” Beck admitted, “but don’t tell him that, all right?”
“Maybe you should tell him. And invite him to be your permanent taster.”
Beck’s lips turned downward so deeply that the corners were in danger of falling off his chin.
As soon as they were in the ship and out of the guard’s line of sight, Alisa shooed Yumi toward her cabin. “Get what you need. I’m going to check on Mica. I’m sure we won’t have much time.”
The chickens squawked happily at their appearance, or maybe they were complaining that the hatch was open, with cold air flowing over their pen. At least the heat was on inside. The noisy chickens should lend credence to their story. Even so, Alisa kept her thoughts away from her intentions as much as possible, in case the guard was still monitoring them.
Yumi hustled up the stairs toward the passenger cabins. Alisa found Mica in engineering, though she had switched from working on things to sprawling on a cot in the corner and watching a vid on her netdisc. Or maybe she had been sleeping while it played in the background. The lights were dimmed, and she yawned impressively when Alisa walked in.
“Ship all fixed?” Alisa asked.
“I’ve got the shields regenerating themselves,” Mica said. “Beyond that, it was mostly cosmetic damage when we crashed.”
“When mental manipulation of our tools and our minds forced us to land abruptly,” Alisa corrected, refusing to add that incident to her record as a crash.
“Land abruptly? We skidded across the ice on our asses for a mile.”
“Either way, we ready to leave any time now?”
“Uh.” Mica slung her legs over the edge of the cot. “There’s nothing wrong with the ship that would keep us grounded. But…”
Alisa grimaced. She didn’t want to hear about a but. She wanted to drug Yumi’s mom, find out where her daughter was, and leave without further trouble. If Alejandro finished up his orb research and wanted a ride out of here, fine, but she wouldn’t be that upset if she had to part ways with him here.
“Follow me,” Mica said, yawning again. She padded out of engineering in her socks and led the way through the cargo hold and up the stairs, pausing to glower at the cold air coming in through the hatch.
“You do have a cabin with a bed in it,” Alisa commented.
“I like to keep an eye on the equipment, especially when odd things might happen.”
“Odd?”
Mica stepped into NavCom and prodded a monitor to life. The feed from one of the cameras on the undercarriage of the ship filled the display. Alisa had a view of the pier underneath them, a water line that someone must have allowed Mica to hook up, and—
“Uh, what is that?” She pointed at some kind of metal frame just visible on the side of the video pickup.
“Docking clamps. Two big ones holding us in place.”
A chill went through Alisa that had nothing to do with the polar air. She shouldn’t have been surprised after the way they had been invited to the temple, but it was alarming to see evidence that the Nomad was being held. Alisa had landed the ship fully on the pier. There was no safety reason for those clamps to be there. 
“Naidoo said I could leave as soon as the ship is repaired,” Alisa said. 
“You trust her?”
“Not really.” 
“Comforting.”
What if the Nomad was being held as an assurance that Alejandro did not fly off with the orb? Maybe he would be allowed to research it but not to keep it. 
Even if that was the reason for the clamps, it did nothing to cheer Alisa up. She had been contemplating leaving Alejandro behind, but she hated the idea of being forced into doing so. And what if Leonidas was part of that package? What if the Starseers had no intention of letting him go? 
“I went out for a look earlier and didn’t see a manual release,” Mica said. “I didn’t even see anything that hinted of an electronic component. Maybe they manipulate the clamps with their minds.” She snorted. “I don’t know. Did you see a control room inside those doors?”
“No, but our tour has been limited.” Alisa thought of the monitor-filled throne room, but those displays had all been showing news feeds, not cameras of the temple or docking area. “Wandering around on your own isn’t encouraged. There’s a guard standing outside, waiting to take Yumi and me back to our guest quarters.”
“Guest quarters? At least they didn’t dump you in a dungeon cell.”
“If you don’t mind the cold, the rooms are fine.” Alisa shrugged. “The beds are cushy, and there are plenty of chairs and blankets, but a prison is a prison. You know how I hate to be trapped.”
Mica shared a nod and a knowing look with her. There was no need to mention how freedom had been an illusion in the empire and how that had chafed them both. They knew why they had signed up to fight.
“Me too,” Mica said.
“I don’t think we’re going to have to leave immediately,” Alisa said, thinking of Yumi’s breakfast date with her mother and Alejandro’s research, “but in the morning, why don’t you spend some more time contemplating those clamps and how to release them in case we need to leave in a hurry later on?”
“I’ve already contemplated them with a screwdriver and a laser knife. Further contemplation would likely involve explosives.”
“I’m not opposed to explosive contemplation, so long as it doesn’t harm the Nomad.”
“That would be the challenging part.”
“It’s a good thing my engineer enjoys challenges.”
Mica only scowled at her.
“I better head back out before that guard comes looking for me,” Alisa said. “Have there been any other problems?”
Mica glanced toward the corridor outside of NavCom. It was empty.
“Not big problems, but I went out to get some of Beck’s food earlier. He’s been chatting with the Starseers, making friends over chargrilled duck.” 
“That’s a problem? I’m actually impressed if he’s making friends with those people. I’ve been looking for someone on the crew that has a diplomatic streak, since neither friends nor enemies appreciate my bluntness or my jokes.”
“I’m not sure he was being diplomatic when he was discussing your cyborg with them.”
Another chill went through Alisa as new concerns instantly popped into her mind. 
“What do you mean?” she asked, though she could already make some guesses.
“I only heard a small portion of the conversation before they noticed me walking down the ramp. The Starseer man immediately stopped talking, and Beck looked guilty too. Beck had been explaining in detail the warrant out for Leonidas’s arrest.” 
“I see.”
It was possible the Starseer had come to extract information on Leonidas from the crew, perhaps using mind manipulation talents on Beck to do so, but it was also possible Beck had instigated the conversation. Back on Perun, he had tried to entice Alisa into helping him turn in Leonidas to collect the two-hundred-thousand-tindark reward. All she had done was point out the reasons why subduing a cyborg for a trip to the government seat on Arkadius, the place where the bounty originated, would be next to impossible for the two of them. Maybe Beck had realized that things would be easier now that they were actually on Arkadius. A Starseer ally could make it even more feasible.
“Turning Leonidas in for a bounty would be a poor way to reward him after he helped improve Beck’s recipe,” Alisa murmured.
Mica’s eyebrows rose.
“Freighter captain,” the guard called from the cargo hold. “Your chickens have been fed. It’s time to return to your quarters.” His words were not hostile, but his voice was cool. Maybe he had an inkling that he had been fooled.
“Comm me if Beck and his new buddies go off for a chat, will you, Mica?”
“Yes, but I might be distracted by my explosive contemplations.”
“Do your best.” Alisa patted her on the arm, then hurried to the cargo hold, not wanting to give the guard reason for further suspicion.
Yumi was already waiting, nothing but her purse draped over her shoulder, the same one she had worn on the way into the ship. Good. The guard surely would have questioned her if she had dragged her entire trunk’s worth of supplies into the temple. Yumi gave the slightest of nods when Alisa approached. 
“I’m ready any time,” Alisa told the guard. “I was just checking with my engineer. It seems our ship acquired some unexpected attachments.”
The guard grunted and headed for the ramp.
“He’s a chatty fellow,” Alisa muttered to Yumi.
Yumi followed him, not responding. She fidgeted with a flap on her purse as she walked. Nervous about the idea of drugging her mother? That was understandable, and Alisa felt guilty for making the request, but she would not retract it. She wasn’t going to leave here without finding out where those men had taken her daughter.
Beck whistled cheerfully as they walked past him. Because people were enjoying his food, or because he was contemplating his two hundred thousand tindarks?
Alisa wanted to warn him not to do anything foolish—or greedy—but in addition to the guard, there were three Starseers in front of his grill now, enjoying skewers of meat. This wasn’t the place to bring up Leonidas. She shouldn’t even be thinking about him when these people could read minds. But she couldn’t resist saying something, making a quick attempt to persuade Beck not to do anything that he would regret—or that she would regret. 
“I really like the new spice recipe,” Alisa said, meeting his eyes. “You’re a good cook, and I think that with someone’s help, you could become even more successful. I’m sure you’ll make it eventually and earn far more than two hundred thousand tindarks in the years to come.”
One of the diner’s eyes closed to slits at the specific mention of the money. That disturbed Alisa for more reasons than one. First, because that amount meant something to him—Beck likely had been out here discussing specifics. And second, because the man knew she was trying to dissuade Beck… and it seemed he did not like it.
Beck only scratched his head. “I’ll keep that in mind, Captain. Glad you like the food.”
As the guard led Alisa and Yumi away, Alisa vowed to comm Leonidas and warn him about this development as soon as she had some privacy. She knew he was already on guard, but he should know that Beck might have given the Starseers more information on him. She hated to put a further rift between Leonidas and Beck, but if Beck had volunteered that information without coercion, he was bringing this on himself.
“I always thought that my life would be simple after the war ended,” Alisa muttered to herself. “Apparently, pilots are delusional.”



Chapter 9
Four hours and a nap later, a different guard came to the guest quarters to collect Yumi. Yumi informed the man that she had invited Alisa along for the breakfast date. Alisa filled her mind with images of Leonidas’s naked chest again, hoping to dissuade the male guard from surfing in her thoughts. Instead of curling a lip in disgust, his eyes widened, and he smiled slightly. Maybe he found the idea of massaging muscular men attractive instead of repulsive. Either way, he did not object to Alisa’s presence, nor did he demand to search the purse that Yumi was once again fidgeting with.
Alisa shut the door to the guest quarters on the way out. Neither Leonidas nor Alejandro had been back since Abelardus had taken them to the library, but that was not surprising. Given his obsession with the orb, Alejandro might spend days researching without eating or sleeping. And since he had often been a soldier out in the field, Leonidas was probably experienced at spending days without eating and sleeping, too, with the added discomfort of drone bombers shells and artillery rounds sailing overhead. 
“I don’t know if I can do this,” Yumi whispered as they turned into a corridor they hadn’t been down before and the guard stopped to talk to another robed Starseer. 
Everyone here seemed to be a Starseer, at least going by the robes. Alisa wondered what happened if children were born here and did not display talents. From her brief chat with Sylvia, she had received the impression that was more the norm than not. 
“Just hope for scrambled eggs or porridge,” Alisa whispered back. “It ought to be easy to mix something into that. Or juice. Can your stuff dissolve in juice?”
Yumi nodded and wiped sweat from her brow. 
“If you want, give it to me, and I’ll do it.” Alisa had no idea what the penalty was for trying to get a Starseer high, but since she had no relationship to Ji-yoon, she doubted she would be as nervous about it as Yumi.
Relief blossomed on Yumi’s face, and she dipped into her purse.
“Did you get any of that other concoction you mentioned?” Alisa murmured, standing in front of Yumi so the guard would not see what they were doing if he turned. Right now, he was busy talking to his buddy about the earthquake she’d heard about on the news the night before. She hoped they couldn’t talk to each other and mentally probe prisoners’ minds at the same time. 
“Yes, but I don’t think we should use it,” Yumi whispered as she pressed a small sealed bag into Alisa’s palm. A couple tablespoons of a fine brownish gray powder were tucked inside. The color made it look about as appealing as takka, maybe less so.
“Why not?”
“If she’s not able to read us the way she usually would, she’ll know something is blocking her, and then she’ll wonder why we’re blocking her. She’ll think we have something to hide.”
“And that’s worse than thinking the wrong thing at the wrong moment and letting her know that we have something to hide?”
“Probably. I don’t think my mother is a strong telepath, so she may only read us briefly at the beginning. Unless we say something suspicious and she has reason to believe we’re lying, I doubt she’ll poke around in our thoughts.”
The guard swatted his friend on the back—actually, that was the butt—and turned back to his charges. Maybe he did prefer male massage partners.
“Let’s go, you two,” he said, with a yawn. Bored with his duty, was he?
A bored guard was preferable to an alert one. Alisa smiled agreeably, slid the packet of powder into her pocket, and followed him. 
Soon, he led her and Yumi up a set of stairs and out onto a patio atop a tower. The crenellated half wall let them see in all directions, into the interior of the temple, to the docking area that held the Nomad and the other ships, and out toward the sea of ice a hundred feet below. The air was clear for a radius of a few hundred meters around the temple, but then the omnipresent gray mists started up on all sides, including overhead. Alisa thought she remembered glimpsing stars on their way in, but maybe they had been part of an illusion. The dense hazy gray mists blocked out the sky. If a ship flew over the area, it would not be able to see down to the temple, nor, she wagered, would a satellite be able to get imagery of the temple. 
“Uhh,” Yumi whispered, halting as soon as she stepped out the door.
A few tables with chairs were set up on the ice-block patio atop a rug, and a couple of hovering patio heaters hummed softly as they shed warmth on the area, but Alisa doubted it was the decor that made Yumi pause. She was staring at the only occupied table. Three people sat at it instead of the expected one: Ji-yoon, her gray-threaded black hair pulled back in a braid, and two younger women in their late teens or early twenties. They shared Ji-yoon’s almond-shaped eyes and black hair. In fact, as Alisa looked back and forth between them and Yumi, she decided they all shared a lot of features. Small noses and round faces, along with average to slender builds.
“Do you want me to stay or give you some privacy, Lady Ji-yoon?” the guard asked.
“We’ll be fine,” Ji-yoon said, though she did frown slightly at Alisa before waving to her daughter. “Please come join us, Yumi. And, ah, this is your captain, isn’t it?”
“Alisa Marchenko, ma’am,” Alisa said while doing her best not to think about the drugs in her pocket. 
It seemed like a silly time to think of shirtless cyborgs, so she thought of the Nomad instead and of flying the craft away from the Starseer temple, of the freedom of soaring through space and perhaps testing her skills by sailing through an asteroid field or through the tricky interstellar gravity wells that made navigating at the center of the trinary system a challenge. Perhaps Ji-yoon would have similar memories that she found appealing. 
“Yumi said that you’re a pilot too,” Alisa said, “and that you worked with the Alliance during the war. I was just twiddling my thumbs in my room, so I invited myself along to your breakfast. Hope you don’t mind.”
“Ah, I see. Come join us then.” Ji-yoon pointed to extra chairs at the nearest table. 
Before Alisa could head over to grab one, the older of the two girls tilted her head, and the chair scooted across the carpet on its own.
“Handy,” Alisa remarked.
“Allow me to introduce Young-hee,” Ji-yoon said, waving at the girl responsible, “and my other daughter, Soon-hee.”
“Daughters?” Yumi mouthed.
“Yes,” Ji-yoon said. “Even though your appearance here was unexpected, I’m glad you can all finally meet.” 
The younger women regarded Yumi curiously. The older of the two wrinkled her nose slightly. In disdain? Maybe she just had an itch.
“I didn’t realize…” Yumi looked to Alisa, as if she might have some light to shed on the situation.
While she could sympathize with Yumi’s discomfort, all Alisa was thinking was that she was either going to have to find a way to get rid of the girls for a while or that she now had three meals that she had to drug. There were not any beverages or plates on the table yet, so she could not gauge how feasible that would be.
“You know your father and I never married,” Ji-yoon told Yumi while one of the girls waved her hand over a sensor on the table. A holodisplay popped up, presenting a menu with pictures of food. “He was a good man and a soldier. Noble, appealing.” Ji-yoon smiled, and the older girl rolled her eyes.
Alisa leaned in to look at the menu, hoping to find it full of porridge, mashmeal, scrambled eggs, and other items in which it would be easy to mix powdered drugs. 
“I knew Dad was a soldier, yes,” Yumi said.
That likely meant Yumi’s father had been in the imperial fleet. Thirty years ago, or whenever she had been conceived, that would have been the only military service out there, aside from private guards and mercenary units. Thus far, Yumi had seemed indifferent to news of the Alliance and the empire, not speaking of allegiance to either side. Had she grown up with tendencies one way or another?
“And quite the romantic,” Ji-yoon said. “He definitely caught my attention.”
“I’m telling Father about this, Mother,” the younger girl said with a somewhat nervous giggle.
Ji-yoon waved her hand in dismissal. “He knows my past.” She turned back to Yumi. “Despite an attraction, we were never a good match. Not enough common interests.” She waved toward the temple all around them, and Alisa wondered if that was a polite way of saying he hadn’t been a Starseer and thus was not good enough to marry her. “It was never my intention to have a child with him, but we were off on… I guess you could call it an adventure.” Ji-yoon smiled at some memory. “You were the result. But we separated soon after you were born, and I returned to my home. I made sure he had the means to care for you—he was quite insistent that you stay with him, and I…”
“Didn’t care since I never displayed Starseer talents?” Yumi asked. She didn’t sound that bitter, but she looked out toward the frozen sea as she spoke, her eyes bleak. 
“I cared,” Ji-yoon said quietly. “But he wanted a reminder of our time together.”
Gee, way to make Yumi feel like a souvenir tchotchke picked up on a shared vacation. Alisa kept her mouth shut since this conversation had nothing to do with her. Besides, she was busy perusing the menu and groaning inside because every entry involved fish. Where were the eggs? The porridge? Couldn’t these people import any staples? Eight different kinds of fish steaks. How was she supposed to mix brown powder into a fish steak? 
“I noticed you stopped visiting once I was ten,” Yumi said, “the latest age when Starseer children manifest their talents, I’ve read.”
“That wasn’t why I stopped visiting,” Ji-yoon said firmly.
“No? It’s not as if Dad was dating anyone else. He never married, never seemed to fall in love again.”
“I’m sorry he never found anyone, but I was back here, and I did marry. And I had more children. When they were small, they were a handful, and it was hard to get away for weeks for cross-system visits.”
“A handful,” the younger one said with a sniff. “Really, Mother.”
“They’re still a handful,” Ji-yoon said.
The older one rolled her eyes again. Alisa would have taken Yumi over either of these twits for daughters.
Ji-yoon looked in her direction, frowning slightly. Hells, was she mind surfing? 
Alisa pointed at the last item on the menu and the only one without “steak” or “fillet” in the description. “Is the fish stew good? I’m going to try it.” 
She prodded the picture of it in the display. The selection flashed. The girls picked two items of their own, a fillet and a steak. Ji-yoon looked toward Alisa for another long moment before shifting her gaze to the menu. She selected a dragonfish steak. Great.
Alisa turned a grim expression toward Yumi, wondering how she was going to make this work, but Yumi did not look at her. She was frowning down at the table where her hands were clasped tightly.
“Yumi?” Ji-yoon asked softly. “Are you going to eat? You don’t have to worry about paying here. You’re my guest.”
Yumi’s lips thinned. “Thank you, but I assure you I can afford my way. I’ve held several prestigious teaching positions, and I’ve worked as a private tutor for wealthy families. I’m smart with my money. Just because I’m choosing to travel now—”
Ji-yoon held up a hand. “I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that we don’t use money here. Those who have jobs outside of the temple often get paid, but here, as long as you contribute in a way, your room and board and other needs are provided. Those of your guests, too, though given the strict policies about outsiders, few of us entertain.” Her smile actually looked a touch sad.
“Oh.” Yumi’s cheeks flushed pink, and she poked at the fish stew option.
Alisa cleared her throat. “What is it that you do for the temple, ma’am? You’re a pilot, I understand, but also an archivist, was it?” She glanced to Yumi for confirmation, but Yumi was studying her hands again. Alisa was starting to wish she had another accomplice along to rely on. 
“Yes, I keep records.” It was a terse answer, and Ji-yoon looked back to Yumi as soon as she shared it.
Alisa scratched her ear. How many of her thoughts had the woman glimpsed? Was this plan already hopeless? 
“You should also know that your father and I had a difference of opinion when it came to politics,” Ji-yoon said. “He was working for the imperial fleet and believed in the status quo, whereas I was an advisor to the burgeoning Tri-Sun Alliance.”
“Did you help the Alliance during the war then?” Alisa asked, still trying to find a way to get the woman speaking more. She had no idea if she was going to get a chance to drug her food, but maybe she could draw out a few useful tidbits. 
“I did.” Ji-yoon lifted her chin. “Starseers aren’t all loyal to the same factions, and many don’t care one whit about what mundanes are doing out in the system, but there are a lot of us who haven’t forgotten that the founders of the empire were those who destroyed so many of our people in the Order Wars, that they were the ones to force us into hiding.”
Alisa did not mention that the Starseers might not have been forced into hiding if they hadn’t been trying to take over the entire system, but Ji-yoon must have seen some of her thoughts, because her face grew more unfriendly. If she was a weak telepath, as Yumi had said, Alisa did not want to encounter a strong one.
The door opened, and a robot rolled out carrying plates, bowls, and a coffee pot and mugs. 
“Do you ever have trouble among your own people?” Alisa asked. “Because of your allegiances? If some supported the empire and some supported the Alliance, I imagine there were some brawls here in the temple. What happens when you fight each other? Do walls come down?” She tried a smile.
“We’re not savages, Captain.”
“No, I didn’t mean to imply that.” Alisa covered her discomfort—three suns, she was making a mess of this—by selecting her dish from the tray as the robot rolled around the table. Maybe she should drug her own food. Would that make this breakfast less awkward?
“Political discussions often come up at meals,” Ji-yoon said, “but even heated debates remain civilized. If people are too passionate one way or another and can’t remain civilized, they’re encouraged to leave the temple for a time.”
“Like those spoilsports who had to leave last summer,” the younger daughter said, digging into her meal. “Remember, Young? When Jason left with his dad? They were imperial loyalists and kept saying that there’d be no living on Arkadius now.”
Alisa ate a spoonful of her stew while fiddling with the packet in her pocket. “Last summer? When was that here? A few months ago?”
“Oh, seven, eight, maybe. It was right after the war ended.”
The girl’s gossip had nothing to do with Alisa’s daughter, but she found herself thinking about how people who had left Arkadius then could have stopped for a few errands along the way and made it to Perun about the time that Jelena had been kidnapped. Would Starseers who had left for political reasons be considered rogues, as Naidoo had mentioned? But even if they were, why would such people have targeted Jelena? It wasn’t as if Jonah had been an imperial sympathizer. He had been smart enough to keep his mouth shut about his opinions when at work and in public, but he had shared most of Alisa’s political beliefs, and he had supported her when she left to fight with the Alliance. 
“Mom?” Yumi said, looking toward a spire rising from the wall not far from their patio perch. 
“Yes?” 
“You know I’ve always been interested in science. I was quite curious, as we flew up, how the temple stays afloat, especially since I didn’t see evidence of hover technology underneath. Do you know?”
“Maybe they keep some of their people chained in a tower who are responsible for keeping it up with their mind powers,” Alisa said.
Ji-yoon frowned at her again—she liked to do that. But her youngest daughter giggled. 
“I actually had a teacher threaten me with that task once if I didn’t pay attention in school,” she said. 
“There are hover engines, but they’re not underneath the structure. They’re built into the towers.” Ji-yoon pushed her chair away from the table. “I think you can see the housings from here on a couple of them. I’ll show you.”
Alisa hadn’t realized what Yumi was doing with her question until Ji-yoon walked away from the table and Yumi stood, giving Alisa a significant look as she pushed her chair in and followed. Yumi was trying to give her a chance.
The younger daughter got up, too, a skip to her step as she joined them. “I’m taking engineering courses right now. I can tell you all about the engines. Yumi, what kind of science do you study?”
Under the table, Alisa slid the packet out of her pocket and looked at the older daughter, willing her to get up and join the adventure. Instead, Young-hee pulled up the menu again, swiping her finger to bring up a beverage section. Alisa wanted to suggest that she join her mother, but that would be too obvious. She opened the packet and eyed Ji-yoon’s plate. It was across the table from her. There was no way she could stretch over to dump powder on it without Young-hee noticing, especially since she needed to do something creative to disguise it. There was a buttery orange sauce on the fish that she might mix it into, but that would take a few seconds.
As the girl poked through a selection of sugary coffee drinks, Alisa looked at the plate to her immediate right. That one belonged to Soon-hee. She was the chattiest one there and might give up information even without a drug. Whether that information would be useful was questionable, but maybe she knew more about the men who had left last summer, such as what their itinerary had been and if any of them had been named Durant.
“That one sounds good,” Alisa said, pointing to something called a Galaxy Arkadia. “Is there a list of ingredients?” She used her arm to block the view of Soon-hee’s plate and slid her free hand out to sprinkle some of the powder onto the buttery fish and seaweed salad. Without looking at it, she did her best to stir the sauce around with her finger and dissolve the gray-brown powder. The butter did not hide much, as her first glance revealed. She grimaced, realizing she had created an entirely unappealing spotted fish fillet.
“It’s a tropical drink,” Young-hee said. “Just coconut cream, coffee, and moolithika syrup.” She frowned at Alisa’s arm, probably wondering why it was still outstretched.
“I love sweet drinks. I’ll take one.” Alisa prodded the menu as she flipped the fish fillet over with her other hand.
She leaned back, again grimacing as she eyed the results of her clumsy legerdemain. Turning the fillet over had hidden the spots, but it was crooked on the plate, and there were still spots on that seaweed salad. Maybe the girl would think it was a seasoning. Celery salt, perhaps.
Young-hee was frowning at her, the expression similar to the disapproving one her mother wielded often, and Alisa remembered the problematic telepathy skills. Alisa put the shirtless Leonidas at the forefront of her thoughts again, imagining him enjoying a coffee with her after a morning of amore. She felt silly for using him so, and a little bad that she wasn’t using her memories of Jonah when it came to sexual thoughts, but this was the first thing that popped into her head. 
Young-hee’s eyebrows pinched together, and Alisa had no idea if her mental subterfuge was working. Had she been too late in sticking that image into her head? Or was the girl powerful enough to see through it?
Still looking irritated, Young-hee turned back to the menu, scrolling through the drinks again. 
“How many engines does it take to hold up the entire temple?” Yumi asked, glancing back at Alisa. She raised her eyebrows. 
Alisa shook her head slightly. Yumi made a hurry-up face. As if Alisa wasn’t trying.
“I have to go to the lav,” she announced.
Young-hee shrugged indifferently at her. Alisa moved around the table in the direction that would take her by Ji-yoon’s plate on the way to the door. She not-so-accidentally brushed the sleeve of her jacket over a fork and knocked it onto the rug. 
“Oops. I’ll get it.” Once again using her body to hide her movements, she dumped some of the powder onto the plate. A breeze kicked up, batting at the packet and unleashing more of the drug than she had intended. Cursing to herself, she picked up the fork and groped for a way to fix her mess. The powder was clearly lying atop the orange sauce on the fish steak. “Guess she won’t want to use that.” Alisa leaned across the table and dropped the fork in the middle while stirring the sauce with her finger. 
She inadvertently bumped Young-hee and caused the menu to close.
“What are you doing?” Young-hee asked, frowning at her and also in the direction of her mother’s plate.
“Just trying to help,” Alisa said with forced cheer. She lifted both hands, curling her fingers down to hide the orange sauce on one tip, and backed away from the table. “Be back in a minute.”
She turned for the door, trying not to feel like she was fleeing from a crime scene. As she opened it to hustle out, Young-hee left the table and walked toward her mother. She must have seen what Alisa was doing, if not with her eyes then with her mind.
Groaning, Alisa hurried away from the patio. It crossed her mind to flee all the way back to the ship and maybe, if Mica had figured out how to break those clamps, all the way back into space. But the guard was leaning against the wall at the top of the stairs. He gave her a frank look.
“Can you point me to the lav?” Alisa asked, trying to blank her thoughts, though it probably did not matter now. 
He grunted and pushed away from the wall. “This way.”
They did not have to go far. He pointed to a door, and Alisa rushed in, expecting a squad of Starseers to come charging down the corridor any moment to arrest her or whatever it was they did to people who committed crimes here. She pulled out her comm unit and looked at it, tempted to call Leonidas. But what was he going to do? Come loom threateningly at her shoulder as she attempted to explain why she’d thought it would be fun to drug a Starseer? Even if he would leave Alejandro to help her, he had enough trouble with the Starseers already, just from being a cyborg. She did not need to bring him into her problems.
She almost commed him, anyway, since he had not answered earlier, when she had intended to warn him about Beck’s conversation with his grill customers. But the door opened, and she stuffed the unit into her pocket, turning to face her visitor. It wasn’t a squad of warriors, but it was Young-hee.



Chapter 10
Alisa smiled at Young-hee, though she was sure it was a grim and insincere gesture. 
“If you’re a spy, you’re a clumsy one,” Young-hee said, frowning sternly at her. 
Alisa found it strange being frowned at sternly by a woman at least ten years younger than she was, but Young-hee had been the one to move the chair with her mind. Who knew what all she could do?
“I’m not a spy. I’m a mother, and I’m desperate.” Alisa highly doubted that she would gain anything by being honest with the girl, but also doubted there was a point to lying now. “A group of Starseers kidnapped my daughter several months ago. I’m trying to find her and get her back.”
“So naturally you’re drugging my mother and my sister.” Young-hee gave her an are-you-really-this-stupid look. 
Unfortunately, Alisa felt the look was well deserved. “I would have preferred to drug Lady Naidoo, but she didn’t invite us to breakfast.”
To her utter surprise, Young-hee threw her head back and laughed. 
Alisa raised her eyebrows. By the blessings of the sun gods, had she finally found someone who appreciated her humor? Or maybe the girl was amused by the idea of her stately and venerable leader on drugs.
“It’s not anything toxic, is it?” Young-hee asked, recovering. “I didn’t get that from your thoughts.”
“No, I asked Yumi for a truth serum. I doubt she has military-grade interrogation drugs, though, so it’s more likely some kind of dried mushroom powder that lowers inhibitions.”
“Does it go well with fish?”
“I’m not sure. I fled before they tried it. Did you warn them?” 
“Not exactly. I said you were being suspicious and that I was going to investigate.” 
“Ah.” Alisa was not sure what else to say. This was not going as badly as she had feared, but she doubted she could trust Young-hee. 
“What were you going to ask my mother?”
“If, as the temple archivist, she was familiar with a Starseer named Durant.”
“Durant Shepherd?”
“I didn’t catch the last name in the security vid,” Alisa said, letting herself feel a tiny tendril of hope that this unexpected resource would give her useful information.
“Well, it might not be the same person then, but Durant Shepherd was one of the men who left in a huff last summer. They were all friendly to the empire and distant relatives of the emperor himself. You could ask Abelardus about it. He would know a lot more.”
“Abelardus? The big warrior brute with all the braids?”
“Brute? Please. He’s gorgeous.” Young-hee sighed and rested a palm against her heart. 
“Er, yes. Why would he know about Durant?”
“Because they’re brothers.”
The tiny tendril of hope in Alisa’s heart swelled to a thick vine. Abelardus had gone to the library with Leonidas and Alejandro. Finding him would be easy. Would he answer her questions? If not, maybe she could convince Leonidas to put his grenade launcher to use on her behalf. No, that would only get him in trouble. Alisa still had about a third of the brown powder left. Maybe she could spike a Galaxy Arkadia and offer him a drink.
Young-hee laughed again, the sound echoing from the walls of the small lavatory. 
“Are you reading my mind?” Alisa asked.
“Of course. Would you trust anything that comes out of your mouth?”
“Perhaps not in this case, no.”
“Shall we go see if my mother and sister have tried the fish?” Young-hee smirked. “You may want to trial your drug on them before going after Abelardus. He’ll hurt you if he figures out what you’re up to.”
“Uhm, sure,” Alisa said, though she was more interested in running straight to the library. Unfortunately, that guard was still out there, and she doubted Young-hee was going to send him away so Alisa could have free run of the temple.
“I was dreading this meal when my mother brought it up,” Young-hee said as they stepped back into the hall, “but it’s turned out to be more interesting than expected.” The guard was, indeed, still out there, and he looked curiously at her, but she merely led the way up the stairs to the outdoor patio.
Yumi, Ji-yoon, and Soon-hee were at the table again, all leaning back in their chairs, all gesturing expansively with their arms and laughing as Yumi told a story that involved chickens and engines. Yumi should not have been drugged, but she was certainly acting it up, displaying as much cheer and enthusiasm as the other two women. Soon-hee waved her fork in the air, a piece of her half-eaten fish on the tines, and tried to pop it into her mouth. She missed, the fish fell on the table, and she giggled so hard that tears leaked from the corners of her eyes.
Young-hee stopped outside the door, her mouth dropping open as her mother nearly fell out of her chair laughing before catching herself on the table and righting herself. Young-hee gave Alisa an incredulous look.
“Yumi did this to pirates, too,” Alisa said. “She helped us escape that way.”
“She drugged pirates?”
“She did.”
“Huh, I always assumed from her profession that she could be stodgy. Maybe we’ll have to become pen pals.”
“I’m glad I could facilitate that,” Alisa said, “but is there any chance you could—”
Alisa’s comm beeped, and she jumped. 
“Yes?” she answered, expecting it to be Mica reporting on her progress with the docking clamps.
“Captain?” a male voice asked.
“Doctor?”
“Yes. I need some help.”
Alisa felt her lips press together. Alejandro was the last person on her ship she cared about helping.
“Technically, Leonidas needs some help,” he said. 
“What happened?” she asked, much more interested now. She barely noticed Soon-hee’s ongoing fork problems. 
“There’s been a murder. He’s the suspect, and he’s resisting arrest. I don’t blame him, but they’re going to—”
A thunderous boom sounded. 
Alisa heard it over the comm unit and from the other side of the temple. A mushroom cloud of smoke billowed up from a tower across the courtyard from their patio. 
“Tell me that wasn’t Leonidas,” Alisa said.
“You shouldn’t have told him to blow up a tower for you.”
“Damn it, Doctor,” she said, turning toward the door, hardly caring if the guard tried to stop her. “What’s going on? Are you still in the library?”
“I have—” Alejandro broke off with a startled gasp.
“Doctor?” Alisa demanded. “Doctor, are you there?”
The comm line sounded like it was still open, with angry shouts sounding in the distance, but nobody responded.
• • • • •
Alisa implored Young-hee to take her to the library—she would have tried to break free of the guard and find the place on her own if the girl hadn’t agreed. To her surprise, she did, though they had to leave Yumi and the other women behind, since none of them seemed to grasp the need for urgency. From the way Yumi was being as silly as the others, Alisa suspected she had been tasting the spotted fish.
Trusting she would be fine there with her mother, Alisa strode after Young-hee. She wanted to run, but her guide did not feel her sense of urgency, either. Alisa clenched her fist and might have tried pushing her along, but her guard was also following along, watching suspiciously.
“Brenner?” a voice said over his comm. “Report to the library. We have an incident and need backup.”
The guard passed Young-hee and took off at a run. Alisa sprinted after him, not caring if Young-hee kept up or not. An incident? That could only be Leonidas. How in all three hells had he ended up accused of murder? Had someone else tried a mental attack on him, causing him to defend himself with force? Enough force to kill?
The guard charged up a wide set of stairs with ice pillars on either side, animals and mythological creatures carved into them. Another time, Alisa would have admired the artwork. Now, she was too busy chasing after the big man. They burst through the double doors at the top together.
At first, she did not see the trouble. A cavernous, carpeted room spread out before her, more carved pillars reaching to a high ceiling and rows and rows of bookcases stretching toward a distant, window-filled wall. But shouts came from the side, from a round room that looked to be the base of one of the ubiquitous towers. Someone roared in pain, and hair rose on the back of Alisa’s neck. She had never heard such an anguished cry come from Leonidas’s throat, but that sounded like him.
She sprinted toward the tower, running so fast that she passed the guard. Her Etcher found its way into her hand, even though the logical part of her brain informed her that it would be idiotic to shoot anyone here. She ran through the door and turned toward the noise, almost crashing into someone’s back. Several robed figures were lined up, and one of the robes was gray instead of black.
“Doctor,” Alisa blurted as the guard caught up with her, gripping her arm from behind. 
Barely noticing, she was about to demand an explanation from Alejandro, but saw that two men were gripping his arms too. These were the young Starseer warriors, some of whom she had seen waiting outside of the Nomad. Alejandro was not wearing his satchel. Had they taken the artifact from him?
Two of the Starseers turned to look back at her, opening up the view of the room in front of them. Leonidas was on his hands and knees on the floor, his helmet off and blood dripping from his nostrils and ears. The entire wall behind him had been blown away, and an alarmingly huge puddle of blood saturated the rubble-littered carpet in front of him. Wounded men groaned from the floor off to the side, one rolling and gasping, grabbing his ribs through his robe.
“Leonidas,” Alisa blurted, trying to pull away from the guard so she could go to him.
The Starseer did not let go of her arm, and her Etcher was clenched in that hand so she couldn’t bring it to bear. Instead, she whirled and slammed her boot into his kneecap. He clearly hadn’t expected her to attack, and the blow made him gasp, releasing her. She pushed between the two men who had turned to look back, thinking she might squeeze past them and throwing a few elbows to put them off guard, but they recovered and caught her. 
Then some unfamiliar force restrained her further, a pressure on the inside of her skull that took control of her body away from her. She couldn’t continue forward. Her limbs simply would not work. She couldn’t even feel them. It was as if they had been frozen in ice.
Still on his hands and knees, Leonidas lifted his head. He met her eyes briefly, his own eyes squinting with pain, but he turned his head slightly and focused on an older man a few feet from Alisa. The gray-haired, pale-skinned Starseer’s hand was out, fingers splayed as he pointed his palm at Leonidas. Utter concentration was stamped on his face as he looked from Leonidas to the hole in the wall, to the drop beyond it, a hundred feet to the sea of ice below.
Alisa was no mind reader, but she knew without a doubt what he was thinking. To use his mind to shove Leonidas out, to cause him to fall to his death. She doubted that even Leonidas could survive a drop that far.
She tried to cry for him to stop, to distract him somehow, but her voice box would not work. The pressure in her skull seemed to build, causing pain, making her want to crumple into a ball and wrap her arms around her head instead of fighting further. Yet she struggled, trying to find a way to move, to break the hold on her.
“Stop it,” Alejandro said. “He’s done nothing.”
“He killed Abelardus and wounded three of my warriors,” the old man snarled, not taking his gaze from Leonidas as he spoke.
Abelardus? The one who knew Durant? Her only lead?
As soon as she had the thought, Alisa felt despicably selfish. Leonidas was writhing on the floor, maybe being killed before her eyes, and she was worried about her own problems?
“No,” she rasped, barely able to get the syllable out. She wanted to say that Leonidas wouldn’t have done that, that he wouldn’t have killed any of the men here, but an invisible hand tightened around her throat, and she could not utter the words.
Her eyes, the only things she could move, darted from side to side in her head as she tried to identify the person who was using this power on her. She did not know what she could do to stop it, but she wanted to know who was tormenting her so.
“If you can see his thoughts, then you know that’s not true,” Alejandro said. “He’s an honorable man. He wouldn’t have thrown someone out the window to his death.”
“What window?” the old man asked. “He blew up the window and the wall.”
“To try to disrupt the concentration of the people attacking him!”
“Of course we’re attacking him. He’ll kill us if he gets the chance, just like he did Abelardus.” The old man’s fingers twitched, and some force shoved Leonidas, heavy armor and all, toward the gaping hole in the wall. 
Other men in the line smiled, though their faces were full of concentration too. They were all ganging up on Leonidas, bullying him. 
Leonidas glared at them through the pain contorting his face, but he could not resist the invisible force pushing him toward the hole.
“If he’d wanted to kill you, he would have aimed the grenade at you,” Alejandro said, arguing more forcefully than Alisa would have expected from him. Despite his impassioned words, the Starseers were not listening. The old man continued to push Leonidas across the carpet, inch by inch. Wind swept through the hole in the wall and plucked at Leonidas’s sweat-drenched hair.
Realizing that physically fighting whatever held her was not working, Alisa tried going limp, slumping against the Starseer closest to her. He seemed startled, and for a second, the force around her throat disappeared as he caught her with his arms, keeping her from hitting the ground. Before she could move, the force around her body reasserted itself.
She hissed in frustration. The toe of Leonidas’s boot slipped over the edge of the hole. A piece of rubble from the wall was pushed through and tumbled free, falling too far for her to hear it land. 
“That’s my security officer,” she blurted, startling herself because she hadn’t realized she would be able to speak. She immediately wished she had come up with some more useful argument. How was that going to sway them to let him go? Several faces turned toward her, and she felt foolish, but she pressed on. “I need him to fly my ship, to protect us from pirates. He’s… he’s integral, damn it. You have no right to—”
The force reapplied itself to her throat, cutting off her ability to speak and half of her air as well.
“No,” the old man said, lowering his hand. Leonidas still looked to be flattened to the floor, but he wasn’t being pushed farther toward the hole. “Let her speak.” His cold, soulless eyes locked onto hers. “Are you saying that the cyborg works for you, Captain?”
She recognized the trap as soon as he asked the question and realized her mistake in making the claim. She’d been looking for an argument that might sway them to leave him alone, but this could get her into as much trouble as he was in.
Leonidas managed to lift his head up. His eyes were wide, full of concern. Not for himself but for her. He looked like he wanted to shake his head wildly, but all he could get out was a slight gesture of the negative. “Don’t,” he mouthed, blood spilling down his chin when he moved his lips.
Seeing him in such pain, seeing him being bullied, made Alisa want to cry. And to rage. She struggled again against the invisible bonds that held her, longing to lash out, to shoot these cruel idiots.
“Because if that’s the case, Captain,” the old man said, “you’re responsible for his actions and just as much to blame for this murder as he is.”
Alisa looked toward the huge bloodstain. She did not see a body anywhere in the room. Had someone gone out the hole in the wall? She didn’t understand fully what had happened or how Leonidas had ended up in a brawl with someone here. His grenade launcher and blazer pistols were on the floor near the stain, too far away for him to reach now, but nobody else’s weapons were there, no sign of torn robes or coins that might have fallen out in a scuffle. There was just the blood.
“It’s not a military ship, Osmond,” someone said dryly. “She can’t be held responsible for a civilian employee going crazy.”
“Of course she can,” the old man snapped.
“He doesn’t work for her,” Alejandro said, meeting her gaze across the intervening Starseers. “She’s lying. We’re just passengers.”
More of the Starseers were focused on her now, her and Alejandro and the old man. In her peripheral vision, Alisa saw Leonidas’s fingers inching toward his opposite arm, toward some small panel in his armor. She immediately tried to think of something else, afraid someone monitoring her thoughts would notice her noticing his slight actions.
“Passengers that paid their fare,” Alisa said, filling her mind with images of the Nomad and her passenger cabins. “I aim to get them to their destination.”
No need to mention that this technically was their destination and that nobody had made arrangements for further passage. She hadn’t even made plans as to where she intended to go after this.
“Then it’s a shame your passenger chose to murder one of our people,” the old man said, shifting his attention back to Leonidas.
“He didn’t,” Alisa cried, though she had no way of knowing that. She hoped to give Leonidas the few more seconds he needed to do whatever he was trying to do.
The old man frowned at her, but lifted his hand and stepped toward Leonidas. 
Leonidas flicked something toward the Starseers, a thimble-sized canister that started spewing bluish-gray smoke as soon as it rolled across the carpet. The powerful stuff had an immediate impact. Horrible smoke curled down Alisa’s throat and into her nostrils, feeling like acid burning away her cilia. Tears streamed from her eyes. 
The Starseers stumbled back, and the man holding her let her go. The invisible force wrapped around her also disappeared. Coughs filled the air all around her as the smoke thickened.
Alisa tried to stumble toward Leonidas, even though she could no longer see him in the dense haze, but she was too busy choking on snot and heaving, feeling like her body was trying to cough her lungs out into a pile on the carpet.
A hard arm went around her, and she found herself flung across someone’s shoulder. Leonidas? 
As she was swept away from the smoke, her mind filled with an image of those docking clamps under her ship. How would they get away if Mica hadn’t found a way to deal with them yet? How would they get away even if she had? Wouldn’t the Starseers cause them to crash in the mists again?
Leonidas charged for the doors of the library, pushing robed men to the side, men clutching their noses and mouths, snot all over their fingers. They were too distracted by their own discomfort to stop him. He raced through the doorway into air that was thankfully clear of smoke.
Alisa expected him to keep going, to run down the stairs and all the way back to the ship. But he halted before starting down. Being draped over his shoulder limited her view, and she twisted, trying to see around his broad torso. She saw just enough to make her stomach sink.
Lady Naidoo stood at the bottom of the stairs with Young-hee at her side and six Starseer warriors lined up behind her, some with their staffs raised, others with plain blazers pointed at Leonidas. Naidoo herself held the tip of her staff toward him, and energy seemed to crackle in the air around it as the runes carved into the side glowed fiercely.
From the very still way that Leonidas stood, not even seeming to breathe, Alisa feared that he was being restrained by their power again. She wished he had simply run out without stopping to grab her. Maybe he would have made it farther alone. Though where he could have gone from here, she did not know.
“Take them to the prison area,” Naidoo said, lowering her staff. 
Leonidas sighed, shifting his weight. He must have been released so he could walk. He did not attempt to fight again.
Other robed figures stumbled out of the library and onto the landing, some coughing, some throwing up. The old man leaned over the railing and heaved his breakfast onto the floor beside the stairs. Alisa felt a modicum of satisfaction at seeing his discomfort, but it did not last long. Someone lifted her from Leonidas’s shoulder, and robed warriors swarmed all around them. She was thrown over someone else’s shoulder like a sack of flour.
If you fight me, I will make this walk unpleasant for you, an unfamiliar voice spoke into her mind.
“I’m gagging on my own snot, and my eyes feel like they’re being clawed out by acid,” Alisa said, her voice raspy. How much more unpleasant could it get?
She did not, however, try to wriggle free or fight her captor as she was carried down the stairs. With so many enemies around—yes, she had to consider these people enemies now—what was the point?



Chapter 11
Alisa was not surprised that the theme of ice ceilings and floors continued in the basement dungeon where she and Leonidas were dropped off. They were deposited in adjoining cells with translucent forcefields on all sides acting as walls to separate them and keep them from escaping. The cells themselves were part of a block of similar cells in the center of a large room that was also used for storage. Casks of wine and beer and sake were stacked against a back wall. Alas, nobody saw fit to roll one into Alisa’s cell. She could have used a stiff drink. 
Once the forcefields were up, the Starseers that had walked their prisoners down en masse all left. A camera on a wall near the bottom of the stairs was turned toward the cells. Alisa did not see any obvious way to escape unless she could dig a hole in the ice floor. Unfortunately, the Starseers had searched her and removed her weapons and multitool. Unless she could dig her way out with her teeth, the odds did not look good. They had also forced Leonidas out of his combat armor, leaving him in nothing more than the underwear and thin T-shirt he wore underneath. 
Alisa smiled without humor, thinking of the times she had been imagining him scantily clad in order to distract the Starseers poking in her mind. This was not how she had envisioned seeing him. Blood crusted his face and the sides of his neck from where it had run out of his ears, nose, and mouth, and large bruises mottled the skin on his arms and legs, probably on his torso under his shirt too. Somehow, the Starseers had injured him badly, even with his armor covering him. Armor was designed to defeat weapons, not mental attacks. 
She watched Leonidas through the forcefield, wishing she could offer him a hug. She also wanted to ask him what had happened, but he was still sitting on the floor where they had deposited him, his shoulders slumped, his chin to his chest. He looked like he wanted to curl onto his side and pass out. It was probably only the chill of the ice under his butt that kept him from pressing more skin against it. There were no carpets here in the basement to alleviate the cold, and there wasn’t any furniture in the cells, not even a pot for going to the bathroom. Not that Alisa would want to do that in front of Leonidas or the camera. 
“Are you going to be all right?” Alisa asked softly. 
She did not want to bother him, but she did want to know what had happened and if she should be yelling at that camera, pleading for Alejandro or some other doctor to be sent to attend to him. Wherever Alejandro was. The Starseers must have decided he was not enough of a threat that he needed to be locked up.
“You shouldn’t have been thrown in here with me,” he mumbled, his chin still to his chest. He definitely sounded like he was in pain, like it hurt just to breathe. Had they broken some of his ribs? 
“What can I say? I missed your company. Drugging Yumi’s family wasn’t as fun as I thought it would be.”
He turned his head, looking at her for the first time. “Is that inappropriate humor or did you actually do that?”
“Yes, and yes.” She managed a smile for him, even though his face looked as bad as the rest of him, and she wanted to break into tears. His strong features were bruised, his lips split and swollen, and his eyes so dark and puffy that she was surprised he could see out of them. “I don’t know if it will help anything, but if it doesn’t hurt too much, I’d appreciate it if you told me what happened.”
“Hells if I know.”
She frowned. What did that mean? He’d been there, hadn’t he?
“In the beginning, I watched over the doctor’s shoulder as he researched, and I tried to give him ideas. I thought he might want to investigate old Starseer nursery rhymes since that seemed to be what Yumi had remembered and used to find this place. He told me to go away and stop bugging him.” He paused and took in a slow, deep breath before continuing. “So I wandered through the library, poking into books about the history of the Starseers and some of the artifacts they had created, though my attempt at research was handicapped by the fact that the doctor still hasn’t confided in me about what exactly that orb is or what it’s supposed to lead him to—he’s given the impression that it’s a map or a puzzle, but that’s it.”
Alisa almost opened her mouth to agree with that assessment, but couldn’t remember if she had learned that information during one of the times she had been eavesdropping on Alejandro and Leonidas. She did not want to confess to that.
“I asked my guard what he thought it was,” Leonidas said, “but he wasn’t talking.”
“Your guard being Abelardus?” 
“Yes. He chose to follow me around the library, glaring at the back of my head instead of staying with the doctor. Maybe he thought I was going to leave graffiti on the walls.”
“You do have the look of a delinquent.” 
His eyebrows rose. “Really, Captain.”
“Alisa.”
“I’m supposed to call you by first name when you’re calling me a delinquent?”
“You’re supposed to always call me by first name.” She smiled at him. “What happened to Abelardus?”
Leonidas took another deep breath, but it turned into a round of coughs. He winced and rotated his face away from her, as if he did not want her to see that he was in pain. She bit her lip, again wishing she could go over there and wrap her arms around him. It would not do anything to alleviate his pain, but maybe he would find human contact comforting. 
Leonidas wiped his mouth and turned his face back toward her. She swallowed when she saw the fresh blood on the back of his hand. Three suns, he needed a regeneration tank, not a prison cell.
“I was reading some old scrolls when Abelardus left. He’d been at the head of the aisle, keeping a close eye on me. I assumed he was going to check on the doctor. About ten minutes passed with nothing happening. I heard people coming in and out of the library, of course, but Abelardus did not return. Then I heard the sound of breaking glass—real made-out-of-sand-and-breakable glass, not glastica. Even though I could tell it had happened in a different part of the library from where the doctor was researching, I ran to look. The window, the one where you saw that hole in the wall, was completely smashed open, most of the glass knocked out. There was blood all over the carpet. You saw that.”
Alisa nodded, the first uneasy inkling entering her mind that Leonidas had been set up. 
“I looked out the window—that tower hangs out over the parapet—and down to the ice. There was a big hole in the ice with blood smeared on the side.”
“Wait a minute.” Alisa held up her hand. “A hole in ice that is so thick that the Nomad crashed onto it and didn’t fall through?”
“The White Dragon ship fell through.”
“After you caused a huge explosion inside of it.”
“The ice isn’t uniformly thick over the water.”
“Leonidas, nobody fell out of that window and broke through that ice. You’ve been set up.”
He sighed. “I suspect that, too, yes. I pointed out the lack of a body to the first Starseers who ran in and started shouting murder accusations at me. They weren’t interested in listening to me. I realized someone might want to get me out of the way so it would be easier to take the doctor’s artifact. Or maybe someone wanted me out of the way just because he or she had a grudge against cyborgs.”
Alisa grimaced in sympathy. The more she traveled the system with Leonidas, the more she had seen that his kind were either feared or hated. It had made sense for the Alliance to fear cyborg soldiers, after the numerous encounters they had lost to the powerful warriors, but even former loyal imperial subjects seemed uncomfortable around him. Even his own family apparently was.
“As I said, they refused to listen to me. It didn’t help that…” Leonidas glanced over, almost looking embarrassed. 
“That what? Can’t they see into your mind? They should be able to see that you didn’t do anything, right?”
“They see what they want to see, like anyone else. And… I did get into an altercation with Abelardus on the way to the library. There were numerous witnesses, and Alejandro had to shout in my ear to get me to let go.”
“Why? Was he trying to strangle you or hurt you with his mind?”
“Not exactly.” Leonidas sighed again and lay back on the ice, grimacing as he settled his body. One hand cupped the side of his ribcage. “He was invading my mind, sifting through my memories, and using them to taunt me.”
“To taunt you? You couldn’t… I mean, I’m nobody to judge, since I’ve been known to unleash my tongue at people who irk me, but I thought you were more mature than I am.” Alisa imagined Leonidas getting tired of dealing with insults and whirling to attack Abelardus. In front of witnesses who wouldn’t have heard the insults if they were delivered mentally. They must have been some serious insults.
“Remember when I told you cyborgs have fewer physical weaknesses than normal humans but all of the same failings?”
“Yes.”
“It’s true. I have a temper, just like anyone else. Besides… it was worth clobbering him.” A tight, vicious smile flashed across Leonidas’s face. 
“What did he say?” Alisa asked, knowing Leonidas was sensitive about being called anything less than human.
All trace of satisfaction vanished from his face. 
“It’s not important,” he said tersely. 
“It was worth clobbering him over something that wasn’t important?”
“Yeah.”
“You’re not being that logical right now.”
“I know.”
Alisa waited to see if he might expound, but he remained quiet. She rubbed her face, then lowered her hand to massage her throat. Her injuries were insignificant next to his, but her neck definitely felt raw and bruised. 
“So some Starseers came in and saw you standing at the window next to the puddle of blood,” she said. “What happened then? How did a hole get blown in the wall?”
He looked over at her, a hint of a smirk appearing on his battered face.
“Enjoyed that part, too, did you?” she asked.
“Not as much as I wanted to. The plan was to blow a hole in the ceiling and bring rubble down on all of them so I could escape. They had already plastered me to the wall and were holding me there with their powers while they discussed whether I should be killed outright for my crime or held in a cell. It was a surprisingly heated argument. You’d think they would believe in a trial of some sort, even for a cyborg…”
“I wouldn’t be surprised if whatever passes for justice here only applies to their own people.”
“The old man was there from the beginning, and he was the one lobbying for killing me. He’s the reason I used the grenade launcher. He attacked me with his mind, and I could feel fingers wrapping around my heart, trying to crush it. I swung the weapon, not at him—I knew I’d be in extremely deep takka if I killed any of them—but at the ceiling. The idea of it falling in on them, maybe toppling some bookcases on them, was still a possibility. Then I could fetch Alejandro and get out of the library and back to the ship. It almost worked, but he realized my intent, and flung another attack, knocking my arm to the side. The grenade went toward the wall instead of the ceiling. It made a mess, but not the mess I’d hoped for. Everyone was still standing afterward—and blocking my way to the door. The old man used the incident for more ammunition for his argument, saying I was too dangerous to be allowed to live. Interestingly, two of the younger Starseers were arguing that it would be much more profitable for them to detain me.” Leonidas turned his head again, giving her a flat look.
“You should have answered your comm last night,” Alisa said. “I heard from Mica that Beck was chatting with two of the Starseers he was feeding and that details about your warrant came up.”
Leonidas did not appear surprised as he digested that. Maybe he had already suspected. Alisa hoped it hadn’t crossed his mind for a second that she had been the one to betray him.
“Do you know if he was openly plotting against me, or if the Starseers were merely extracting information from him?”
Alisa hesitated. She liked Beck and did not want Leonidas to hurt him—or worse—but if Beck positioned himself as Leonidas’s enemy, it wasn’t her fault. She was already protecting him from the mafia. Wasn’t that enough?
As Leonidas gazed at her with pensive eyes, she found she couldn’t truly contemplate lying to him here or withholding the information. She resented that Beck had put her in the position where she had to choose one of them to be loyal to.
“It is possible that he was coerced,” Alisa said, “but you should know that he approached me back on Perun about trying to subdue you somehow to take you to Arkadius and turn you in for the reward. He thinks he could pay off the mafia with the money. I don’t know if it ever went beyond speculation for him, but I could imagine a scenario where he saw the Starseers and their powers and believed they could nullify your cyborg abilities.” She licked her lips. “I’m sorry. I should have warned you earlier.”
Leonidas touched a lump on his temple. “If I survive this, I’ll have a talk with him.”
“A talk?” Alisa asked warily, afraid for Beck even though Leonidas wasn’t exploding with rage over the betrayal. “Will it involve shoving his celery seed dispenser down his throat?”
“It might.”
He lowered his hand and closed his eyes. The ice had to be bitterly cold through the thin material of his T-shirt, but maybe he would lie there and sleep. Unlike Alisa, he probably had not gotten any the night before.
“Are you wishing now that you hadn’t been so obstinate about retiring after the war? Maybe that tropical island with the beaches and fancy drinks wouldn’t have been so bad.”
“Maybe not,” he whispered, not opening his eyes.
She ought to let him rest, but she was reluctant to stop talking to him in case… in case.
“Before you left last night,” she said, “you almost told me the one thing that would make you consider retirement.”
“I did,” he agreed, “but I will not tell you now.” He lifted his head and eyed the camera briefly.
“Ah. Well, I hope you get a chance to find whatever it is that you seek.”
He turned toward her again. “I believe you do.”
She lifted her hand, wishing she could walk the three steps between them and touch his face, offer him some comfort, if only the warmth of shared body heat to deal with the ice. She must have done more than wish and inadvertently moved closer to the boundary, because her fingertips brushed the forcefield. A painful zap ran up her arm as energy flared white with a snap. She jerked her hand back and glowered at the barrier.
Leonidas shook his head slowly—sadly—and closed his eyes again.
She withdrew to let him rest while she paced around her cell and considered how they might escape, along with what she would do if they did escape. Abelardus, the man who might possibly know something about her daughter’s kidnapper, was either dead or missing. She had no idea who else might give her information. Nor did she know if she would be able to fly away from here even if she got the information she sought.



Chapter 12
After two hours, the dent in the ice floor was depressingly small. Alisa glowered down at her fingernails, wishing they were reinforced with steel or came equipped with razors. Whoever was monitoring the camera was probably laughing as she shaved microscopic slivers out of the ice next to the forcefield wall. She’d had a notion of digging her way out underneath it, but at this rate, that would take five years. And as soon as she made progress, someone would come along and pour water into the hole. As cold as the basement was, the floor would refreeze in minutes.
She leaned back, her knees numb from kneeling on the ice. “I don’t suppose cyborgs have enhanced fingernails?”
Leonidas opened his eyes. She hadn’t been bothering him, preferring to let him rest and hopefully heal, but she couldn’t help but wonder if he would have more luck with his extra strength. Maybe it would only take him two years to dig out. 
“I don’t have fingernail implants,” he said.
“Clearly someone was shortsighted.”
“After they had already removed most of my bones and replaced them with stronger, synthetic ones, I wasn’t in the mood to volunteer for more surgery.”
Alisa shuddered. That could not have felt good. “What made you sign up for that?”
Leonidas sighed, looking up toward the icy ceiling. Maybe it was another story he wouldn’t share with the camera watching. Indeed, his gaze flicked in that direction briefly.
Alisa went back to scraping uselessly at the block of ice, having little else to work on. She couldn’t imagine lying down to sleep with the frigid floor at her back, the cold seeping through her clothing. She already had to get up regularly to pace around to keep warm.
“My mother was diagnosed with Delqua, a not uncommon disease for people who grow up on mining worlds,” he said quietly. “If you haven’t heard of it, just ask Mica. It doesn’t have a cure. Gunther and Ivo were only nine and seven at the time. Our father disappeared right after Ivo’s birth. We didn’t have many relatives, nobody except me to take care of them if she passed away, and I couldn’t see myself raising two little boys. I was nineteen. Besides, I—we—didn’t want to lose her. But the doctors gave her less than a year to live. There was an experimental treatment, but it was very expensive, and our insurance wouldn’t cover it. Neither would my part-time job repairing and maintaining housekeeping robots.” He smiled wryly.
Alisa saw where the story was going and couldn’t manage a return smile.
“So, I looked into the fleet. A lot of the dangerous jobs came with bonuses that you received after your training, but I knew we needed the money quickly, and the cyborg specialty paid the most. You got half of the bonus after the surgery and then half after your combat training. It was enough to pay for the treatment.”
“Did it… How did it go?” Alisa asked, though maybe she shouldn’t have. She remembered him mentioning once that he hadn’t often gone home to visit his brothers after their mother died.
“It wasn’t a cure, but it slowed down the progress of the disease. She had ten years instead of one.” He blinked a few times, his eyes still fixed on the ceiling. “It was worth it,” he said, his voice tight.
Alisa blinked away moisture in her own eyes. “Why don’t your brothers…” She paused as the realization came to her. “They don’t know, do they?”
“No. They were young. They just knew that Mom was sick and had to go to the hospital for a couple of months.”
“You never told them that you paid for it? She didn’t tell them?”
“I didn’t. I don’t know if she ever did. I know she cared about me and was grateful, but she was also uncomfortable with the trade off, that she had been given more life at the cost of her son becoming someone who took the lives of others.” He swallowed. “She was a peaceful woman. She didn’t even eat meat because it disturbed her to think of animals dying for her sake.”
Alisa did not know what to say. She almost wished she hadn’t asked, hadn’t pried. It was such a painful and personal story. What right did she have to know it? 
“Do—did the other cyborgs in your unit have similar backgrounds?” she asked, though maybe she shouldn’t have. Did she truly want a reason to develop sympathy for the empire’s overpowered henchmen, men who had so ruthlessly mowed down her colleagues during the war? 
“Some did. Some had little other choice. Some just wanted to be super soldiers.” He lifted his head enough to look down at his bare legs, and his lips twisted wryly.
“Is it hard to feel like a super soldier when you’re lying on the ice in your underwear?”
“Somewhat.” He laid his head back on the frozen blocks. “Most of the people who were just there for the sake of their egos backed out when they learned how much painful surgery was involved and what else you would lose.”
Alisa tilted her head. “Such as what?” 
He had mentioned the surgery before, but she couldn’t remember him speaking of losing anything else, unless he was talking about the way people saw him now, as something less than human.
Leonidas looked over at her, his face thoughtful, as if he was debating whether to divulge some secret. Was he? She returned his gaze, trying to look attentive and secret-worthy.
“I—”
A door creaked open in the distance. Cursing softly, Alisa jumped to her feet so she could stand in front of her tiny hole and her ice shavings. Leonidas turned his gaze back toward the ceiling and closed his eyes. She hoped that he would get a chance to finish whatever he had been about to say.
Footsteps sounded on the treads of the steps. Alisa was not sure who she expected to visit them, but it wasn’t Yumi and her sister Young-hee. She watched behind them as they walked away from the stairs, certain that a couple of burly guards with staffs would follow them. A third person did walk into the room, but it was Mica, not a Starseer.
“I don’t suppose this is a jailbreak?” Alisa said.
In the cell next to her, Leonidas’s eyes opened. He tracked the women’s approach, but he did not try to get up. She could only imagine what the Starseers had done to him and how much pain he was in. The bastards could at least let someone send him some painkillers.
“I did bring a file,” Mica said, patting a satchel that was probably full of tools, “but Yumi tells me that won’t be necessary. At least for you.” She looked at Leonidas and frowned at him, or perhaps at the way he was covered with livid bruises. Mica was even less likely to display her feelings than Alisa, but there seemed to be sympathy in that frown. 
“Oh?” Alisa asked, not enthused about being released if Leonidas had to remain.
“We talked to Lady Naidoo,” Yumi said, nodding toward her half-sister. “We had to wait until after she got reports from a number of people about the ‘incident,’ as she’s calling it.”
“A lot of the warriors are calling it murder,” Young-hee pointed out.
“Naidoo, at least, hasn’t passed judgment yet,” Yumi said. “She’s got a team examining the ice down there and looking for a body. It’s not clear why people are so certain that Abelardus was killed. Someone said he saw it in Leonidas’s thoughts, that he got in a fight with the Starseer again and threw him out the window.”
Young-hee was nodding, and Yumi frowned at her and then at Leonidas.
“That’s not really what happened, is it?” Yumi asked.
“No,” Alisa said firmly, glad that Yumi was not quick to condemn Leonidas. He had saved the Nomad and all of them enough times in the last month that he deserved some understanding.
“You can’t know that,” Young-hee said. “Whatever he said, he could be lying to you.” 
“Then look for yourself. You people like to dance around in our skulls at your leisure as it is. I don’t know why anyone who wants to know the truth hasn’t come down to poke around in his head.”
“Nobody wants to poke into a cyborg’s head,” Young-hee said with a distasteful frown.
That did not jive with what Leonidas had said the night before. It seemed the Starseers had been scanning him left and right since he stepped off the ship.
“Poke anyway,” Alisa said.
“Please,” Yumi said. “We need to find out the truth.”
“We’re not a part of the judicial system,” Young-hee said. “We’re just here to let your captain go since she didn’t have anything to do with the murder and hasn’t committed a crime. Not a major one, anyway.” She quirked her eyebrows at Alisa.
“Is flavoring someone’s fish a crime here?” Alisa asked. “I didn’t realize.”
“Flavoring.” Young-hee snorted.
Yumi’s cheeks turned pink.
While this discussion was going on, Mica had sidled over unnoticed to a control panel near the bottom of the stairs. Alisa avoided looking in her direction, since Young-hee wasn’t paying her any attention, but she silently urged her to find a way to drop the controls on both cells.
Leonidas placed his hand on the ice and carefully pushed himself into a seated position. Young-hee watched him warily.
“I invite you to look into my mind,” he told Young-hee, looking steadily into her eyes. “I won’t do anything cyborgy.”
“Cyborgy?” Alisa asked. “What would that look like exactly?”
“I don’t know, but I assure you it’s very menacing.”
She smiled, relieved he was managing a modicum of humor. 
Young-hee sighed and walked over to stand in front of his cell. She avoided his eyes and looked at his collarbone, her face growing still with concentration. 
“Alisa?” Yumi asked quietly, glancing at Mica, who was casually leaning her shoulder against the wall while eyeing the control panel less casually.
“What is it?” Alisa walked to the front of the cell, careful not to touch the forcefield and give herself another zap. 
“The orb is gone. Alejandro didn’t see who took it, but he says it happened while Leonidas was being detained by the Starseers. He’s stomping around the ship, railing at anyone who will listen.”
Alisa was not surprised, but the revelation promptly made her suspect that all of this had been part of some ruse to get Leonidas out of the way and distract Alejandro so the orb could be slipped away. The confusing part was the why. Why bother with a ruse? The Starseers could have simply flattened Alejandro and Leonidas and walked up and taken the orb. And why would Abelardus have been murdered, if indeed he had been? At the least, someone had lost a lot of blood in that library. 
Alisa remembered Ji-yoon’s mention that there were different factions here. Perhaps this was the end result of some political morass that had stopped someone from acting openly. 
“We’re all supposed to go back to the ship too,” Yumi added. “Young-hee has the clearance to let you go, and she’s supposed to escort us back. Then we’ll be released and we can leave. They insist that we leave.”
“Without Leonidas?”
“Without Leonidas. He’s to be held here until the incident can be resolved.”
“Oh, that’s frozen takka on a stick. If we leave him—” Alisa thrust her finger toward him, “—he’ll disappear, just like that orb.” 
Yumi spread her arms helplessly. Leonidas gazed over at Alisa but did not say anything. She hoped he wasn’t resigned to his situation. Maybe he was simply too wounded to think of fighting now. She remembered the way he had, despite his injuries, swept her over his shoulder as he had run out of the library to escape the smoke and the Starseers. He had chosen her instead of Alejandro. She couldn’t even think of abandoning him here to these people.
Alisa glanced at Young-hee, whose eyes had narrowed to slits as she continued to stare at Leonidas. “You said she has the clearance to let me go. Does she have the clearance to let Leonidas out?”
“No,” Yumi said.
“Are you sure? Did you ask?”
“They’re not going to let him go. I’m certain of it. They believe—”
“I know what they believe. They’re assholes.”
Yumi’s eyebrows lifted. 
“You’re better off not having their powers, Yumi. You didn’t see the way they were hurting him, bullying him. Enjoying it.” 
“I…” 
“He didn’t do it,” Young-hee said, her eyes opening fully. She truly sounded surprised.
Alisa resisted rolling her eyes. Barely. She could not believe all these people thought cyborgs were deceitful animals because of centuries-old bad blood.
“Good,” was all she said. “How about letting him out?”
“I don’t have the authority to do that.”
A series of loud and irritated beeps came from the control panel by the stairs.
“It seems I don’t, either,” Mica said, lifting her hands in innocence as Young-hee whirled and frowned at her.
“Maybe you should have gone with the file,” Alisa said.
“Lady Naidoo or one of the other senior Starseers will have to let him out,” Young-hee said. “The panel is retina and fingerprint encoded.”
“What are the odds that Lady Naidoo will come down and look into his brain to see that he’s innocent?” Alisa asked.
Young-hee hesitated. “I’m not sure. She’s a busy woman.”
“I bet. And it doesn’t hurt that none of the Starseers want a cyborg to be innocent.”
Young-hee frowned, but did not deny the words. She walked past Mica and to the panel. 
“Alisa,” Leonidas murmured, stepping as close to the forcefield between their cells as he could. He did not say anything else but tilted his chin toward the camera. Did he think she could do something about it? Maybe Mica could.
A holodisplay popped out of the wall in front of the control panel below it, and Young-hee leaned forward for the scans. The forcefield at the front of Alisa’s cell made a buzzing noise and flashed once. Alisa poked the area with the toe of her boot before committing to walking through. It was down.
“I was instructed to show you to your ship, Captain,” Young-hee said, placing a foot on the bottom step of the stairs.
“All right.” Alisa glanced at Leonidas again. A big part of her wanted to refuse to go anywhere without him, but that would be pointless. From within the Nomad, maybe she could come up with a plan to rescue him. 
He tilted his chin toward the camera again.
“Mica,” Alisa murmured, lifting a hand to keep her from starting up the steps. “Got anything in your bag to fuzz that lens?” 
She did not know what Leonidas could do against the forcefield—or the ice—to escape, and whoever was monitoring the camera would probably come down quickly to fix any problems he made, but she hoped to be wrong.
Mica dug into her satchel, patted around, and came out with a tiny aerosol bottle. “Give me a quick boost,” she whispered.
Alisa hurried to do so, threading her fingers together to create a step. Mica stuck her heel into them and stretched toward the camera. Yumi was following Young-hee up the stairs, but Young-hee’s back was still in sight. She could notice any second that Mica and Alisa were not trotting obediently after her. 
A soft hiss sounded as Mica sprayed something onto the lens. She hopped down as Young-hee reached the top of the stairs and frowned down at them. 
“You won’t be able to get the control panel to release him,” Young-hee said, thankfully not poking into their thoughts.
“I’m just saying goodbye,” Alisa said, waving to Leonidas.
He lifted a solemn hand of his own. Her gut clenched at the thought that she might not see him again.
No, she wouldn’t believe that. She would come up with something, and she would do it quickly. In fact…
Alisa charged up the stairs as an idea came to mind. “Young-hee, I’m ready to go back to the ship, but I need to stop in the library on the way.”
“Why?”
Why, indeed. Young-hee had stopped again to frown at her, perhaps to read her mind.
Hells, might as well try the truth. “You said Abelardus was handsome, didn’t you?”
Her frowned deepened at the random question. 
“She said he was gorgeous,” Yumi said. “Several times.”
Young-hee blushed.
“Then I assume you would prefer for him to be alive rather than dead.”
“Of course,” Young-hee said, puzzled. “But—”
“The same people who lied about what was in Leonidas’s thoughts are the ones who said he was dead, right? What if he’s not dead? What if he’s in trouble somewhere? A part of some plot?” 
Alisa didn’t believe that would be the case—if anything, Abelardus was probably the instigator of a plot to blame Leonidas, but the notion seemed to catch Young-hee’s imagination. Her mouth formed a soft, “Oh.” 
“Just give me a quick couple of minutes to look around the library before we head back to the ship,” Alisa said.
“I don’t know what you believe you can find, but very well.”



Chapter 13
The library was empty. The entire place still stank of the smoke grenade that Leonidas had released. That might explain why it was empty.
Alisa hurried into the tower where the confrontation had taken place, doubting Young-hee would give her much time to dawdle. She had already reported in to someone along the way, letting them know that she was taking Alisa, Yumi, and Mica to the library before heading to the ship docks. Alisa wouldn’t be surprised if a squad of guards charged in at any moment to take over the escort.
Cold air blew in through the hole in the tower wall. Alisa walked straight to the stain on the floor.
“Mica? Bring your tool bag in here, will you?”
“Are we futzing with more cameras?” Mica asked, walking into the room.
“I doubt there are any in here. If there were, people would know what happened, and they’d have a harder time blaming Leonidas.” Alisa glanced at the ceilings as she knelt beside the stain, double-checking her assumption. If there was camera footage somewhere, maybe all they would have to do was get it. Unfortunately, she did not see any small lenses peeking out of the corners.
“There’s no reason to monitor our people using the library,” Young-hee said in a puzzled tone.
“Do you have some kind of container in there, Mica?” Alisa waved at her bag. “Something like a vial?”
Mica frowned but poked around inside of it.
Alisa scraped at the dried blood with a fingernail, but hesitated, not sure if that might add some of her own DNA to the mix. “And I’ll take that file too.” 
“You’re a demanding captain. Perhaps you should get a tool purse of your own.”
“They would have taken it from me when they took my Etcher and multitool.” Alisa accepted a small folding file while lamenting the loss of her own goods. Neither her gun nor multitool been high quality—she had traded her painkillers for them back on Dustor—but she had used them often in the last month, and they had come in handy. “Did you just call that a tool purse? I don’t think that’s actually a thing, is it? Purses are supposed to be for bank cards, hairbrushes, and makeup.”
“What would I do with makeup?”
“I don’t know, but you could tame that mop of hair with a brush.”
“Keep insulting me, and you won’t get your vial.” Mica unscrewed a small round lid, dumped out some screws, stuffed them in her pocket, and offered the container. 
“That’s not what I had in mind for a vial.” Alisa imagined handing the screw box to Alejandro asking for a medical analysis.
“If you’re going to be fussy about it, I’ll keep it.”
“No.” Alisa snatched it from Mica’s hands. She did her best to scrape flakes of dried blood from the carpet weave and into the container. 
“Captain?” came Yumi’s uncertain call from the main doors to the library. “You may want to hurry.”
Alisa wiped the file on the side of the container, took the lid from Mica, and screwed it on. She had hoped to have the opportunity to look around at the crime scene for a few minutes, too, to see if she might find anything suspicious that had fallen into any cracks or nooks, but several robed figures strode through the doorway.
“Hello,” Alisa said with as much cheer as she could manage as she slipped the container into her pocket along with the file.
Mica folded her arms over her chest and glared at the four men, all of whom had their robes thrown back to reveal their muscular chests beneath their fitted vests. Mica hadn’t spent much time off the ship yet, but she looked like she had already gotten the gist as to what the Starseers were about—and she’d decided she did not like them. Alisa resisted the urge to point out that Leonidas’s muscled chest was bigger than their muscled chests. 
“This area is off limits,” one said with a sneer. It was the same man who had picked a fight with Leonidas on the ramp, the one who had ended up with a hand wrapped around his throat. Erick.
“Is it?” Alisa asked. “We didn’t see any signs.”
He glared at her.
“We were just on the way to my ship,” Alisa said. “Anyone hungry? I can see if Beck is still grilling.” 
Alisa envisioned him barbecuing skewers of meat, filling her mind with that thought instead of contemplating the container in her pocket. There was no reason these people should object to getting some answers, unless they already knew the truth and simply did not want her to know. 
“Stay out of this investigation,” Erick said. “You’re lucky Lady Naidoo is letting you leave. If not for your relation to some of our people…” He frowned at Yumi and Young-hee. “Most intruders disappear in the mists.” 
“They’re not intruders,” Young-hee said, surprising Alisa by standing up for them. “Yumi is my sister.”
“A mundane nobody of a sister.” Erick curled his lip.
“Leonidas should have crushed your windpipe,” Alisa snapped before she could think better of it. “Maybe not being able to talk would improve your personality.”
I don’t need my windpipe to talk, bitch, the man snarled into her mind.
Before she could respond, a wave of power smashed into her chest. She was hurled across the room, slamming into the wall before she registered what was happening. Pain lanced through her body as she slid to the floor. A cold breeze stirred her hair, a breeze coming through the hole in the wall. She was less than two feet from it. Icy terror washed through her as she saw how close she had come to being hurled from the tower.
Erick strode forward, his hand lifting. Three suns, was he going to finish the job? 
Alisa pushed away the pain and scrambled to her feet, reaching for her holster. But it was empty. She didn’t have any way to fight him.
“Erick,” Young-hee said. “Stop being an ass.”
The man kept walking toward Alisa. I’ll teach you to respect a Starseer, he growled into her mind.
Alisa found her feet and stared defiantly at him. She clenched her fists and was on the verge of leaping for him—weapons or not, she refused to go down without a fight—but something seemed to strike him. He flew abruptly, almost comically, to the side. Just as Alisa had done, he slammed into a wall. This one was full of shelves and books, and heavy tomes tumbled out, landing on his head.
Growling, he pushed himself to his feet. This time, his glare was for Young-hee. She glared right back at him, and then she glared at the other three warriors who had come in with them, a challenge in her eyes. 
“You should be ashamed of yourself, Erick. All of you.” Young-hee snapped her fingers and waved at Alisa, Mica, and Yumi. “Come on.”
Normally, Alisa would object to being ordered around, but with her back aching and Erick glowering at her, she had no problem with rushing to obey Young-hee. 
“I’m starting to like your sister, Yumi,” Alisa whispered as their small group followed Young-hee through the corridors.
“I think she likes you,” Yumi whispered back. 
“Really? She called me a clumsy spy.”
“But you drugged our mother and made her giggle like a schoolgirl while waxing philosophically over the qualities of forks. I gather that Young-hee found that even more amusing than I did.” 
“The things I miss by staying in engineering,” Mica murmured.
“I did invite you along,” Alisa said. 
“If you hadn’t been beaten up and thrown in a dungeon, I might have regretted passing on that invitation.” 
They walked out of the temple and into the docking area, the cold air extra frigid with night on the verge of falling again. Maybe Alisa would join Leonidas on a tropical beach somewhere after this. If only she could find Jelena and take her to that beach too. She had always loved the water. They had visited the shore often during the summers in Perun Central since the harbor had only been a few miles from their apartment. She and Jonah had strolled along, wet sand under their bare feet, as Jelena zigzagged all over the place, hunting for rainbow stones and sea spirals. They had used the sea spiral shells as inspiration for a chocolate mold during one of their candy-making adventures.
Alisa blinked a few times and put the memories aside as she strode toward the Nomad’s ramp. If she got out of here with Leonidas at her side, her odds would be much better of surviving the dangers of the system and finding her daughter. 
She touched the container in her pocket, hoping her hunch about the blood proved to be right. 
Beck jogged out of the open cargo hatch and almost ran into them on the ramp. He had put away his grill and was now clad in full combat armor, his helmet and two rifles included.
“Captain,” he blurted in surprise.
“Going somewhere?” Alisa asked, a twinge of suspicion running through her as she imagined him off to meet some fellow conspirator to plan how to extricate Leonidas and take him off to collect that reward.
“Yes, to rescue you. I just heard you were in jail.”
Some of her suspicion faded. He sounded utterly sincere. But…
“You just heard? Weren’t you here when Young-hee came to get Mica and Yumi?” Alisa looked at the women, realizing she did not know how they had all come to be together.
“He wasn’t here,” Mica said quietly. 
“No, I just got back from—” Beck started to wave toward the temple, but paused, and his arm dropped to his side. “Uhm, an errand.”
“An errand to betray Leonidas?” Alisa asked coolly.
“No!” Beck lifted his hand to his head, as if to push it through his hair, but it only clunked against his faceplate. “I mean… it’s not a betrayal, Captain. You must see that. He’s a mech. He did horrible things during the war. The Alliance wouldn’t want him if that weren’t true. I don’t understand why you don’t want to work with me to turn him in. And having him on the ship, it’s a danger to you too. We’ve had people come after us already because of him.”
“We’ve had even more people come after us because of you.”
“Captain…” A truly anguished expression contorted his face. He lifted his hand to the fasteners for his helmet and tugged it off, his tousled blond hair as much in need of a brush as Mica’s. “I know that, and I hate that I’m putting you in harm’s way. I hate it, I swear. That’s why I want his reward money, so I can try to pay off those thugs, get them to leave me alone. Or hire an outfit even bigger and scarier to threaten them on my behalf.” This time, he succeeded in pushing his hand through his hair in a quick, agitated gesture. “I don’t want to be a burden on you, but I swear that with me, it was entirely accidental. Whatever money they’ve got on my head, it’s not fair. I was wrongfully accused.”
“And how do you know Leonidas wasn’t?” Alisa felt for Beck, she truly did, but she could not have him gunning for Leonidas. “He’s a good man, Tommy. He’s saved the ship—saved our lives—several times.”
“But we don’t know what he did in the war, and there’s got to be a reason the Alliance wants him. There’s got to be.” He sounded like he was trying to convince himself. 
“Would you be so eager to turn him in if there wasn’t money involved?”
Alisa could see his shoulders slump even with the armor encasing them.
“Listen, Beck. I don’t know his war history any more than you do, but we all did things we regret. We all committed what would be considered crimes during peacetime. But that doesn’t matter right now. They want him alive. You know what that means? That he knows something they want to know. If all the Alliance wanted was for him to die for war crimes, then his warrant would say you could bring him in dead or alive, but preferably dead. Instead, it’s very clear that he’s wanted alive. It even says that in the fine print, doesn’t it?” Alisa knew it did because she had read that digital wanted poster several times now. “The reward will only be given if he’s brought in alive.”
“I figured it was because they wanted to torture him before they killed him.”
“Trust me, he’s been tortured enough,” Alisa said, thinking both of his current wounds and of those he had received in the past. 
The soft murmur of Young-hee’s voice came from the doorway where she had stopped. She finished a comm conversation and walked over.
“You should go now,” she said. “Erick is whining to Lady Naidoo that I violated Order law by striking him.”
“Is he always this much of a pussy?” Alisa asked.
“Yes. He used to cry in school if he had to share his toys.”
“Thank you for your help, Young-hee,” Yumi said, clasping her sister’s hands. “I hope you won’t get in trouble for it.”
“No more than usual.” Young-hee smiled and returned the handclasp. “To think I wasn’t going to go to that breakfast this morning.” 
Alisa waved a goodbye to Young-hee, even though she had no intention of leaving, and headed up the ramp. Beck, Mica, and Yumi followed behind her. She hit the button to withdraw the ramp and close the hatch, not wanting to be disturbed further.
“Think they’ll let us fly out of the mist without messing with us again?” Beck asked.
“If so, I will have wasted my time planting explosives on their docking clamps,” Mica muttered, almost sounding disappointed.
“You may still get to blow those up,” Alisa said, heading for the stairs. 
“Oh? Why? Yumi’s sister said they’re letting us go.”
“They may change their minds after we rescue Leonidas. Especially if fiery explosions and lots of melting ice are involved.” 
“This promises to be an interesting night,” Beck said.
Mica only grumbled with displeasure.



Chapter 14
After checking his cabin, Alisa found Alejandro ensconced in her small sickbay. She almost missed him because he was sitting on the floor behind the medical table, his knees pulled up to his chest, his elbows propped on them as he gripped the back of his head. The lights were off, and he did not look up when she turned them on.
“Doctor,” Alisa said, “I understand that you’re distraught by the loss of your artifact, but I aim to save Leonidas from what I fear may be his death in that temple, and I could use your help. It won’t take long.” 
“Go away,” Alejandro muttered, his voice barely audible.
“I’ll be most happy to do so once you assist me in this small matter.”
“What was I thinking? Coming here was idiotic. I knew it. But I didn’t have any other leads, and I was afraid I’d be chased—or shot—out of every civilized library along the way.” 
He was still muttering, and Alisa had a feeling he wasn’t talking to her. She wasn’t even sure he had heard her. She looked at the counters. She would not be above stabbing him with a needle or something else pointy to rouse him from his stupor. Maybe a shot of adrenaline would do it. Or a slap to the cheek.
“Doctor,” she said, stepping around the table. “You can wallow in here later, but I need you. Let me be more specific. It’s not just that I would like your help: I require it. I need some blood analyzed, and they didn’t teach us how to do that in flight school.” She crouched in front of him and gripped his shoulders. “Please, Doctor.”
He finally looked up at her, his eyes bloodshot, a beard shadow darkening his jaw. “They’re not going to let him go,” he said.
“That’s why we have to go in and get him. But before launching a full-scale assault, which we probably can’t win, I’d like to apply logic, try to make them see the truth. If the person he’s been accused of murdering isn’t dead, they have no grounds to hold him.”
“They don’t need grounds. This temple doesn’t even exist as far as imperial—or Alliance—laws are concerned. Nobody knows they’re here. Nobody’s going to enforce due process.” 
“They’re not all asteroid kissers,” Alisa said, thinking of Yumi’s sister. “And he’s not dead yet. He’s in a cell. I think if we prove that his supposed victim is still alive, that Naidoo lady might let him go.” She was not sure why she thought that, especially since Naidoo had looked her in the eye and lied about knowing a Durant, but Alisa wanted to believe it was the truth. And if the woman wouldn’t let him go… she would find another way to get him out. 
Alejandro’s gaze dropped back to his lap. “I was a fool to bring it here. They’re the last people who need powerful artifacts, and I let them have it. I might as well have handed it to them.”
Alisa gripped his stubbled jaw, forcing him to look up again. “Doctor, the one person who might be strong enough to help you get it back is in a jail cell in there. Why don’t you help me get him out, so he can help you?” She didn’t care a whit if Leonidas helped Alejandro when he got out, but it was the only argument she could think of that might stir him to action.
“Even he can’t fight them.”
“Are you positive? He wasn’t trying his hardest, that’s for sure. He was going out of his way not to kill anyone—he didn’t even want to hurt them.”
“Except that fool Abelardus.” Alejandro lifted his hand to her wrist and pushed her arm away. He kept looking at her, so she let him. “Captain, I’m not positive that Leonidas didn’t kill him. He was livid about those comments.”
“Comments?” She frowned.
“About you.” His tone turned dry. “I heard a couple of them. Judging by the way Leonidas’s face was turning red, I think others were delivered telepathically.”
“I’m the one Abelardus was insulting?” Alisa remembered Leonidas’s refusal to go into detail about that. She had assumed the Starseer had been denigrating Leonidas for his non-human parts. 
“Congratulations, Captain. You’ve earned yourself a knight in shining armor.”
“I…” She had no idea what to say. “I don’t understand. I haven’t even talked to Abelardus. Why would he bother with insulting me?” Now if it had been that Erick, she would understand. 
Alejandro twitched a shoulder. “I think he just wanted to irritate Leonidas. He found a button to push that got results.”
Alisa felt guilty if she had truly been that button, but a selfish part of her acknowledged a sense of satisfaction that he had cared enough to defend her honor. Unfortunately, that would not do anything to help either of them now.
“I don’t believe he would kill anyone over some insults,” she said firmly. “You’ve said it yourself: he’s an honorable man.”
“An honorable man who killed a lot of people during the war. I doubt it’s that hard for him anymore.”
Alisa preferred not to think about that side of Leonidas. Besides… 
“He told me he didn’t do it.” She dug into her pocket and rattled the container with her sample in it. “Let’s find out together if this is real blood, Doctor. If it’s not, then we search the temple and find where Abelardus is hiding to prove that Leonidas did nothing to him.”
“Is that a screw box?”
“Mica didn’t have any sample vials.”
Alejandro accepted it, but he sighed deeply and did not rush to get up. “I failed, Captain.”
“It happens to all of us.”
“Not… all the time. I failed with my wife, too, you know. She couldn’t understand why I worked so much, why I was so driven to advance my career, why that sometimes mattered even more than saving people. I didn’t have an answer for her, not one she could accept. She left. I failed with my children too. They’re grown now, and it’s been years since any of them even talked to me. I was gone so often when they were growing up. I can’t blame them. Now, I look back and wonder why I made work so important, a priority over family. What do the house by the beach, the overflowing bank accounts, and the yacht and aeroflyer mean now? I failed with my family. And then, when the emperor was in my arms, bleeding from a hundred injuries with his organs crushed, I failed with him too. I couldn’t save him in the end. He was still a young man, a man who knew his mistakes and could have rectified them. But I failed to save him.” He rubbed his hand across his eyes. “I can’t fail at this. This is my last chance to make a difference, to matter for someone. But I let myself be distracted for a second, and someone stole the artifact that could lead the empire back to…” He shook his head as he trailed off.
“Maybe it’s because you’re so driven that you fail,” Alisa suggested.
“No. I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”
She shrugged. She didn’t want to understand. She just wanted the blood analyzed. 
Alisa took Alejandro’s hand and curled his fingers around the container. “I only need your help for a few minutes, Doctor,” she said, forcing herself to remain patient. 
He finally pushed himself to his feet. She backed up, knowing she would only be in the way.
“What do you want to know?”
“For starters, if it’s actually blood or if someone dumped paint on the floor.”
“I’ll get my tools. Your sickbay is woefully under equipped.”
“My entire ship is under equipped.” Alisa did not know if he had heard the story about how she’d recovered it from a junkyard, but she decided not to bring it up.
He returned from his cabin with his duffle and withdrew prayer beads, a worn copy of the Xerikesh, and a sack of dried ka’tah petals for consecrating holy water. A handheld microscope came next.
“Someday, you’ll have to let us know if you’re really a monk, or if your ruse is just elaborate in its details,” Alisa said. 
“We can start holding sermons on Stars Day if you wish.”
“I’m not sure your ability to bore the crew once a week would verify or deny your monkly status.”
He gave her a dark look and unscrewed the container.
“Captain?” Mica stood in the hatchway, waving to her.
“Trouble?” Alisa joined her in the corridor, figuring Alejandro would prefer it if she did not hover over his shoulder.
“Do you even have to ask?”
“I suppose not.”
“We have attracted tourists.” Mica walked to NavCom, pointed to one of the camera displays, and brought it up on the view screen. Four Starseer warriors stood on the landing pad, talking and eyeing the Nomad.
“Unfortunately, it doesn’t look like Yumi’s sister is out there to hurl them into walls,” Alisa said.
“No, but I wouldn’t mind seeing that again.”
“Have they tried to comm yet?” Alisa hoped Alejandro would finish his analysis of the blood first so she would have something to talk with them about.
“No, but one of them keeps pacing. Like he’s waiting for someone. Or a response to something.”
Alisa grimaced. “A response to the question, ‘Can we blow them back out into the mists?’”
“I’m watching them to make sure they don’t snoop around under the ship and see the explosives I set. The docking clamps are still fastened, I noticed.”
Yes, just because Young-hee had said they were free to go did not mean that all the Starseers felt that way. 
“Are your explosives set in such a way that they won’t damage the ship?” Alisa asked.
Mica hesitated. “They’re too close in for us to raise the shields for protection. The clamps themselves are fastened to the hull.”
“So, your explosives will damage the ship?”
“Probably, but we don’t have to head into orbit right away. Just fly to a more civilized part of the planet, and we can set down for repairs. That’s better than staying here.”
“All we have to do is survive a flight through those mists.” 
“I suggest going straight up. They may extend across the surface for thousands of square miles, but I bet you can fly out of them within a mile if you go up.” 
“Maybe.” Alisa had never studied satellite imagery of this part of the planet, but she remembered Leonidas’s encyclopedia article. She doubted all of those airplanes would have crashed if the mists only affected the first few thousand feet above the surface. 
She reached for the computer console, thinking of taking a look at the satellite imagery now, if she could pull it up. Most of her instruments had gone wacky when they had first entered the mists. 
The comm light flashed first.
“It’s not paint, Captain,” Alejandro said when she answered it.
“What is it?” 
“Blood.”
So much for her theory.
“Human blood?” Alisa asked. Maybe the Starseers had sacrificed some animal for their plot, though she hadn’t seen anywhere in the temple where livestock had been kept.
“Human blood.”
“Can you tell if it’s Starseer blood?”
Mica lifted her eyebrows. “Is that possible?”
“Yes,” Alisa said. “The empire tests—used to test babies at birth—to see if they had the gene mutations.”
“Huh. Our legends of them just say they were blessed by the gods and were given magic.” 
“Please. Those people are about as blessed as warts on your toes. As far as I’ve heard, humanity is still looking for proof that gods and magic exist. If you’re interested in the search, maybe you can sign up for one of the explorer missions.”
Mica snorted. “To be cryogenically frozen for two hundred years to wake up in another star system? One that might be horrible? You’d have to be a wacko. No, thanks.”
“It’s how our ancestors ended up here.” 
“They were wackos.”
“You’re so respectful of the dead.”
“I found my DNA sequencer,” Alejandro said, interrupting the conversation. “For a minute, I thought those pirates with their grubby fingers had taken it.”
“I don’t think they had a sickbay or cared about keeping people alive.” Alisa remembered the scalps those thugs had worn on their belts.
“I have forty thousand tindarks’ worth of equipment in here, Marchenko.” His tone chilled a few degrees. “Don’t tell Beck.”
Alisa closed the comm. “I’m surprised he’s telling me,” she muttered. 
“You only steal ancient artifacts, not medical equipment. Unless there’s something you’re not telling me.”
“There’s not. You’re my engineer and confidante.”
“Am I? Then as your confidante, I think we should try our best to leave now before those Starseers outside decide they want to do more than talk about our ship. Leonidas is a war veteran. He can take care of himself.”
“A confidante is someone who receives scintillating secret information, not someone who gives advice.” Alisa failed to see how Leonidas could take care of himself when he was inside a jail cell and injured.
Movement on the camera distracted her from saying as much. Six more Starseers jogged out, four male and two female, all carrying staffs. Some also wore weapons belts around their robes with the latest BlazTech pistols in holsters—the Starseers were definitely not techno-phobes. The warriors lined up in front of the closed cargo hatch of the Nomad, not facing the ship but facing outward, toward the door that led back into the temple.
The comm light flashed again. It wasn’t Alejandro this time.
Reluctantly, Alisa answered. “Captain Marchenko’s traveling circus. Can I reserve you a seat at our late-night show?”
Mica rolled her eyes. “It’s too bad you’re not accepting advice. You really need it.”
Alisa held a finger to her lips.
“Captain,” a woman’s irritated voice came over the comm. “The docking clamps holding your ship in place are being withdrawn. You have five minutes to leave or—” Voices sounded in the background. “What?” It sounded like the speaker turned away to talk to other people in hushed whispers.
A clank-thunk came from under the Nomad. Mica cycled through the camera images and pulled up the one showing the undercarriage. The clamps were retracting, disappearing into the pier underneath them.
“I’m so glad I wasted good explosives on that,” Mica grumbled.
Alisa muted the comm. “Can you still detonate them?”
“I imagine so, but to what end?”
“Just thinking ahead in case we need to create some chaos to facilitate our escape.”
“Our escape? I don’t know if you noticed, but they’re trying to kick us out.” 
Alisa eyed the people lined up outside, noting how they were not facing the ship to keep her and her crew inside. No, they were facing the doors leading into the temple, clearly expecting a visitor, a visitor they wanted to keep out.
“I have no idea how he did it,” Alisa said, “but I think Leonidas might have escaped.” She thought of that nod he had given her, silent instructions to blur the camera lens. 
“How could he have done that?” Mica asked.
“Maybe he lied and has enhanced fingernails after all.”
“Captain Marchenko,” a new voice said over the comm. Was that Lady Naidoo? “If you know anything about this, I will use my mind to personally slay you where you stand.”
“Uh.” Alisa did not want to, but she un-muted the comm. “Anything about what?”
She could only assume Leonidas had escaped and was making trouble for the Starseers as he sought a way back to the ship.
“All of these damned ships heading straight toward us,” the woman said, exasperation lacing her voice. 
“What? I mean, I genuinely don’t know anything about any ships.” Alisa prodded her sensor panel, trying to get a reading through the mists, but it merely bleeped at her in confusion. “You must have better equipment than I do, because I can’t see anything through that murk.”
“We can see the whole planet, and we can see an armada of Alliance craft heading this way, craft that are oddly impervious to the mists. It looks like they’re following a beacon. I can only assume they have something to do with you.”
“I swear I don’t know anything about them. Maybe they want the orb you stole from my doctor.”
“We didn’t steal anything,” Naidoo snapped. “Even if we had taken it, our people made that map centuries ago. It belongs to us.”
Mica nudged Alisa and pointed at the view screen. The door leading into the temple had opened. Several of the Starseers lifted blazer pistols while others hefted their staffs in both hands. 
“Did you see—” Alisa started to ask, but then a flash of red appeared at the doorway, and a compact canister was hurled out. Smoke spewed from both ends of it.
One of the Starseers lifted his staff, as if to knock it aside physically, but the canister flew sideways well before it reached the group. It fell over the edge of the pier, tumbling toward the ice far below. Even so, smoke had already escaped, and it hazed the air between the warriors and the door. More than one of the Starseers crinkled his nose and stepped back. The flash of red came again, and something else was flung out. It, too, was sent over the side, but not before it launched more smoke into the air.
“Is that Leonidas?” Alisa asked.
“Who else has red armor?”
“But how would he have gotten it? And smoke grenades? For that matter, how could he have gotten out of his cell?”
“Maybe you can ask him if he makes his way here. That seems to be his goal.”
Leonidas appeared in the doorway, armored from head to toe. This time, he wasn’t attacking. His movements were jerky, as if a puppet master were controlling his arms and legs. Maybe that was exactly what was happening.
The men with the blazers took aim. One crimson bolt caught Leonidas in the armored shoulder. A couple of the Starseers started coughing, waving at the smoke. The hold on him must have lessened, because Leonidas jumped to the side of the doorway, taking cover behind the wall. Another small canister flew out, spewing more smoke. It looked to be the same color as the horrible concoction he had used in the library.
“He’s using the smoke to irritate their senses,” Alisa said, “make them distressed enough that they struggle to concentrate on messing with him. We have to help him.” She turned her head and hollered, “Beck!”
“You will not help him,” came Naidoo’s stern voice over the comm.
Alisa flinched. She had forgotten the woman was on the line. 
“He didn’t murder anyone, Lady Naidoo,” Alisa said, forcing herself to be polite and use her title. It seemed like a good time for politeness. “Our doctor should have confirmation in a moment that your Abelardus is still alive. If you don’t want to wait, you can question Young-hee. She looked into Leonidas’s thoughts and can verify that he didn’t kill anyone.”
“The thoughts of a cyborg delinquent cannot be trusted. He may believe his own lies.”
Alisa hissed in frustration and called back, “Doctor? Have you got any more on that blood?”
Beck was standing in the corridor, still armored. 
This time, Alisa remembered to mute the comm. “Beck, Leonidas has a problem.” She pointed at the view screen where he was once again being puppet-danced out into view. “If you help him with it, maybe he’ll forget that you’ve been plotting to turn him in.”
“Aw, Captain,” Beck said, his shoulders slumping. “I don’t want to pick a fight with Starseers. All they would have to do is knock me over the ledge, and I’d fall all the way to the ice down there. That’s a long drop, and this armor isn’t that indestructible.”
“We have to do something to help,” Alisa said firmly. “If only to distract them.” She snapped her fingers. “Mica, you said you could still detonate the explosives?”
“Yes, but it will only damage their docking machinery down there.”
“And maybe cause a nice earthquake under the feet of the people standing right next to it?”
“An earthquake that could also cause the entire pier to break off and dump your ship a hundred feet.”
“Are you being pessimistic or realistic?”
“Yes.”
“We’ll try it anyway.”
Mica sighed. “I’ll get the remote.” 
She jogged through the hatchway, pushing past Beck.
“Good.” Alisa thumped her fist against her thigh. She was tempted to fly away from the landing pad now that the clamps had been withdrawn, but how would they get Leonidas onboard then? Besides, she worried about someone dithering with her mind while she had them in the air, especially if she flew around in a way designed to distract the Starseers.
“Captain,” Alejandro said, walking into view, Mica almost bouncing off him as she passed. “I’ve analyzed the sample.”
“And?”
“It does appear to be Starseer blood.”
Alisa scowled. She’d wanted to hear that it couldn’t possibly be a match for Abelardus’s blood. “Leonidas said he didn’t do it, that the blood was there when he got to that spot, and that the window was already broken.”
Alejandro only spread his arms, palms up. 
“Is it possible the blood was synthesized in a medical facility? I know that can be done in hospitals, and the Starseers don’t seem rustic and remote, despite the fact that they live in an ice palace at the north pole.”
“It is possible, but it would take more sophisticated equipment than I have here to tell the difference between synthesized blood and real blood.”
A boom came from somewhere outside, and the Nomad shuddered. 
Alisa gripped the console for support. “What was that?” She did not think Mica had found time to detonate her explosives yet. “Leonidas?” 
He had disappeared from view again, and more smoke than before clouded the landing pad between the Starseers and the temple. Two of the warriors broke ranks and ran toward the open door. Leonidas leaned out to fire at them. Orange blazer bolts lit the smoky air, zipping toward their robed chests. 
Since they did not wear armor, Alisa thought they were dead, but the bolts bounced off invisible shields in front of them. A second series of bolts raced toward them, and one man spun his staff, knocking them out of the air as if that weapon were made of the strongest metal rather than the wood it appeared to be. Leonidas kept firing, forcing them to defend themselves. He also rolled out another smoke canister. 
Realizing that the skirmish had nothing to do with the boom she had heard, Alisa tore her gaze from Leonidas and the Starseers and checked the sensors. She cursed at what was coming into view. The mists were still making it all but impossible for her sensors to detect what lay beyond, but they could detect things that were close without much trouble, especially in this clear area around the temple. Three massive Alliance warships were closing in on the Starseer compound. 
Even as she watched, they fired e-cannons and torpedoes. Orange and yellow bursts of energy blazed through the mists, streaking toward the temple. Alisa winced, expecting them to strike, to blow the icy walls into pieces. But the attacks halted before reaching the structure, much as Leonidas’s blazer bolts had been deflected by invisible shields that the Starseers had raised. 
“Are they defending this place with their minds?” Alisa wondered.
“Might be energy shields around the temple, Captain,” Beck said.
She didn’t look back at him. She was still peeved that he had refused to go out and help Leonidas. 
More shivers ran through the ship, emanating up from the pier below. This time, it was the artillery weapons stationed on the tower walls. The Starseers were firing at the descending warships, who were firing back. Small one-man Strikers and Cobras shot out of the hangar bay in the rear of one of the Alliance ships. It was about to be a full-blown battle out there. And the Nomad was in the middle of all of it.
Alisa adjusted the sensors. Yes, they were reading a lot more energy around the temple than had been there previously. “I think you’re right about the shields, Beck. The question is what do we do about it?”
“Hope the Starseers win?”
Alisa had no idea if they could. The Alliance had brought in a lot of firepower. Even as she watched, another warship disgorged its fighter unit, and another two-dozen Strikers streaked into the fray. Alisa, who had flown in just such a squadron, was intimately familiar with their tactics and how effective they could be.
The comm lit up again.
Alisa smacked it. “I’m sorry. I don’t have the answers you want. I don’t know anything.”
“An alarming admission from a ship’s captain,” a male voice said.
Alisa did not recognize it. Had another Starseer taken over for Naidoo? She took a closer look at the comm panel and realized one of the warships had hailed her.
“I’m a special captain,” she said. “Who is this?”
“Commander Farrow of the Star Nautilus.”
Alisa sank down into the pilot’s seat. She had never met the man, but she had heard of the commander and the ship. 
Tremors coursed through the Nomad as more weapons fired, the temple aiming at the warships swooping back and forth in the sky overhead. How had they found this place through the mists? And how were they navigating their craft so easily now?
No, not easily, she realized, glancing toward her other camera displays. One of the Strikers was going down, crashing into the ice. Alisa did not think it had been struck, not by a physical weapon. Smoke spiraled up from the mangled craft. But how many could the Starseers drop like that before their shields went down? The Alliance had brought plenty of ships to play. It could survive a few casualties. 
“Is there a reason you’re contacting me, Commander?” Alisa asked as she fiddled with the sensors, trying to learn more about the fleet. 
“Commander Fujimoto of the Final Impact pointed out that it would be polite to thank you and give you a chance to escape before we destroy the Starseer compound.”
“Final Impact?” Alisa mouthed. That had been the ship in dock at Arkadius Gamma at the same time as the Nomad had been there. It was Khazan’s ship. “Why do I have a feeling that’s not a coincidence?” she muttered.
“What was that, Captain?”
“I was wondering why you’re thanking me,” she said.
“You’re the reason we were able to find this place. The Arkadians have suspected it was here all along, and they’ve been blaming the Starseer presence for many of the recent natural disasters. They’ll be pleased with the Alliance, and quit blaming us for their problems, when the Starseers on Arkadius are no more.”
“You’re attacking them because of public gossip?” 
“We’re attacking them because of crimes they’ve been committing against normal, good human beings for centuries,” Farrow said coolly. “This is your last warning. Leave now or you’ll be destroyed along with the temple.”
Leave? How were they supposed to leave with an energy shield surrounding the temple? The very thing that was keeping the enemy fire out would keep the Nomad in.
Alisa looked toward the doorway of the temple again, hoping Leonidas was on the verge of pushing through and joining them. She would gladly open the hatch for him. More smoke than ever covered the landing pad, making it hard to even see the door. Some of the Starseers had gone closer while others still blocked the way to the Nomad. Blazer fire flashed somewhere behind the smoke-filled doorway. Was he fighting inside now?
She clenched her fist, tempted to grab one of Beck’s weapons and run out to help, but she could not refute his logic, that one of the Starseers could simply flick her off the pier with a thought.
Another volley of e-cannon fire slammed into the temple’s shields. The warriors out on the pier looked toward the sky, and several spoke into comms, or maybe they were yelling to each other. 
“We need to get out of here,” Beck said.
“I know that, but I’m still not leaving without Leonidas.” Alisa realized that since he was in his armor, he ought to have access to the comm unit integrated into his helmet. Distracting him might not be a good idea now, but she had to know his status and if there was anything she could do to help him with the Starseers. 
But as she reached for the comm panel, a clank-thunk sounded from under the ship.
“What was that?” Beck asked.
Alisa pointed at the undercarriage camera, where one of the docking clamps was once again in view. The explosives that Mica had planted on them earlier were nowhere in sight. “I believe our invitation to leave was just revoked.”



Chapter 15
“Leonidas?” Alisa asked, calling his helmet comm from the Nomad. “Are you—”
A stab of pain erupted inside of her skull, the power making her suck in a sharp gasp. Something that felt like a dire hawk’s talons raked through her brain. Memories of the last several days flashed through her mind—no, they were taken from her mind. 
She had no idea which Starseer was scouring her brain, but it was someone powerful. This was a lot more than the reading of surface thoughts that Yumi had spoken about. She relived the stopover on Starfall Station, the cargo drop-off on Arkadius Gamma, the flight down to the planet, the pursuit by the White Dragon ship and the crash, everything that had happened over the last week before the Starseers had appeared to guide them to their temple. Captain Khazan’s face flashed in her mind, and then the memories disappeared. Unfortunately, the presence in her head did not. 
You led them here with a tracking device, someone spoke into her mind. 
Lady Naidoo? Alisa could not be sure. 
“I didn’t know,” she blurted.
Alisa was vaguely aware that she had fallen out of her seat and lay flat on her back on the deck. Beck crouched next to her, his eyes wide with concern. “Captain?” he asked. “Captain, are you all right?”
His voice sounded far away.
I see that, Naidoo said, but you have brought trouble down upon us, nonetheless. More trouble. Those words came as a growl, and Leonidas’s armored figure flashed into Alisa’s mind. 
“I didn’t mean to,” she whispered, wincing. The sensation of having talons raking through her brain had lessened, but her head still throbbed with pain. It was as if Naidoo’s very presence caused distress.
“Captain?” Beck asked again, his voice still very distant. “Who are you talking to?”
Alisa could not respond to him. She twitched a finger. It was all she could manage.
Command your cyborg to stand down, Naidoo ordered. My people must get to our fighter ships so they can defend the temple. We are targeting the warships, but they are well armored, and their small fighter craft are harrying us. There is a limit to what we can do with our large artillery weapons. The smaller ships are too maneuverable for us to easily target. 
Alisa could imagine. She had flown similar craft all throughout the war.
A silence came after her thought, though she sensed that Naidoo had not left her mind.
We must take down the pilots one-by-one with our mental powers. There are many, many craft up there. We need our own pilots in the air. Call off your cyborg. He’s too damned crafty, keeping our warriors distracted and under attack so they’re struggling to focus their mind powers on them.
Alisa resisted the urge to think a firm Good in response. This wasn’t the time to be smug, not when she was in the same boat as the Starseers right now. If the Alliance succeeded in destroying the temple, the Nomad would surely be destroyed right along with it.
I must have your word that your people will not harm Leonidas if I ask him to get out of the way, Alisa thought back, then wondered if she should have spoken out loud. How in the hells did telepathy work? She decided that if Naidoo knew who she had spoken to days ago at the station, then she ought to be able to hear these thoughts.
He has injured many of my people, Naidoo growled into her mind, not sounding like she wanted to issue that order.
Well, he’s not going to stand down so they can injure him right back. Again. Alisa tried to make her own voice a growl. They’ve been treating him badly since he arrived. Have you even knocked on Abelardus’s door to see if he’s in his room? Or done a scan of the station? I sincerely doubt he’s been murdered. If only Alejandro’s look at the blood had helped confirm that notion.
He is one of our best pilots, and we’ll be missing him in this battle, but one man is not what’s important now. Call off your cyborg. 
You’ll give the order that he won’t be attacked?
And you’ll let us go? Alisa asked.
Naidoo did something akin to a snort in her mind. Your fate should be intertwined with ours, since you led these people here.
How do you know that’s true? 
Alisa couldn’t rule out that Khazan might have done something, but if she didn’t know that for sure how could Naidoo possibly know it? Or was this more jumping to conclusions, as they had done with Abelardus’s supposed murder?
Your fate is tied to ours, Naidoo repeated. You’re not going anywhere. Unless you want to help with the battle.
What?
Your cyborg has robbed us of one of our pilots, and I saw in your mind that you have experience with fighter craft.
“I’m not fighting the Alliance,” Alisa blurted, so appalled by the notion that it came out through her lips rather than from her mind.
A light shone into her eyes. Alejandro had joined Beck in kneeling to check on her, and was peering at her pupils.
“She’s clearly conscious,” Alejandro told Beck.
The Alliance is trying to destroy us, Naidoo said. And you may have noticed that they’re not overly concerned about taking you down with us. If not for our shields, your ship would already have been destroyed. We all would have been. Your precious cyborg too.
Alisa wanted to argue, to say that Naidoo was wrong, but she couldn’t. It would be a lie. Farrow didn’t care if the Nomad went down with the temple. He’d given her a chance to escape, but if she hadn’t taken it, that wasn’t his problem. What did he care if extenuating circumstances had kept her from fleeing?
Just help us drive them off, Naidoo said. Once they leave, we’ll move our temple so they can’t find us again. You’ll be free to go.
And Leonidas?
Naidoo sighed.
I need him. Realizing that was not likely to sway the woman, Alisa added, I need him to go up and fight, to help you. Most of what you’ve got that I can fly are two-man fighters. I need him to be my gunner.
A boom rattled the Nomad—it must have rattled the entire temple. The warships were hurling more than torpedoes and e-cannon blasts now. Alisa thought of what might happen if the engines that held the temple aloft were damaged.
Very well, Naidoo said. Take him. Help us fight off the intruders, and we will let you and your freighter go afterward. I will also tell you what I know of Durant if we’re successful.
Alisa sucked in a breath. Before, Naidoo had denied knowing who Durant was. How much did she truly know? Enough to help Alisa finally find her daughter? Would Naidoo keep her word? 
Yes, came the firm response.
The pressure in Alisa’s mind eased, and she was able to sit up. Beck and Alejandro helped her.
“Captain, are you all right?” Beck asked. “What happened?”
“I… just agreed to fight the Alliance.”
Beck rolled back on his heels. “I don’t think that will go well.”
“Nor do I, Beck. Nor do I.”
• • • • •
Alisa inched down the Nomad’s ramp, well aware of the smoke still clouding the chilly air and of the Starseer warriors in the middle of it, some of them crouching behind the landing pylons of her ship, some of them boldly facing the doorway into the temple with their staffs or firearms raised. Their backs were to her. She did not know if Naidoo had relayed her orders to them, but she found it encouraging that nobody was shooting at the moment. She could not see Leonidas, but she assumed he was still near that door.
“Leonidas?” she whispered, tapping her comm. “Has anyone talked to you yet?” 
She had not told him about Naidoo’s words yet. After her conversation with the woman, Alisa had simply grabbed a spare blazer pistol out of Beck’s cabin and hustled for the cargo hatch. She missed her Etcher. She should not need a handgun of any sort in the cockpit of a Striker or whatever they put her in, but if she was captured, it could be a different story. Maybe. Her stomach churned at the idea of firing on her own people, on fellow pilots she may have flown with in the war. 
When she flew up there, would they know it was she shooting at them from the cockpit of a Starseer craft? She wished she could think of a way to help end this battle without actually hurting anyone.
Fiery blue and white streaks rained down overhead, bouncing off the translucent dome-shaped energy shield that protected the temple, at least for now. A torpedo exploded with a thunderous boom and a flash of white light that made her cover her eyes. Alisa shivered from more than the cold air. When those shields failed, as she imagined they inevitably would, those projectiles would slam into the towers and spires—and the landing pad. As she stared at the attack pouring down from the mists above, she imagined Jonah watching from the balcony of their apartment as bombs tumbled from the sky and into their neighborhood. Had he seen it coming? Had he watched the inevitable, knowing there was not time to escape?
“I’m here,” Leonidas said finally, sounding bewildered. 
Alisa jerked her thoughts back to the present. 
“The woman who came and let you out of your cell is here with twenty people in flight suits,” he said, “and she’s telling me I’m supposed to stand down, that she won’t fire.”
“I negotiated a deal.” Alisa was surprised Yumi’s young half-sister had been chosen to talk to Leonidas, but maybe it made sense. They probably thought he wouldn’t harm a woman who was somewhat familiar to him. 
“A deal that involves me standing down?”
“They want to get by you and out to their fighter craft so they can defend the temple. You’re a minor inconvenience now.”
“Minor. Really.”
A couple of the Starseers in the smoke had noticed her murmuring from the ramp. One woman faced her, lowered her staff, and waved for her to come the rest of the way down. Tears streaked the woman’s cheeks, and her wave turned into a nose wipe. That smoke was potent. Even here on the edge of it, Alisa could feel her eyes starting to water.
“Go get him, will you?” the Starseer woman asked. “We won’t bother you.”
Alisa licked her lips, nervous despite the promise and despite Naidoo’s words, but she walked down the ramp and turned for the door. She held her breath on the chance that it would help against Leonidas’s smoke. The Starseers, many of them wiping their noses and eyes—one looked to have vomited on his robe—stood aside to let her pass. They appeared more relieved than irritated, at least when it came to her. They were probably happy to let someone intervene with Leonidas.
Alisa poked her head through the doorway to the temple and found him standing against the wall in his armor, a lumpy black bag she had not seen before slung over his back. The tip of a rifle poked out of it, and he carried another rifle in his arms. He also had more of those grenades hooked to the belt built into his armor.
The ice-block corridor stretched ahead of him, several faces leaning around a corner at the first intersection. Alisa glimpsed the shoulders of someone wearing an orange flight suit rather than the usual robes. He looked like a normal human being, someone she would go flying with and then share a drink with afterward. 
As she reached Leonidas’s side, Alisa smiled up at him, hoping to put him at ease. She was also relieved to see him alive. She laid her hand on the barrel of his rifle and pushed it down so the tip pointed at the floor. He arched an eyebrow but let her.
“We’re standing down here,” she called to the Starseers. 
Someone’s touch brushed her mind, and she stiffened. Next to her, Leonidas growled low in his throat. But the touch was brief—checking to see if they were telling the truth? Then the men and women in flight suits raced around the corner. They did not make eye contact with Alisa or Leonidas as they ran through the doorway. They sprinted straight for the one- and two-man craft docked at the far end of the landing pad from the Nomad. Their urgency made Alisa wonder just how much power those shields had left.
Thwumps reverberated through the temple as the Starseers fired more of their artillery weapons from the tower tops. 
“How did you get out of that cell?” Alisa asked. 
“I pulled down the ice blocks in the ceiling to access the conduits there. I crossed a few wires and shorted out the forcefield.”
A faint thrumming started up, reverberating through her shoes and up her legs. It was not the same as the abrupt thwumps of the big artillery weapons. Something to do with the hover engines that held the temple aloft? Were they being overtaxed because of the barrage? 
“Conduits in the ceiling?” Alisa hadn’t noticed conduits up there. She knew his vision was better than hers in the dark, but could he see through things she couldn’t? Or had he just been paying more attention than she had? “Is that what you were studying when you were flat on your back? I thought you were taking a nap.”
“Cyborgs don’t nap,” Leonidas said.
“I thought you were human. Humans nap.”
“Not when they’re military officers—former military officers—trapped in an enemy stronghold.”
“The ice pressing through your skimpy underwear kept you awake, huh?”
His helmet rotated toward her, his eyes closed to slits behind the faceplate. 
“You don’t have to be embarrassed that I saw you in such a state,” Alisa said, undaunted. “It gave me time to map out my massage plans for when we get out of this and you come visit me. I plan to shop for some nice rocks at our next stop.”
Leonidas’s gaze shifted upward and out the door where another round of fire streaked down from above to slam into the temple’s shield. He did not correct her “when we get out of this” to “if we get out of this,” but it had to have crossed his mind.
Several of the sleek, ice-colored combat craft lifted off, wind gusting across the landing pad in their wake. The engines on many of the other ships were firing up, preparing to follow their comrades into the air. They must know a way out through the shielding, or perhaps those manning the temple controls would lower it briefly for them.
Alisa wondered if Lady Naidoo expected her to simply hop into one of the two-man craft and take off. Would the Starseer ships respond to a stranger pilot climbing in? Usually, craft were keyed to their pilots and the maintenance crew. Maybe Naidoo would forget about Alisa, and she wouldn’t have to go up.
“You won’t be able to pilot your freighter out of here as long as the shields are up,” Leonidas said, stepping outside. “But they may not last much longer. If they falter, we may have an opportunity to lift off before we’re obliterated. With luck, those warships won’t waste time targeting a harmless freighter when their goal is close enough to taste.”
“Unfortunately, that’s not the deal I made. Even if the docking clamps weren’t holding the Nomad down, I promised that you and I would join their pilots and defend the temple.”
“We’re going to attack the Alliance?” Leonidas stared at her.
“Are you stunned or pleased?”
“Both. But why would you—”
Back in the temple, a robed figure wearing a bulky satchel and carrying a staff ran around the corner, heading straight at them. Leonidas dropped his hand toward his rifle, but it stopped midair, two inches above it. The Starseer flicked a finger as he continued toward the doorway. A grimace of defiance crossed Leonidas’s face, and his fingers quivered, but he could not touch the weapon.
“You’re going up with us, right?” the Starseer asked, his hood pulled low to shadow his features. He was tall and broad, and the voice seemed familiar. 
She nodded. “That’s the deal.”
The shadowed face regarded Leonidas briefly, but the Starseer did not pause for long. “This way,” he said, and raced for two of the remaining combat craft. “The dart is mine.” He pointed to the last of the ice-colored ships, a one-man craft with an arrow shape. “You can take the Striker over there.”
Alisa eyed the rusty Alliance craft docked at the end. A Striker-13 rather than the 18 she had flown in the war, it looked like it hadn’t been taken out for a run in a long time. In fact, judging by the patches along the side, it had survived a crash.
It did, a voice spoke in her head, and Alisa jumped. The Starseer voices all sounded alike in her head, but she assumed this was the robed pilot speaking to her. He had already jumped into his own craft, the dart, and was lowering the clear canopy of the cockpit. It wasn’t entirely wrecked, so we brought it in off the ice and fixed it. Several of our ships were acquired that way.
What happened to the pilot? Alisa asked as she popped the canopy. 
She didn’t make it.
Alisa wagered most of the pilots—and the crew—of the ships that flew into the mists didn’t make it. She now suspected that had less to do with natural phenomena and more to do with the Starseers’ almost obsessive efforts to guard their secrets, even if it meant murder. Three suns, was she truly going to defend these people? What if the Alliance ships were justified in what they were doing? What if the Starseers had been fiddling with the tectonic plates beneath the continents of Arkadius? What if they did want to take over the planet? 
We just want to be left alone, the other pilot assured her. There are too few of us left to think of war or taking over anything.
Alisa did not know whether to believe him or not. Naidoo had lied to her once, and what of the way they had treated Leonidas? 
“Marchenko, do you expect me to fit back here?” Leonidas asked.
She had slid easily into the cockpit, as if she were slipping into a favorite old pair of pants—the 13 was noticeably older and less sophisticated than the 18, not to mention the rust edging the seams that made her doubt its space-worthiness, but the cockpit size was identical to the model she had flown. The back seat was big enough for a soldier in a flight suit, but had not been designed for a tall, brawny cyborg, certainly not one in combat armor. 
“Alisa,” she corrected him, “and wouldn’t you rather be in the air than down here, helpless to have any effect on your fate?”
“What I want won’t do anything to make me smaller.”
“Just try to wedge yourself in. You should be able to scoot the seat back for a little more leg room.”
Hurry, the other pilot said, his dart taking off with a noisy flare from its thrusters. We need all the help we can get. It will be another… twenty-three minutes before the temple’s engines are fully online and can move the structure.
Working on it, Alisa thought, fastening her harness.
Grunts and clunks came from behind her as Leonidas tried to draw all of his armored limbs into the seat. 
“I’ve got control of the blazers up here,” Alisa said, fastening her harness and hitting the button to lower the canopy. “Assuming this thing is fully loaded, you should have the e-cannons and two torpedoes.”
“I’m familiar with Alliance ships.”
Right, he had probably helped destroy plenty of them.
“Are you familiar with how to get your elbow all the way inside?” she asked, waving at a red light flashing on the control panel. “Because the canopy refuses to close with bits of you hanging out.”
“It’s as uppity as its pilot,” he muttered amid more clunks and grunts.
The canopy was finally able to close fully, and the alarm light went out. Alisa hit the button to fire up the engines. Much like the Nomad, this older model did not have holocontrols, and forget about a surround-flow display for her peripheral vision. As the ship flared to life, she looked back to check on Leonidas, to see if he would be able to access the weapons while he was stuffed in there like pickled degafish in a jar.
His broad shoulders pressed against the clear walls of the cockpit, his knees were almost pushed up to his ears, and he was glowering at her from inside his helmet, but he did have his hands resting lightly on the weapons’ targeting controls.
“I see you would have been disappointed if I hadn’t finagled things for you to be allowed to come along with me,” Alisa said.
“After what my body has been through in the last twenty-four hours, getting massaged by rocks is starting to sound less distressing.”
“Good. We’ll make it a date then.” She winked.
He arched an eyebrow.
The console binged, signaling ready. Alisa turned her focus back to the control panel and guided them into the air. She gave the Nomad a long look as she lifted off, worried she would not see her freighter again.
“Did you see how the other ships got through the shield?” Leonidas asked.
“Uh.” That would have been a smart thing to pay attention to. “No. Did you?”
“They all flew down after they took off, under the temple.” A thud sounded as he tried to point under the landing pad, and his elbow struck something.
“Then down we go too. And hope for a big glowing, obvious door.” 
Alisa eyed the tiny sensor display on the control panel. It had the power and range of a mouse running on a wheel. She could see the contours of the energy field, but nothing that hinted of a safe zone or a way out. Had the Starseers in the control room briefly lowered the gate so their pilots could fly out? If so, would they do the same for her? It would be a shame if she and Leonidas had to hide under the temple for the entire battle. Her conscience wished that would happen, even as her mind accepted that she would likely have to help if she meant to get the Nomad and her crew to safety somehow. For good or ill, her fate was tied in with the temple’s right now.
As she dipped below the edge of the landing pad, flying under the Nomad and toward the belly of the sprawling temple, another fighter craft came into view. It was one of the silvery darts, probably the one that had taken off right before her. It remained in the air under the structure, hovering near the center of it. Waiting for her?
Follow me, the pilot said into her mind. Your ship doesn’t have the safe route programmed in. I’ll have to take over your controls to get you out and into the battle.
Oh, wouldn’t that be fun. Alisa frowned at the idea of her ship being controlled by some Starseer. It had not gone well the last time she had been at the helm when that happened.
We rarely try to crash our own ships, the pilot said dryly.
“Marchen—Alisa,” Leonidas said, probably concerned that they were heading straight toward the energy shield, which, according to the sensors, wrapped under the temple as well as curving above it. Beyond the invisible field, ships from both sides flew about, weaving in and out of the mists as they engaged each other. The Alliance forces tried to focus on the temple, but the Starseers were fighting back now, harrying the small fighters and the warships. 
“Yes, I’m talking to someone about it,” Alisa said.
“Talking?” he asked darkly, and she suspected he knew exactly what she meant.
“To the fellow in the robes, I believe.”
“You know who that is?” From his tone, it sounded like he did.
Before she could answer, her comm unit beeped. 
“Captain?” Mica asked.
“Here,” Alisa replied.
“I’m setting more explosives. I tried to detonate the first round, but it’s as if they disappeared. The detonators certainly did. I assume you want us to get the Nomad out of here if I can destroy those clamps and get a chance to slip through the shields. Since you’re in a ship now, we can try to meet up away from the battle and find a way out of here.”
“Ah, yes,” Alisa said, hoping the Starseer pilot wasn’t monitoring her thoughts or her communications. Ahead of her, his ship had started moving again, the nose dipping down, his craft almost vertical as it headed toward the ice. “That would be ideal, assuming one of you can pilot her out of the dock. Can you?” She had never seen Mica fly anything, but wouldn’t be surprised if she had done maintenance on ships that required her to maneuver them around a space station.
“Beck and I are arm wrestling to see who gets the honor of trying.”
“That sounds reassuring.”
“We figure the ship will crash on the way through the mists, no matter who’s flying. If we keep it close to the ice, it can’t crash far.”
“I’m not as enthused with this plan as you would think,” Alisa said. 
Crashes aside, how would she find the Nomad out there with all the damned mist? On the way in, she’d barely been able to find her ass with her hand.
“Then you can come up with a better one.”
The flight stick moved of its own accord. Alisa started, grabbing it harder. 
Let go, the voice in her mind instructed.
Though that was the last thing Alisa wanted to do, she forced herself to lean back, lifting her hands from the stick. 
“Should I be alarmed?” Leonidas asked quietly, watching over her shoulder as the Striker surged forward, following the dart as it continued downward, as if it would fly straight into the ice.
“I am,” she said.
“Dr. Dominguez wants a word with you, Captain,” Mica said over the comm. 
“Is he jealous that you didn’t include him in the arm wrestling match?” 
“No, he knew he would lose.”
“Captain,” Alejandro said, “I finished analyzing the blood.”
“Oh? I thought you had already finished analyzing it before.” Alisa resisted the urge to grab the flight stick as the Striker picked up speed, and the sea of ice filled her vision.
“I had another idea when I saw Beck chewing on his leftover duck.”
“I’m glad he’s treating our imminent death as a snack time,” Mica muttered from somewhere off to the side.
“We’re not going to die,” Alisa said firmly. “I’m coming up with a better plan as we speak.” She wished that were true. She kept hoping inspiration would strike her. Right now, the ice was the only thing that looked like it might strike her.
“Well, it couldn’t get much worse,” Mica said.
“Just work on those explosives in case there’s an opportunity to escape,” Alisa said. “What did you find, Doctor?”
“A DNA match.”
“You figured out which Starseer that blood belonged to?”
Her Striker veered to one side and then the other. As they neared the frozen sea, the craft finally veered, shifting to a horizontal path and skimming along a few feet above the ice.
“Not precisely, but I do know that it was one of the people who came to eat Beck’s food. I found his trash bin full of skewers and used the saliva dried on them to run scans. I found a match on the third one.”
“How many people did Beck feed?”
“He says a couple dozen at least.”
Alisa frowned. “That doesn’t narrow it down much.”
“No, but he says he did not feed Abelardus. Whoever died, if anyone, it wasn’t him. He never returned to the Nomad after escorting your team into the temple.”
“Ah,” Alisa said, her frown disappearing. “That’s something, then.”
“You’re welcome,” Alejandro said, sounding like he wanted some gratitude. 
“Thank you,” Alisa managed. She hadn’t forgotten that he had asked Leonidas about getting rid of her once, but she supposed scraping spit off used skewers was a demeaning job for someone who had once been a chief ER surgeon. 
“I could have told you Abelardus is still alive,” Leonidas said.
Control is yours again, the Starseer spoke into her mind as his dart surged ahead, leaving the shadow of the temple and shooting up to join other darts swooping in between Strikers and Cobras. You may join our squadron, but you may also be able to get in close and do damage with your torpedoes since you’re in an Alliance ship. 
I don’t think they’re going to mistake this rusty museum piece for one of their own, Alisa thought as she zipped along the ice. She didn’t want to stay low for long, since she would be an easy target for anyone flying above, but she needed to get far enough away from the temple to better gauge everything that was going on, especially since the craft lacked a surround-flow display.
“They had better tech than this back on Old Earth,” she grumbled, alternating between watching the sensor display and the view out her canopy.
They may at least hesitate to fire upon you, the other pilot said. You haven’t trained with our people, so you would be in the way as a part of our formations.
“Great.” 
“Problem?” Leonidas asked as Alisa took them to the edge of the mist field, then flew upward, trying to stay on the periphery of the battle, avoiding the dozens of explosives and bolts of energy filling the sky.
“They want our help, but they don’t want us anywhere near them while we do it.”
“Just point me toward something I can shoot.”
From the sound of his voice, he wasn’t particular about what that might be. She knew he wouldn’t mind shooting Alliance ships down under any circumstances, but after the last day and night, he might happily blow some Starseer ships out of the sky too.
She, on the other hand, did not want to fire at any of the targets. It crossed her mind to disappear into the mist, but that would not help the Nomad escape. 
Sighing, once she had flown high enough to see the ships below, she turned toward a squadron of Alliance ships that were peppering the temple shield. Before she made it halfway to them, two of the Strikers abruptly veered downward. She had not seen either get hit, and there was not any smoke coming from their engines, but they spiraled toward the ice below as if they had been hit dead on. 
“That’s chilling,” she muttered.
One of the Strikers managed to recover, the nose turning up out of the dive at the last second. The belly almost scraped the ice as the craft swooped back upward. The second ship did not recover. It smashed into the ice so hard that it broke through. Pieces of the ship flew free as the smashed fuselage plunged into the black water below.
Alisa flicked on the comm in her Striker, assuming it was tied in with the rest of the Starseer squadron and that she could hear their chatter. If they chattered. Maybe they were all communicating with their minds up here. 
“That one’s out of it,” someone was saying.
“Good, but focus on what’s going on around you too. You’ve got a cat on your tail.” 
“I see it.”
“Focus on the warships,” another voice said. “If we can crash them, it’ll matter a lot more than dropping the one-man ships. Those are just flies pestering us.”
“We’ve been trying, but they’re rotating through pilots up there. As soon as we affect one, another pushes him aside and takes the helm. I did manage to find a weak-willed mind and start a fight up there.” The speaker sounded smug. “He tried to punch his C.O.”
“Just fly,” someone with a hard voice said. “Let Naidoo and those in the temple worry about mind links.”
“Look out, Nile!”
A torpedo slammed into one of the Starseer darts, crushing through its shields and utterly obliterating it. 
“Shit,” several voices said at once.
“Should have stopped that,” one said, with the slam of a fist striking a console. “There’s so damned many of them.”
More rounds launched from the temple below, coming close to shaving the wings off one of the darts. Alisa arced behind the Alliance squadron that had been distracting the Starseers when that torpedo had struck and she fired a few half-hearted shots at their backs. 
A faint reverberation pulsed through her vessel as one of the e-cannons fired. She had almost forgotten Leonidas was back there and twitched with surprise as their projectile streaked away, engulfed in fiery energy. It slammed into the wing of one of the Alliance ships. Normally, the craft’s shields should have been able to deflect a couple of e-cannon blasts, but they must have already taken damage. They fell away, letting the projectile tear through the wing, knocking it off. 
The pilot had no chance at compensating. He brought his nose up, trying to land instead of crashing, but two darts arrowed in, taking advantage. They riddled the hull with blazer fire, and smoke wafted up from the craft. It tumbled downward, eventually smashing into the frozen sea. This time, the ice did not break. Alisa almost wished it had, because seeing the craft shattered, pieces flying all across the white ice, was as sobering as a knife to the heart.
“You have deadly aim,” she said quietly. It wasn’t a compliment so much as a realization that she wouldn’t be able to half-heartedly join in the battle, not with Leonidas back there, eager to take down Alliance ships. 
“Line me up for another one,” he said.
Alisa swallowed. That was the last thing she wanted to do.



Chapter 16
Alisa was almost relieved when two Alliance ships diverted from their route to target her. It gave her an excuse not to line up another target for Leonidas. She swooped and dove, trying to lose them. They stuck with her. They must have seen Leonidas take down their comrade, and now they wanted revenge. She couldn’t blame them. She wouldn’t accommodate them, but she couldn’t blame them.
She put the creaky old Striker through a series of evasive maneuvers, banking to the port side and then up, making it hard for both of the Alliance ships to stick to her. One turned to follow while the other looped off in the other direction, probably hoping to meet her as she finished her loop. She twisted, coming out of it early and cutting back and across. One stuck with her, but she caught the other upside down in the middle of his own loop. She strafed him, knowing she could not hesitate to fire, not this time. She wasn’t going to get her and Leonidas killed out here. He bided his time on the cannons, waiting for her frenetic turns to slow, to reveal an opening. Now on the tail of the Alliance craft, having switched from pursued to pursuer, she pulled close, lining up the shot. Leonidas did not hesitate. With reflexes even quicker than hers, he fired. 
The Alliance ship’s shields held, the energy ball exploding against them, but she knew that had drained them. She lanced out with her guns, peppering his flank until he spun away, avoiding further fire.
She would have raced right after him, but his buddy had found her backside, and was now firing at her. The old Striker had shields, but she did not know how much faith to put in them, so she veered away immediately. The more modern craft had rotating guns, and they followed her. She cursed and flew straight upward, toward the mist above the battlefield. The Alliance craft followed her, his friend also coming around to get behind her again.
As soon as she hit the mists, she banked to the port side, dipping into a sideways loop. She whipped the craft up as quickly as possible, trying to come about fast enough to catch the lead ship as it entered the mist. It zipped by too rapidly, a blip lurching across a sensor screen that had half-filled with static as soon as they hit the mists. She was relying upon her eyes. The second ship came in higher than she expected, the pilot also having made a quick adjustment, but she surged up and fired from below.
Leonidas did not hesitate to loose another cannon shot. They were targeting the same ship they had struck earlier, and this time, its shields did not hold. The cannon charge exploded against its side. The ship’s flight turned into a tumble, and it spun out of control as it streaked toward the ice. 
Alisa turned her attention to the second vessel, weaving and trying to find it in the mist. It found her first. The nose emerged from the mist, cannons and guns all pointed at her. She whipped her Striker downward, but not before Leonidas fired, and not before the other pilot fired. Streaks of red slashed through the air, right at the canopy. If not for the shields, they would have struck. She took a relieved breath even as the control panel lit up, informing her that shields had dropped to fifty percent.
“Got him,” Leonidas said, and Alisa glanced back to see the smoking craft spiraling downward before it disappeared into the mist.
“Good,” Alisa said, though her enthusiasm was still tempered by how little she wanted to be a part of this battle.
Taking a deep breath, she guided them back out of the mist. She gulped at the carnage that stretched out before her. No less than twenty of the small combat craft lay mangled on the ice. Most of them were Alliance, but a few of the Starseer darts had also been destroyed. Smoke wafted up from more than a dozen spots. Several holes in the ice hinted that even more ships had gone down than were now visible, some plummeting through and sinking.
The three warships remained in the air, swooping back and forth above the temple, powerful shields deflecting everything the Starseer ships threw at them while seeking to avoid the larger and more dangerous artillery fire from below. The temple also remained intact, though a ripple of white flashed and outlined the curving contour of its big shield, as a huge round exploded above one of the towers. 
“We need eighteen minutes,” someone spoke over the Starseer comm channel. “The engines are halfway to ready, but the temple shield is down to twenty-five percent power.”
“We’re doing our best,” a pilot responded. “Is there no chance of diddling with the minds of the captains on the warships? Those ships are the ones decimating the shield power, right?”
“Yes, and we’ve been trying, but again, they have numerous people on the bridges up there. We’ve knocked out a few of the higher-ranking officers, but the lieutenants are keeping things running. They all know the plan. We’ve had more luck causing equipment failures, but there’s so much redundancy on those ships that they’re nearly impossible to bring down from mechanical issues alone.”
“Figure something out. The shields are not going to last another eighteen minutes.”
“Seventeen now.”
“So much better. Can’t anyone down there manipulate the mists? Bring them in closer to mess with everyone’s sensors?”
“We mess with our own equipment, too, if we do that. The last thing we want is for the temple to crash.” 
Alisa drummed her fingers on the control panel. She could engage with other small combat ships all day, but if the warships were the main problem, nothing she did would matter overmuch. 
“Leonidas, what can we do to put an end to this fight?” She did not truly expect him to have an answer—nor did she know if he even cared which side won—but nothing useful was popping into her mind.
“It sounds like someone needs to buy the temple seventeen minutes,” he said.
“Yes, but how? Pipe the latest episode of the Hot Twilight Nights onto all of their monitors to transfix them?”
“Perhaps something else might transfix them.”
An idea trickled into her mind, and the hairs on the back of her neck rose. Could it work? Would it entice the Alliance commander into ceasing fire momentarily? And, more importantly, could she talk Leonidas into going for it? Did she truly want to talk him into it? With a certainty that almost seemed to come from without, she nodded to herself. Yes, if she did it, she might save many lives.
“I don’t suppose you would like to be the transfixing thing, Leonidas?” Alisa asked. 
“What do you mean?” he asked warily.
Alisa was guiding the Striker along the edge of the mist, trying not to engage with anyone while she debated her options. She fiddled with the comm to see if she could reach out to the Alliance ships from her craft. “To buy time, I could tell them I have a prisoner that I know they want.”
“A prisoner,” Leonidas said, his tone flat.
“With the way you’re wedged in there, I doubt you’ll get out in less than seventeen minutes.” She smiled back over her shoulder.
He gazed steadily at her, no hint of amusement in his eyes. The carnage down below probably did not bother him. After a lifetime as a soldier, he had to be inured to it. She had to figure out how to turn him to her way of thinking. Even if that seat was a tight fit for him, there was no way she would be able to turn him in against his will. 
“What if I offered you up as a prisoner if they agreed to stop firing?” Alisa asked. “At the least, one of those warships would have to move away and lower its shields to let us fly into their shuttle bay. Once there, we could figure out how to get out again before they could actually collect you and torture you, or whatever they have in mind. At this point, they would probably torture me, too, since I’ve been seen in your company so often. So, I have a motivation to make sure we can get out again. Maybe I can jury-rig this ship to—”
“You said the Starseers got the doctor’s orb?” Leonidas asked.
“They did,” Alisa said, not sure what that mattered to him at this moment. “He’s distraught.”
Leonidas looked down at the wrecks as they flew over them, then toward the temple. Another charge exploded against its shield, and it flashed again. Wavering. Weakening. 
Alisa glimpsed the Nomad, still stuck in its docking spot, as they flew around the back of the temple. 
“Do it,” Leonidas said.
“What?” Alisa twisted her neck to look back and see his face. “Really?”
“I don’t know if it will work, but you can try. What I know is more than six months out of date. It won’t help them, but if they believe it will and you can use it to your advantage, do it.”
“All right. Good. Thank you.” Alisa sat straight in her seat and tapped for the comm channel she had already identified. “If they go for it, we’ll find a way back out again before they get a chance to question us.” Had she already said that? For some reason, her thoughts seemed a tad scattered. “This could work,” she said with determination. “We just need to buy a little time. Enough for the Starseers to move their temple and enough for Mica to figure out how to extricate the Nomad so it can sneak away in the mists.” Admittedly, the latter motivated her far more than the former, but she didn’t want to see the Starseers obliterated, either. Whether they deserved it or not did not matter to her. They still had the answer to the question of where her daughter had gone. 
Leonidas grunted noncommittally.
“Commander Farrow?” Alisa asked, sure she had the right ship targeted but doubtful as to whether he would be the one to answer. If the Starseers had been muddling people’s minds, he might not even be alert enough to answer. “This is Captain Marchenko. I need to talk to you. Sapphire Status,” she added, referring to the system of color codes for assigning priorities and threats.
Several long seconds passed. Would they ignore her altogether? Maybe they knew how depleted the temple’s shield was, and they were completely focused on defeating it.
“You’re not in your usual ship, Captain,” a male voice finally responded. Commander Farrow.
“No, sir. The Starseers have my freighter locked down. But I’ve escaped from the temple with a prisoner.”
“Unless you have that Naidoo woman in your backseat, I’m not interested.”
On the other side of the temple, another Alliance Cobra was hit. It was only a glancing blow. The ship wobbled once and started to recover, but abruptly the thrusters turned off. It plummeted to the ice, crashing alongside another wreck.
Alisa’s plan to help the Starseers made her uneasy, especially when they could do that. Further, she did not know all the politics here. Was the Alliance justified in this attack? Even if it was, they were losing so many fighter ships. Was it truly worth it to tangle with Starseers? 
“I have someone else that I know you’ve been looking for, Commander,” Alisa said, almost as if a mental nudge had prompted her. 
“Such as?” 
“Colonel Hieronymus Adler. I’ve heard the Alliance wants him.” Alisa had no idea if the commander knew why the Alliance wanted him. The three suns knew she didn’t. But even if Farrow didn’t, he ought to be aware of how much the government was willing to pay for his delivery. She assumed he would attempt to move all the suns and all their hells to obtain him. 
“He’s your prisoner?” Farrow sounded skeptical. 
“I’ve got him in this very Striker with me,” Alisa said, adding indignation to her voice, as if she could capture a cyborg easily any time she wished and it was offensive to imply otherwise. She pointedly did not look over her shoulder to see Leonidas’s reaction. “He’s drugged out of his mind and drooling like a baby. I don’t know how long that will last, so you might want to invite me in so I can deliver him.”
“You’re offering to deliver him to our back door?”
“Your front door if you want.”
“What’s in it for you, Marchenko?”
“I told you. My freighter is down there, and the Starseers aren’t letting it go. You blow up that temple, and the only thing I own in the universe gets blown up with it. I’ve got crew and passengers on there, Commander. Watching them get blown up, that’s a problem for me.”
“What do you want from me?” Farrow did not sound overly moved by the plight of her crew and passengers.
“Cease fire while I drop him off. Cease fire from all of your vessels.”
“You want those Starseer bastards to get away?”
“I want my ship to get away. Look, my engineer is planting some explosives to break their docking clamps. She just needs more time to make that happen. Then you can go back to pummeling the Starseers into the ice.” Alisa hoped the commander did not know that the temple was ambulatory and could eventually escape. “You think I care about them? We were prisoners down there until you came along and they got distracted. My ship is still imprisoned.”
“Odd how you got a different ship.”
“Odd? I’m good, Commander. Look up my record. This isn’t the first enemy ship I’ve stolen.”
Alisa slapped the comm to cut the channel. Let him think about her words and mull them over. Then if he was intrigued, he could contact her. She just hoped he didn’t know exactly what had happened back on Perun, that she had risked a lot to keep Leonidas from being captured there. If he had that whole story, he might not be inclined to believe that she had imprisoned him now.
“You’ve stolen other ships before?” Leonidas asked dryly. 
“Don’t tell me you’re surprised.”
“Not really. I wouldn’t mind hearing the story.” 
It was a silly time to worry about what he thought, but she couldn’t help but smile, pleased that he wanted to hear about her exploits.
“Perhaps I can share it while I’m digging those rocks into your back,” she said.
He snorted. “Perhaps.”
Alisa switched to the Starseer comm channel in time to hear someone say, “The eight are united. They’re targeting one of the warships. Just keep the fighter craft busy, boys.”
“And girls,” a woman added.
“Boys and girls, yes.”
As the Starseer darts kept harrying the Alliance fighters, Alisa flew up toward the top of the mist where the Star Nautilus, Farrow’s warship, lurked. It was still shooting relentlessly at the temple, but as she drew close, one of the ship’s e-cannon ports exploded in a smoky flash of white. That was when she noticed that three other weapons’ ports had also been damaged, if not outright destroyed. 
The Alliance had the superior numbers by far in this battle, and the temple’s shield was weakening, but would they truly win? Even if they did, how much would they lose in the process?
The comm flashed, and Alisa switched back to the warship’s channel. 
“Yes, Commander?” She tamped down her natural tendency to sound perky and insouciant with the words. 
“I’m taking the Nautilus up into the mist to get out of their range. Come join us in our hangar bay.”
Alisa thought about pointing out how hard it was to navigate in the mists, but she was more concerned about getting her deal and not simply flying into the enemy’s hands. She grimaced, hating that she was now in a position to think of an Alliance ship as “the enemy.” 
“And you’ll cease fire?” Alisa asked.
“If your story is true, and you do, indeed, have a drugged Colonel Adler for us, we’ll help you get your ship back.”
Alisa scowled. That would not do anything to stop the fighting. And she did not see how Farrow could guarantee the safety of her ship when they were firing at the shield currently protecting it.
Alisa muted Farrow and switched to her regular comm unit. “Mica, are you there? What’s the Nomad’s status?”
“We’re still here. Enjoying the light show.”
“And working on a way to get out of there, I hope?”
“I’ve planted more explosives, and I’m ready to detonate them, but we have the same problem as before. If I blow them, it will most likely damage the hull of the Nomad. And it’s also unlikely that we can escape through the shield unless you can guide us out the same way you went. The sensors here read it as a solid barrier.”
“I had help getting this ship out. I’m not sure if my guide is interested in helping again. I haven’t heard from him in a while.” Alisa had lost track of which one was the robed pilot’s dart and had no idea if he was still alive.
The comm on the console flashed. “Captain Marchenko? Are you going to work with us? We’re prepared to fly out of range and lower our shields so we can invite you and your captive aboard. We’d hate for him to wake up while you have him behind you. Cyborgs are known to be irritable when they wake up.”
Leonidas did not say anything, not with the comm open, but Alisa sensed him glaring out the canopy and up at the warship.
“Yes, sir, I’ve heard that,” Alisa said, but she did not answer his other question. The warship was still firing down at the temple. Would it even matter if she got one of the ships out of range and out of the battle? There were two other warships. 
She shook her head, second-guessing her plan. It seemed that little could be gained, and much could be lost. 
Yes, it will matter, the pilot spoke into her mind. We’ve got a lock on the other two warships. Do it.
“I’m ready to follow you, Commander,” Alisa said, glancing over her shoulder.
Leonidas’s brow was furrowed as he gazed back at her. He looked like he was second-guessing his choice to acquiesce too. 
She held up one finger, then touched it to her temple, hoping to imply that she was in contact with one of the Starseers. Everything would work out. It had to.
The Nautilus, as large as the temple below, rose like a small island lifting into the misty sky. Alisa followed in the Striker, contemplating pretending to lose the ship, so she couldn’t actually fly into its bay. Would that take it out of the fight for long enough? Maybe the commander would sit up there, waiting for her for the fifteen minutes the temple needed.
“We got one, we got one,” someone blurted on the Starseer channel amid spitting static.
“Confirmed. One of the warships is going down.” 
Alisa swallowed. Was that true? She looked at her sensor display, but the mist had already enveloped her, leaving it an unreliable source. She could make out the ponderous presence of the Nautilus, but little else. Just haze and mist and more mist.
Someone else spoke on the Starseer channel, but it came out garbled, and Alisa could not make out the words.
They rose for several moments, Alisa following close enough to keep visual contact with the warship. She wondered how Farrow knew what the range of the temple’s weapons were. Would he fly all the way out of the mists for this?
She glanced at the clock display. Seven minutes had passed. The temple should only need another ten.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Leonidas asked.
“It’s getting one of the warships out of the fight, hopefully for long enough for the temple to get moving,” Alisa said, not answering the question. “I was told it would be enough to help.”
“Told.” He did not sound amused. “By one of them.”
“Yeah, one has decided to speak into my head. He guided us out through the shield too.”
“The same one who came out robed and led us to this ship?” Leonidas asked.
“I think so, yes.”
“You know that’s Abelardus, right?”
Alisa sucked in a breath. She’d thought that voice sounded familiar. 
“Don’t take this the wrong way, but are you sure you’re acting of your own volition, right now?” Leonidas asked. “I suspect he would like it very much if I fell into the Alliance’s hands.”
Alisa licked her lips. Had this all been her idea? Or had someone nudged her into it?
“You agreed to this,” she said, her voice uncertain.
He grunted. “Are you sure I was acting of my own volition?”
While Alisa debated her new concerns, the belly of the warship came into view, looming huge and dark out of the mists. Alisa switched from vertical to horizontal flight, almost bumping the hull with the top of her canopy. 
“Their shields are down,” she said, realizing they had to be if she had gotten that close.
“Alisa,” Leonidas said, an edge of warning in his voice. “While I don’t think they’ll get anything useful from what’s in my head, I would rather not voluntarily put myself in their hands if there’s not a good reason. Interrogation and death are very likely outcomes here.” 
Alisa nodded. “All right. You’re right.” Questioning how much of the idea had been hers to start with, she veered away from the ship, diving back down into the mists. “Mica,” she said, tapping her comm, “blow those explosives. We’ll risk the damage. As long as she can still fly, we ought to be able to get to a city and—”
The Striker halted with a shudder and a groan. Alisa gaped at the dashboard and echoed that groan herself. The shields were still up, but the entire Striker was being held in place.
“I’d been hoping their grab beam wouldn’t work in the mists,” she said.
Leonidas sighed. She winced, certain he was judging her for being weak-minded, for letting herself be manipulated. Damn it. What had she been thinking? 
“Do you have a handkerchief?” Leonidas asked.
“Uh?” Alisa patted herself down. In her flight suit, she would have had something—you couldn’t have bodily fluids dripping from your nose and distracting you during combat—but she hadn’t thought to grab anything on the way out of the Nomad. “Did my creative flying give you a nose bleed?”
“Something like that.”
She poked into the dusty first-aid kit fastened to the side of the pilot’s seat. The lid opened with a creak, and she suspected it hadn’t been opened since the rusty old craft had first been commissioned. She pulled out a piece of gauze and handed it back to him.
“Any Torovax in there?” 
“You want me to take an inventory right now?”
“You’re not needed at the controls.” 
“Don’t remind me.” Alisa unfastened the first-aid kit and handed it back to him. She was vaguely familiar with the contents and suspected he would be a lot more likely to find a drug that would charge him with adrenaline rather than a muscle relaxant.
“Thank you. Here,” Leonidas said as the Striker started moving, being pulled inexorably toward the hangar bay doors that were sliding open on the side of the warship. Something touched her shoulder. Her belt with her multitool and Etcher.
“You got my belongings?”
“I grabbed everything on my way out of the basement and visited the armory too.” He patted the bag he had been carrying all along. “Where do you think those smoke grenades came from?”
“I had no idea. Are we, uhm, putting up a fight in there?” Alisa glanced back, wondering what he had wanted the gauze for.
He had already made it disappear somewhere. She did not see any fresh blood dripping from his nose.
“I don’t know,” he replied. “I think they’ll be ready for it. I didn’t get the sense that the commander believed your story about stealing ships and drugging cyborgs. I may end up having to chat with him, whether I want to or not.”
“I’m sorry, Leonidas,” Alisa said as the grab beam pulled the Striker closer to the open hangar bay doors, the vast interior reminding her all too much of the maw of some ancient mythological beast that ate overly curious sailors. 
“It’s not your fault. For a couple of minutes, I was oddly amenable to the idea of going in too.” He growled deep within his throat. “Next time I see Abelardus, I will throw him out a window.”
The voice that had been speaking into her mind was quiet now. Why wouldn’t it be? It had gotten what it wanted, one of the warships out of the fight and Leonidas delivered into the hands of his enemies.



Chapter 17
Still in the cockpit as the Striker drifted into the Nautilus’s hangar bay, Alisa unfastened the seat harness and awkwardly buckled her belt around her waist, so that her Etcher once again rested on her hip. She did not know why she bothered when the Alliance soldiers would simply remove all her weapons, and maybe all of her clothes and all of her dignity, before tossing her into the brig. They would do no better to Leonidas.
Guilt gnawed at her, and she looked over her shoulder at him as the Striker settled to the deck with a soft bump. His knees were still up around his ears, his armored body almost folded in half to fit into the snug seat. She tried to manage a smile. “At least you’ll be able to stretch your legs now.”
He was checking his weapons and only glanced at her. Alisa did not think he was angry with her, but she wished she had never told him to join her in the Striker. She had fought without a gunner on numerous occasions. She could have done so this time too. He would not necessarily have been safe if he had gone in the Nomad, but he wouldn’t have been lining up for an interrogation, either.
The sensors still were not working well on the Striker’s control panel, so Alisa could not scan the atmosphere out in the bay, but she saw the big doors slide shut, and she felt the grab beam release her. A red light flashed in the distance. Any second, it would switch to white, letting the soldiers know they could come out and inspect their prize.
“Marchenko,” Leonidas said. She was about to correct the name usage when he did it himself, saying, “Alisa.”
“Yes?” Alisa started to look back again, but movement drew her gaze to the left. 
Soldiers in blue and gray Alliance combat armor were striding toward them, followed, several meters back, by a trio of officers in solid blue uniforms with uninspired gray earstars hooked over their ears. They did not have armor or rifles, but a couple wore stunners on their belts, and one of them was carrying a medical kit and something that looked like a tranquilizer gun. She thought of the gas that she had encountered with Leonidas on Starfall Station, gas specifically designed to paralyze a cyborg. 
“Don’t get yourself into trouble—more trouble—on my account,” he said. “If you can save yourself—and your reputation—by coming up with a story to explain why I’m not drugged and drooling, do so.”
“Unless you want to take off your armor now and artfully dribble down your chin, I think it’s too late for that,” Alisa said, remembering how the Alliance had thought she was Leonidas’s prisoner back at the skirmish near Perun’s moon. She suspected the odds of fooling anyone a second time were nonexistent. By now, the entire Alliance had probably figured out that Leonidas was her passenger, not her captor. 
“Maybe, but you have a scheming mind and may come up with something to explain this to your benefit. If you can do so, do. Don’t risk more for me.” His seat creaked as he leaned forward, laying a hand on her shoulder.
The gesture made emotion swell in her throat, and she reached up, resting her hand on his. His was armored, so it wasn’t exactly an intimate touch, but she held her palm on the cool metal anyway. 
She wondered if he had figured out that there was a reason she kept risking herself for him—and offering massages. He seemed a little slow when it came to dealing with flirtations, or perhaps he simply was not interested. For all she knew, he could prefer men. But even if he didn’t want romance, he did seem to care about her. And that made her feel all the worse for having led him here.
The armored soldiers were drawing close so Leonidas extracted his hand.
Alisa took a deep breath and popped the canopy. Several rifles swung in her direction. No, not quite in her direction—in the direction of her back seat. She almost felt affronted that nobody was worried about her. Just because she was wearing a fifty-year-old, bullet-slinging gun from some backwater world where there were no facilities for manufacturing BlazTech weapons did not mean she wasn’t a threat…
“Get out,” a woman in armor said, standing slightly ahead of the rest of the squad, her rifle trained unerringly on Leonidas.
“No please?” Alisa asked. “No thank you for coming and we hope you enjoy your stay? Alliance hospitality has deteriorated since I served.” 
She worked in that mention of serving in the vain hope that it would make the men less likely to shoot her. Neither the woman who had spoken, nor any of the other soldiers acknowledged her. Their stares never wavered from Leonidas. The three officers had stopped several meters back and also watched him tensely—the one in the lead had gray hair and commander’s tabs. So, Commander Farrow himself had come down for this. That was surprising, given the situation outside.
Her back seat groaned again as Leonidas pushed himself to his feet. He did not seem too worried about making the soldiers twitchy or accidentally drawing fire as he hopped to the deck. Of course, he was as armored as they were and could take a few hits. Alisa did not have that luxury. She eased out of the cockpit slowly, turning around and sliding down to the deck—clearly, none of their hosts thought it would be polite to push one of the mobile ladders over. Deteriorating hospitality, indeed.
“Remove your weapons, power down your suit, and take off your helmet,” the woman in charge said, a sergeant, Alisa assumed. Her armor carried no designation of rank. None of their armor did. Nobody wanted to make it easy for enemies to pick out the leaders in the field.
Leonidas stood calmly, his arms at his sides. He kept his hands away from the rifle hanging across his chest by a strap, but he did not do any of the things the woman ordered. Maybe he was waiting for a please. 
“Colonel Adler,” Commander Farrow said after a tense minute passed with neither side doing anything else. “Are you going to be difficult, or are you going to make this easy on all of us?”
Leonidas did not move, but his helmet swiveled a couple of degrees, his faceplate toward the doctor with the medical kit and tranquilizer gun. Alisa had the feeling he might be stalling. Was he trying to buy time for the Starseers? Did he truly care what happened to them? Or maybe he wanted the Nomad to get its chance to escape. Or maybe he just dreaded the inevitable.
“Cyborgs aren’t generally in the business of making life easy for Alliance soldiers,” Leonidas said, his faceplate shifting toward Farrow. 
“I suppose that’s true, but this needn’t be a bloodbath. We just want to know where the boy is, Colonel. The war’s over, and there aren’t any war crimes listed on your record that you should be held accountable for. Just the usual—” the commander already had thin lips, and they almost disappeared when he pressed them together, “—but understandable grievances.”
Alisa wondered if that was a lie. While she believed Leonidas wouldn’t have done anything atrocious, she wondered if her people would truly let him walk after this. 
“I haven’t seen the boy in over six months,” Leonidas said. “I have no idea where he is now.”
The commander looked at his medical officer, who shrugged in return. “I can’t tell if he’s lying without dosing him, sir.”
“Where was he when last you saw him?” Farrow asked Leonidas.
“You’re going to drug me regardless of what I tell you.” Leonidas sighed and lifted his hands toward his helmet.
The soldiers all tightened their fingers on the triggers of their weapons. 
Leonidas didn’t even acknowledge them as he pulled off his helmet. Alisa was surprised that he did it, since it made him vulnerable, but maybe he sensed that the soldiers would start firing and find a way to peel him open like an old-fashioned sardine can if he did not. 
Or maybe a certain Starseer was influencing his actions. She shivered.
Leonidas tucked the helmet under his arm. He wore his stoic, difficult-to-read face, but Alisa thought she saw some of his pain and weariness in the tightness at the corners of his eyes. Thinking of how much the Starseers had worked him over before throwing him into his cell, she worried that the armor was the main thing keeping him upright. Once again, she regretted that her actions had brought him here. Dealing with an interrogation while at full health would be bad enough.
“What planet did you last see him on, Colonel?” Farrow asked, waving his fingers for the doctor to step forward. “And who did you hand him off to?”
“He’s just a boy,” Leonidas said softly. “Will you go after him with a squadron of armed soldiers and fighter pilots?” His gaze flicked briefly to Alisa—remembering that she had been an Alliance fighter pilot not that long ago?
For the first time, Farrow looked at Alisa. She had been standing quietly in the shadow of the old Striker, having puzzle pieces click into place as she listened and finally started to realize why the Alliance wanted Leonidas. The boy. The only boy they could possibly be talking about who would be of such interest was the emperor’s son. Prince Thorian. Had Leonidas been there at the end? The imperial palace had been destroyed days before the emperor’s actual death out on an asteroid base where a hidden palace had been his final refuge, a place the Alliance never would have known about if not for a spy. Had the elite Cyborg Corps been there in the final battle, defending it? And if so, had Leonidas been called away when the fall became inevitable and when the emperor wanted to make sure his only surviving son escaped?
“He will be captured,” Farrow said. “We have no intention of killing a child, if that’s what you’re worried about, but he will be made to disappear, and we’ll let the press believe he was killed. I’m sure you can understand why we don’t want him secreted away somewhere so that your people can trot him out later on, using him as a figurehead to rally around.”
Leonidas gazed back at him, his face giving away nothing.
“Doctor,” Farrow said, tilting his head toward Leonidas.
“Do you want me to question the woman too?” 
Alisa felt her eyebrows fly up. Being questioned with drugs wouldn’t be as bad as being questioned by having fingernails and toenails ripped out, but she couldn’t imagine it would be pleasant. And what did they think she knew? What could she possibly know? She hadn’t been there when the emperor’s hidden refuge was destroyed. She had been across the system, engaged in the chain battles, taking down the Dustor 7 Orbital Shipyard. 
“I’ve told her nothing of this,” Leonidas said. “She’s someone I hired to give me a ride, nothing more.”
Alisa knew the words were for the sake of the officers and weren’t true for him any more than they were for her. Farrow squinted at him, perhaps suspecting the same thing, and met Alisa’s eyes.
“You won medals for fighting the empire during the war, and now you’re ferrying around its officers, Captain Marchenko?” he asked.
“We met at gunpoint,” Alisa said, thinking of Leonidas’s admonition that she should save herself if she could. She loathed the idea of lying to do that, but this wasn’t a lie. “And technically, he didn’t pay me for that ride. He had a big destroyer pointed at my nose.” Granted, he had been telling her to go away when he’d been pointing his gun at her, not ordering her to take him anywhere. “What’s a girl to do when that happens?”
“I’ve seen the reports,” Farrow said. “You refused to give him up at Perun.” He nodded to the doctor. “Question her too. He may have confided in her.”
“Why would I confide in an Alliance officer?” Leonidas asked.
“A former Alliance officer. One you seem oddly interested in protecting now.”
“You’re supposed to protect civilians from the enemy,” he said without hesitating. “It’s what soldiers do.”
“We’re not her enemy,” Farrow snapped.
Alisa bit her lip to keep from pointing out that he hadn’t seemed to have a problem with blowing up the Starseer temple while the Nomad was stuck in its docks.
“We needn’t be your enemy, either,” Farrow said. “The war is over. Your unit was disbanded. We just need to find the boy.”
“And annihilate a temple full of Starseers?” Leonidas arched an eyebrow. 
“Are you also concerned about protecting them? One wonders what you were doing down there.” 
“Research.”
“Question them on that too,” Farrow told the doctor. “We thought she would lead us down to a city where we could catch up with the cyborg once he departed. This—” he flexed his hand in the direction of the deck and the battle going on far below, “—was an unexpected bonus.”
Leonidas’s jaw tightened, the first sign that he was worried with the way things were going. 
“You’re welcome,” Alisa said. “Perhaps as a sign of your gratitude, you could refrain from sticking giant drug-filled needles in my neck.”
“It’s only a medium-sized needle,” the doctor said.
“I’m sure that’ll make it far more comfortable.”
The ship shuddered, and Farrow frowned slightly. Even though Alisa knew the battle continued on while this meeting was happening, this was the first sign that the Nautilus was currently being targeted. Either the shields had absorbed previous impacts so she had not noticed them, or the Starseers had flown up and found the warship in the mist. It was also possible the Nautilus had descended and rejoined the fray as soon as it had Alisa and Leonidas on board. 
Farrow’s lips moved as he communicated subvocally to someone via his earstar. Alisa could not hear the response, but Leonidas stirred slightly at her side. 
“I need to get back to the bridge,” Farrow told the doctor. “Where would you prefer to do your interrogation? The brig or sickbay?”
“The brig, and I want him out of his armor,” the doctor said firmly, his wary glance toward Leonidas promising that he wouldn’t underestimate him. “I have an injectable form of tyranoadhuc gas to immobilize him for the trek down—” he lifted what Alisa had taken for a tranquilizer gun earlier, “—but it will have to wear off before I can question him, so I’ll want him somewhere we can fully restrain him before then.” 
“You heard my doctor, Colonel,” Farrow said. “Drop your drawers.”
“You needn’t sound so excited at the idea of getting him naked,” Alisa muttered.
Farrow ignored her.
Leonidas regarded the armored men and women lined up in front of him, along with the weapons they carried. Alisa had seen him fight against more people, and she wondered if he was contemplating it now. He might have been thinking to wait and bide his time for an escape, but if the doctor meant to immobilize him with that drug, this could be his last chance to do something. 
His gaze paused on her, and he frowned. She hoped he wasn’t worried that she would be caught in the crossfire. She didn’t want him sacrificing himself because of her. She glanced toward the cockpit, trying to let him know that she would jump up and lock herself in if he took action.
“Sergeant,” Farrow said, backing up, “have your men grab him and hold him for the doctor. We’ll remove his armor once the drug has been administered.”
“Yes, sir.” 
The ship shuddered again, the deck lurching beneath Alisa’s feet. Farrow tapped his earstar and mumbled a question as four of the armored men surged forward. The doctor lifted the tranquilizer gun, aiming at Leonidas’s head.
At first, Leonidas did not move. He held his arms away from his rifle, as if he meant to give up. He waited until two of the soldiers were close enough to grab him. Then, using their bodies as cover, he attacked. 
With the soldiers in front of him, Alisa could barely see what happened, but two hulking armored men went flying, crashing into those who had stayed back. Weapons fired, and she jumped, catching the lip of the cockpit. The idea of fleeing from the fight rankled, but without armor, she was like a mouse among stampeding Senekda buffalo. Besides, once inside the cockpit with the canopy closed, she might be able to get the Striker in the air so she could use the weapons.
She had only managed to pull herself up and sling one leg inside before something struck her in the back and a nimbus of white light flashed around her. Stun gun. Her entire body clenched, muscles spasming in a second that lasted a small eternity, and then everything relaxed. Her eyelids fell shut. She had no control.
She lost her grip on the hull, and gravity dragged her down. She expected to hit the floor hard. Instead, she landed in someone’s armored hands. Unfortunately, that armor was gray instead of crimson. Someone wearing a uniform jerked her upright, and she felt something cool press against the side of her neck. The muzzle of a weapon?
Blazers had been going off all around her, but they halted abruptly, and silence fell in the hangar bay. 
It took a Herculean effort for Alisa to wrestle her eyelids open. She had no control over her arms or legs.
She found herself looking straight at Leonidas, his red helmet back on, his rifle in his hands. He was less than a meter from her, but he froze, staring at her—and at whoever held her. The muzzle of the weapon pressed deeper into Alisa’s neck. She had no trouble feeling it, even though it would take several moments before she was able to move. 
Leonidas did not try to reach her. Regret and defeat flashed in his eyes. Alisa wanted to tell him not to give up for her sake, that the Alliance men wouldn’t kill her, but perhaps it was good that she couldn’t speak, because she was not positive it would have been the truth. If Farrow believed he could get his hands on the heir to the empire, he might believe that sacrificing her was worth it. Bile rose in her throat. She did not know if it was an effect of the stun gun or just how her body felt at this betrayal, at knowing her people would possibly kill her.
The Alliance soldiers that Leonidas had hurled aside rolled away from him, collecting their weapons and pushing themselves to their feet.
“Back up and remove your helmet again, Colonel,” Commander Farrow said, his voice beside Alisa’s ear.
She hadn’t realized he had been the one to grab her. She had no idea what the future would bring, but she hoped she one day had the opportunity to press a gun to his neck.
“No delays this time,” Farrow added.
Leonidas met Alisa’s eyes, though she could not read the message in them. Then he stepped back, removed his helmet, and tossed his rifle and the other weapons not built into his suit to the floor.
“Strip,” Farrow said. 
A soft clack sounded near Alisa, the doctor fumbling to load another tranquilizer dart. She imagined one sticking out of the wall somewhere in the bay. He needn’t have bothered. This time, Leonidas obeyed the order.
Something else hit the ship, making enough of an impact to be felt through the shields. Farrow cursed softly, his breath stirring Alisa’s hair.
You’ve provided us a suitable distraction, a voice spoke into her head, the same Starseer who had been communicating with her all along.
I’m so glad for you, she snarled in reply. Any chance you want to come up here and help us out of our predicament? 
In front of her, Leonidas removed his armor in pieces, unfastening the chest plate and boots as the soldiers looked on, once again stationed around him and pointing their rifles in his direction. Their faces held more irritated expressions than before, and more than one looked like he wanted to club Leonidas in the head—or maybe just shoot him. The doctor edged forward, that tranquilizer gun at the ready.
“Think you can handle him from here, Sergeant?” Farrow asked, his tone dry as he looked toward Leonidas, who now wore little more than the snug underwear and T-shirt that he wore under his armor.
Even through her faceplate, the embarrassed flush to the female squad leader’s cheeks was visible. “Yes, sir.”
Alisa could wiggle her fingers but not much more. Reaching her Etcher was out of the question. Someone might have already removed it, anyway. 
“Doctor?” Farrow asked.
The doctor leveled his tranquilizer gun toward Leonidas’s chest. Leonidas saw it and tensed, as if to spring, but the gun muzzle gouged deeper into Alisa’s neck. He met her eyes again and sighed. When the doctor fired, Leonidas did not try to dodge. A small dart thudded into his chest.
Alisa growled in indignation for him as he dropped to one knee, catching himself on the deck with his fingers. They needn’t have dropped him like an animal on the tundra. He would have let them walk up and inject him. Because he worried about the repercussions to her if he continued to fight, he would have let them. She blinked away tears of frustration as the drug took effect, and he tipped onto his side. His eyes found Alisa’s again. Though he did not try to say anything, and there was no betrayed wrinkle to his face, she couldn’t help but feel that he was silently accusing her, blaming her for what was about to befall him.
Farrow handed her off to someone else and strode toward the door. Alisa sneered after him and hoped he found utter chaos waiting for him on the bridge.
Her new captor hoisted her over his shoulder. The last thing she saw of the landing bay was the armored soldiers walking forward to pick up Leonidas’s inert body. They lifted him—he was as stiff as a plank—leaving his pile of armor on the floor. She imagined the Strikers returning to their bay, the doors opening, and that armor flying out into the void of space, lost forever.



Chapter 18
The mobility returned to Alisa’s limbs as she was carted through the corridors of the vast warship. Careful not to move so much that her captor noticed, she flexed her fingers and toes. She couldn’t see much from her position over his shoulder, but now and then, she caught glimpses of the squad of soldiers carrying Leonidas. They hadn’t bothered to find a hover gurney, and she hoped they were getting cramps from toting his heavy, muscled form. Probably not. Their armor would compensate and give them more strength. Too bad. 
As they went around a corner, she turned her head enough to peer under her captor’s armpit. She could see the uniformed back of someone walking ahead of them. The doctor? She thought she felt the heft of her Etcher still in its holster, but she could not see it from her position. The soldiers either had not considered her dangerous—or they hadn’t considered the antiquated border world weapon dangerous. She wished she could show them the error of their ways, but she could not see how. 
If she contorted herself quickly enough, maybe she could shoot the doctor, but she doubted her life would continue on for long if she managed to kill one of Farrow’s officers. Without Leonidas, there was little she could do, and he was still stiffer than a corpse back there. She had seen the tyranoadhuc gas used on cyborgs before and believed it would immobilize his machine parts—and effectively his entire body—for at least twenty minutes before it started to wear off. She groped for ways that she might delay the procession and tie up the doctor so he could not simply dose Leonidas again.
The ship shuddered, and the lights flickered. 
“The Deadelus is down,” one of the soldiers carrying Leonidas grumbled.
“Commander better break this off soon. HQ was spaced sending us out to fight Starseers.”
“Can’t have them skulking about, making trouble right here on our planet. Besides, our fighters are through their shield, last report I heard. Their little fortress is about to be dead in the sky. If it isn’t already.”
A boom echoed through the warship, followed by a jolt much stronger than the previous ones. The man carrying Alisa stumbled as the lights flickered again, then went out completely. This time, they stayed out for a few seconds before emergency lighting popped on, the reddish illumination dull by comparison. An alarm siren went off.
“What?” came a surprised blurt from behind Alisa’s captor, followed by a gasp of pain. 
As she lifted her head, trying to see what was happening, the man carrying her whirled around. Her feet struck the wall. She found herself dumped off his shoulder like a bag cast aside. She curled up, trying to protect her face as she hit the floor. Her captor sprang away, grabbing his gun and shouting.
Keeping her back to the wall, Alisa reached for her Etcher as she rose. It wasn’t there. Damn it, they must have disarmed her, after all. Her legs wobbled as she straightened fully, the muscles still stiff. The sounds of blazer fire burst out, filling her veins with adrenaline. Thumps, clanks, and cries of pain mingled with the weapons fire. 
Between the poor lighting and the press of gyrating bodies in the corridor, Alisa could barely see what was happening, but Leonidas had to be free. Later, she would wonder how the drug had worn off so quickly, but for now, she was torn between wanting to get out of the way of stray energy blasts and wanting to help.
A uniformed figure ran toward the fray. The doctor. She lifted her fists, wishing she had a better weapon.
He glanced at her even as he lifted his tranquilizer gun. He was aiming at the snarl of armored men ahead of him, doubtlessly hoping for a shot at Leonidas, but when he saw her, his weapon shifted toward her.
Though she was still muzzy from the stun gun, she reacted quickly, distracting him by lifting a hand as if to grab his gun, then lashing out with a straight kick. She caught the bottom of his fist with the toe of her boot, cracking him hard. The tranquilizer gun flew free, clanging off the bulkhead behind him. He reached for a stun gun at his waist, but she attacked first, wading in close. She curled her fingers and launched the palm of her hand at his face for a heel strike. His head jerked to the side to avoid the blow, even as he grabbed for her with one hand. Better than grabbing for the stun gun. 
She whipped up a block to avoid the snatch and drive his arm wide, then curled her fingers further, this time for a punch. Her knuckles plowed into his unprotected belly. She followed that with a knee to his groin and a stomp to his instep. Picking on an aging medical officer probably wasn’t a great test for combat prowess, but she wasn’t above taking down an unchallenging target. He should have had the same basic training that she’d had, after all.
Under her barrage of blows, he stumbled back to the wall, his shoulders striking it. She grabbed the stun gun off his belt and yanked his medical kit out of his hands. What she planned to do with the latter, she did not know; she just knew she did not want him to have it.
With the stun gun in hand, she whirled toward the fight. As with so many weapons, combat armor would deflect its force, so she did not know how she would help or who she would shoot. The question soon became moot. Leonidas stood in the center of the corridor, still in his T-shirt and underwear, with two rifles slung over his torso on straps and two more in his hands. The armored men were on the deck, either lying still or rolling around, groaning. Some of their faceplates were cracked. All of the neck guards were dented, several in exactly the same spots, making Alisa wonder if he knew of some vulnerability in the armor that he had exploited.
“That shouldn’t be possible,” she said, dazed by the sight. “I know you’re a cyborg, but combat armor—”
“Doesn’t make a man invulnerable. For the most part, it’s designed to withstand impacts. The neck is particularly vulnerable to twisting pressure, assuming you’re strong enough to apply it.” 
“I’ll keep that in mind in case I ever start carrying a hydraulic press on my back.”
“This way.” Leonidas jerked his thumb back the way they had come.
“You don’t want to stay around for the tour?” Alisa forced her legs into motion, her feet coming down in sync with the wailing of the alarm. The red emergency lighting stayed on.
“No.” Leonidas ran ahead of her, leading the way around a corner.
“How did you come back to life so quickly?” she asked, grunting when the deck lurched as the ship took another hit. “I thought you’d be out for twenty minutes.”
“I would have been. If the doctor had actually hit me.”
Alisa frowned at his T-shirt. “I saw the dart sink in.”
“Yes. I thought he was more likely to hit me in the neck, but I couldn’t have prepared for that. The heart was my second guess. My chest is a big target.” 
“No kidding, but didn’t the dart go in?”
Leonidas juggled the rifles so he could reach under his shirt and pull something off his skin with the faint rip of a bond breaking. “Do you want your gauze back?” He held a wad of gauze and bandages toward her, his eyes gleaming.
“Uh, no. Especially not if it’s full of drugs and cyborg sweat.”
“The drug wouldn’t harm you. Tyranoadhuc was created with us in mind.”
“What about the sweat?”
“I can’t promise that’s innocuous.”
She snorted. “So you didn’t absorb any of the drug at all?”
“No, it was a ruse.”
“I had no idea cyborgs were such good actors.”
“I had a brief acting career in school,” he said as they rounded another corner. He fired at someone who jogged into an intersection ahead, faltering and gaping when he saw them. Leonidas’s blazer bolt streaked past the man’s ear, and he dove out of sight.
“What kind of acting career?” Alisa asked. He’d mentioned studying engineering before signing up for the army.
“I agreed to play the part of a tree in fourth year. To get out of penmanship class.” 
“A tree?” She eyed him up and down, wondering if he had been tall even as a kid. “I guess that explains your convincing topple to the ground.”
“Indeed.”
“Did you use the Torovax?” she asked, still wondering why he had wanted it.
“No, I still have it. I was hoping that if the doctor shot me in the throat or jabbed me in a vein in the arm, I might have a chance to inject myself with a large dose before it took effect. In theory, it’s not supposed to have any effect on cyborg implants, but we found through unscientific methods that some of the men taking the muscle relaxer for pain shook off the effects of tyranoadhuc gas more quickly. So I might have come out of it after fifteen minutes instead of twenty.” He shrugged. “It could have made a difference.”
“Where are you storing it?” Alisa flicked her hand toward his bare legs and fitted underclothes. It wasn’t as if he had any pockets.
“Where it would have been found in a thorough search but perhaps not in a quick pat down.” Leonidas glanced toward his crotch. 
“Ah.”
“I was hoping for luck.”
“And that whoever searched you wasn’t enthused at the idea of groping cyborg bits?”
“Bits?” His eyebrows rose.
“You prefer more anatomically correct terms?”
“I prefer terms that don’t imply diminutive proportions.”
“Oh? I would have thought that a man mature enough to be a colonel would be beyond being concerned about such labels.”
“Not really.” 
She grinned as the hangar door came into view. He handed her one of the rifles and ran ahead. 
There was not a window in the door. He waved the rifle at a sensor on the wall. When the door did not open, he switched tactics, turning a stream of fire onto the panel. Alisa jumped at the noise and destruction, then put her back to the wall and watched down the hall while he worked. The door did not respond well to having the sensor shot up. It bleated angrily at him. The panel smoked and sputtered.
“Problem?” Alisa asked.
When the door did not open under this barrage, Leonidas shouldered his rifle, gripped it with both hands, and pulled sideways. It opened with a moan, sliding into the jamb. 
“No,” he said, holding it open with his back as he readied a rifle and checked the hangar bay.
Alisa edged closer, afraid the Strikers might have been recalled and the bay would be full of men. Whatever was going on out there, this warship was in trouble if it was on emergency lighting. The soldiers had implied the temple had been defenseless with the shields down, but maybe the Starseer darts had found some way to harm this craft. 
The bay was still empty, Leonidas’s armor in a pile where he had left it. Alisa spotted her Etcher next to it. 
After ensuring nobody was out there waiting to fire at them, he raced toward his gear. Alisa jogged after him, slowing to eye a shiny Striker-18 that remained in the bay. It might even have been a 20, one of the new models that she’d heard the Alliance had been rolling out. She had never flown one.
“Want to steal a better ship?” Leonidas asked, positioning himself so he could watch the doors while he donned his armor. 
“Steal?”
“You could demonstrate the theft skills you spoke of.”
“No, the Alliance is already irritated enough with me,” Alisa said, veering to the pile to grab her Etcher. “But if we’re ever imprisoned on a nice imperial ship, I’ll be happy to steal something for you.”
He made a face as he fastened his torso armor. “If we’re ever on an imperial vessel, we won’t have to steal any ships. I can just order someone to give you one.”
“My husband used to give me chocolates, but a ship would be nice too.”
“Which would you prefer?”
“Probably for the ship to be made from chocolate.” Alisa started for the Striker-13, but then she realized they might have to take the new ship, after all. It would have a sensor key that would let it out the bay doors. If they flew away in the 13, someone would have to remain behind to open the doors manually. 
“I don’t think the melting point of chocolate makes it sufficient to withstand the friction of entry into a planet’s atmosphere.” Leonidas snapped his helmet on. 
“I’ll just fly it in space. I’m not that excited by land.” Alisa detoured to the Striker-20 to see if she could get into the cockpit. It opened in the same way as an 18, and it wasn’t locked. “I lied, Leonidas. We’re going to practice theft.” 
She slid into the pilot’s seat, giving the gleaming new control panel a loving stroke. A holodisplay leaped to life, cupping her head as a half-dozen readings appeared in her forward and peripheral vision.
“Any chance the back seat is larger than on the last one?” he asked, running over in his armor to join her. 
A door to the ship’s interior sprang open before she could answer. 
“Company coming, Leonidas,” she said in case he couldn’t see the door through the Striker—this was a different entrance from the one they had used.
“I see,” he said, crouching to fire under the nose of the Striker. “Get the engines started.”
“Already on it.”
Blazer fire squealed, orange and crimson blasts lancing across the bay, half drowning out her words. Alisa fired up the engines and scrunched low in the cockpit. Leonidas could probably keep the soldiers from shooting her, but there was no need to take chances. 
She ignored the pre-flight checklist and hurried through the minimum requirements to get the Striker off the ground. The men trying to get at them were problematic, but she worried even more about officers on the bridge. If they were being kept abreast of what was happening, they would override the hangar bay door access, and it would not matter if the 20 had a sensor key.
“Let me know when you’re ready,” Leonidas called up as he fired, keeping the soldiers pinned in the doorway.
“The Striker is ready,” Alisa called back. “Whether we can get out the doors is more questionable.” 
“I’ll risk it.” 
He fired several more times, red streaks melting dents in the corridor wall behind the open door and all of the soldiers ducking for cover. Then he sprang directly into the back seat, as easily as if it were two feet off the ground instead of ten. As soon as his butt touched down, Alisa swiped through the holo button to close the canopy. 
As it descended, the soldiers leaned out the doorway, not hesitating to fire. A crimson beam burned past, inches above her head, and she cursed, scooting down even further in the seat. A second beam splashed against the canopy. Glad for its sturdiness, she raised the shields even as she took them into the air. 
“Comfortable back there?” she asked.
“No.”
“I’ll have a stewardess start our drink service soon.”
“Ha ha.”
“I’m still waiting for you to realize how delightful my humor is, Leonidas.”
He did not answer. She might be waiting a long time. 
Alisa spun the Striker toward the bay doors as the soldiers raced inside, firing relentlessly. The weapons fire bounced off her shields, not doing any damage, and she didn’t think it would. It surprised her that they were racing forward, armed only with the hand weapons, but then someone lobbed something else into the bay.
She whipped the Striker about, delighted by how quickly and agilely it responded. As the object hurtled through the air toward her cockpit, her fingers danced through the holodisplay. A neural interface would have been ideal, but this craft was matched to some other pilot, someone probably injured and out of the action. Still, her fingers were fast enough. She targeted the object as it drew close and fired before it struck her shields. The grenade, or whatever it was, exploded with a spattering of tiny liquid particles. 
“Ugh, ship-rated rust bang,” she said, trying to bank without accelerating forward. The liquid particles would eat through shielding, much as the small ones could chew through armor. That would affect her ship far more than the blazer blasts. 
She scooted for the doors, knowing that at least some of the particles had struck the craft. She shook the wings, as if she could shake off the attack, like a bird flinging water from its feathers. It probably wasn’t effective.
The soldiers ran back toward the door, and she hoped that meant they had given up, or at least that they knew the bay would depressurize and they needed to get out before it did. They did not stop firing as they retreated. Two men were bent over something, perhaps preparing another rust bang. The shield monitor bleeped, letting her know that the power was at eighty-five percent and dropping. Plenty of juice left for now, but if they landed a rust bang more solidly, it would not be good.
Alisa hunted for rear weapons as the Striker crept closer to the bay doors, doors that showed no sign of opening yet. They should have passed the automated sensor station. Any second, the bay alarms would go off, warning of depressurization. Or they should.
She found rear e-cannons, but she hesitated with her finger on the controls. She did not want to kill the men. All she wanted was to keep them from firing at her. She adjusted her aim toward a clunky life pod resting on the deck near the door. The Alliance should not mourn its loss too greatly. 
As the soldiers preparing the rust bang lifted their heads, one pointing at her, she fired. Whatever they planned to do next, she didn’t want it to happen.
The cannon bolt launched, brightening the bay as the crackling white-blue energy streaked away. The soldiers dove for the doorway as the bolt slammed into the life pod. The unarmored and unshielded ship disappeared in fire and smoke. 
“Are you able to open the doors from here?” Leonidas asked.
“It should have been automatic in one of their fighter ships.” Alisa hunted through the holo control screens, looking for a way to request that they open in a more demanding manner.
Her comm light flashed, and a familiar voice said, “You’re not going anywhere, Colonel.” It was Commander Farrow.
“It’s Captain Marchenko,” Alisa said, “and I really think you should reconsider. Your hangar bay is full of smoke already. I’m sure you don’t want to lose more equipment.”
Alisa had reached the hangar bay doors, and they remained depressingly closed. She had to sit the Striker down in front of them.
The smoke was clearing back at the remains of the life pod, and she could see more soldiers crowding the doorway. Men had come to the other doorway as well.
“Don’t they have a bigger enemy to fight?” she grumbled, worried that someone on the bridge would find a way to override the Striker’s controls next. 
“If the warship’s shields are up, we won’t be able to fly out, right?” Leonidas asked.
“Right, but I don’t think the shields are up anymore, not with the jolts we’ve been feeling.”
Abruptly, the lights in the bay flashed, and the blaring of a new alarm joined the one that had been sounding. The clashing noises hurt Alisa’s eardrums, even through the barrier of the cockpit’s canopy. In her cameras, she saw soldiers that had crept back into the bay race for the doors. A computer voice spoke, but she could not hear it. Sooner than she could have expected, the hangar bay doors opened. 
She hadn’t done anything to cause that to happen, but she was quick to take advantage. She piloted the Striker straight toward the opening.
You’re welcome, the Starseer voice spoke into her head.
Thanks, she replied, even though she did not know how grateful to feel, especially if this was the same person who had been responsible for them being captured in the first place.
Regardless, she guided them out of the bay and shot into the mist. It was disorienting, especially since she had forgotten that this entire battle was going on a couple hundred meters above the surface of Arkadius, rather than in space. 
An explosion brightened the murky air behind her, a fiery orange ball so intense that it drove away the mist. The nose of the warship drooped, the craft tilting downward, and it started to descend toward the ice.
Alisa swallowed, realizing how close she and Leonidas had been to being trapped inside and going down with it. She forced herself to focus on finding the Nomad and nothing more. Already, the mist was returning, swallowing the warship, hiding its descent and crash from view. 
She had no idea where her people were, and the modern Striker-20 controls had no more luck in reading her surroundings through the mist than the older craft had. If not for the tug of gravity, she would not have even known up from down. She guided them slowly toward the ground—the sea of ice. From there, she hoped to fly around slowly, searching for the temple and the Nomad. Even though she was skeptical of Mica’s flying skills, she hoped her crew had found a way to escape the docks. She’d had enough of Starseers, at least for now. Later, she would find a way to find the ones who had taken her daughter.
“You didn’t open the doors, did you?” Leonidas asked quietly.
“No, I think that was one of the Starseers,” Alisa said.
“If they helped us, it was for a reason.”
“You don’t think they knew how sad of a place the universe would be without my humor in it and were responding accordingly?”
Leonidas did not respond accordingly or otherwise.
“You’re supposed to chuckle and agree when I say things like that,” she pointed out.
He stirred, the shoulder of his armor clunking against the canopy. That seat wasn’t any more spacious for him than the last one had been. “I did not wish to distract you from your piloting,” he said. It sounded like a polite way to say her humor wasn’t worth responding to.
“I didn’t know your chuckles had the potential to be distracting, but since I haven’t heard you laugh, I’ll accept that as possible. I might fall out of my seat in surprise if it ever happened.”
“I, on the other hand, am not in danger of falling out of this seat, even if a shoehorn were applied.”
She glanced over her shoulder. “It would take a very large shoehorn to move a cyborg.”
“Yes.”
The blue-white of the ice came into view through the mist, and Alisa pulled up to skim slowly along it. Inside the warship, she had lost all concept of direction, so she had no idea where they were in relation to the temple. All she could do was fly a search pattern and hope to stumble across something. She glanced at the holo map and the sensors, hoping something might slip through the interference. It did not, but the mist grew less dense ahead and to the right. She veered in that direction. It cleared slightly.
“Any chance that’s the temple?” she murmured.
“You know more than I do,” Leonidas said.
“Glad to hear you admit it.” 
As the vista opened even further, Alisa saw the first of the wreckage. It was a massive amount of wreckage, and she thought it was the temple, smashed down into the ice with craters blown in its sides and the towers destroyed. But she picked out the mangled shape of one of the warships. She did not think it was the Nautilus. 
Cracks stretched from the ice all around it, but it had not broken through completely, and soldiers were out on the frozen water, waving as if she could fly down and rescue them. Here and there, Alliance Strikers also lay, mangled and broken on the ice. 
“This was the site of the fighting,” she reasoned, though she did not see the temple anywhere. The visibility was not as great as it had been earlier, with some of the mist creeping in from the sides, but she should have been able to see the temple. It had been huge and in the center of the cleared area.
“They must have moved it,” Leonidas said.
With a jolt, she realized he was right. She did not know how much time had passed, but she was sure it was more than the seventeen minutes the Starseers had needed.
“So, which way did it go?” Alisa asked. “And is the Nomad still with them? Or did something happen to my ship? My crew?”
She knew Leonidas did not have the answers to her questions, but muttering them aloud seemed more comforting than keeping them to herself. 
Another massive wreck came into view, another Alliance warship. This time, the vessel had broken through the ice as it landed. The nose and front half of the hull had already disappeared into the black water underneath. There were not any people out on the ice. This had just happened. Alisa flew close enough to read the letters on the side: Star Nautilus.
“We didn’t escape that by much,” she said grimly as the craft continued to sink into the water. “Blessing of the Suns Trinity,” she muttered, hoping the crew found a way to escape. 
In the little Striker, there was nothing she could do to help ensure that happened.
“Can you plot a course that will be likely to take us out of the mist?” Leonidas asked.
“I—” She jerked, as the holodisplay disappeared, and the ship started flying on its own. The autopilot indicator was off. “No,” she said slowly, “I don’t think I can.”
She leaned back in the seat and lifted her hands. The ship continued to cruise above the ice, turning toward the mist and heading into it. 
“This might be bad,” Leonidas muttered.
Considering they had ended up prisoners the last time the Starseer had taken control, Alisa could not disagree.



Chapter 19
Long moments passed as the ship flew into the mist, skimming along a few meters above the ice. Alisa sat tensely, tempted to wrestle back control of the flight stick, but she doubted she could. At least there weren’t any mountains looming up for them to crash into. 
The mists grew thicker as they traveled farther from the crash site—crash sites. If their Starseer controller was going to fly them all the way out of the Northern Mists, then his range was more impressive than she had thought.
A couple more minutes passed, and the Striker veered to the right, descending slightly. It wasn’t until the ship slowed almost to a hover that Alisa could make out something ahead of them in the gloom. Her heart soared as the bulky shape of the Nomad came into view. It was resting on the ice, the hatch open and the ramp down. It did not look like it had crashed. There was no sign of the temple, nor any other ships.
The Striker settled into a hover before lowering to the ice. Alisa had the canopy popped before the landing struts touched down. 
“Mica?” she called. “Beck? Yumi? Is everyone all right?”
She scrambled out of the cockpit, aware of Leonidas landing beside her, his crimson boots bright against the ice. As she trotted toward the Nomad, he strode after her, one of his purloined rifles in hand. 
A figure stepped out of the mist near the base of the ramp. Alisa halted so quickly that she skidded on the ice. She recognized the robed figure even before he pushed his hood down. He carried the same staff and satchel as the pilot had. Abelardus. 
He looked at her briefly, but his gaze soon shifted toward Leonidas, locking onto his face. Leonidas stopped a few feet away, and they glared at each other, shooting blazer bolts with their eyes. Abelardus may have opened the hangar bay doors so they could escape, but he was also the reason they had thought it was a good idea to go up there in the first place. Leonidas, Alisa suspected, would not forget that.
A feeling of unease wormed its way into her stomach. The Starseer wouldn’t have done anything to her crew and passengers, would he have?
“They are fine,” Abelardus said, inclining his head, then looking toward the open hatch.
Mica and Beck appeared at the top and hustled down the ramp. Beck reached Alisa first, surprising her by wrapping her in a bear hug.
“Glad you made it back, Captain,” he said, lifting her from her feet before setting her back down.
Leonidas stepped close, his eyes narrowed, but the cool gaze was only briefly for Beck, or perhaps for his presumptuousness. It settled onto Abelardus instead.
Mica came in close enough to pat Alisa on the shoulder. She gave Abelardus a wary look, too, but smiled at Alisa. “That’s not the ship you left in,” she observed.
“I thought I’d upgrade while I was out.”
“It’s too bad it won’t fit in the cargo hold.”
“Technically, it could fit inside. I’m less certain about getting it through the door.”
“Maybe if your cyborg pushed from behind.” Mica nodded over Alisa’s shoulder. “Welcome back, Leonidas.”
Without looking away from Abelardus, he gave her a curt return nod. 
Yumi and Alejandro came into view at the top of the ramp, both wearing thick coats over their clothes. 
“What happened, Abelardus?” Leonidas asked. “You were supposedly dead, and I was imprisoned for your murder.”
“You seem to be a man who doesn’t stay imprisoned for long,” Abelardus said, brushing a few of his long, thin braids over his shoulder. 
“You tried to frame me.”
“Not me. I was drugged and unconscious in my colleague’s room when all of that was going on.”
Leonidas’s eyes closed to skeptical slits.
“I think your chef knows more about the whole incident than I do,” Abelardus added.
“Uh, I know less than you think,” Beck said, stepping back from Alisa and lifting his hands.
“You were plotting with my colleagues to turn in your own crew mate,” Abelardus said, meeting his gaze. Alisa couldn’t read his feelings. Was he angry? She doubted he cared one way or another what befell Leonidas, but being drugged could have irked him.
“Not all of those ideas were mine, I swear,” Beck said. “And besides, he’s not my crew mate. He’s a passenger.”
“Only because I haven’t managed to hire him yet,” Alisa murmured. 
“As I said, I had no role in that fiasco,” Abelardus said. “I was as much of a victim as he was.” He waved a few fingers toward Leonidas.
“My injuries—and your lack of injuries—suggest otherwise,” Leonidas grumbled.
Alisa did not point out that he had been hale enough to knock out six soldiers in combat armor while wearing just his underwear. There were bags under his eyes, and he looked like he should grab some of Alejandro’s strongest drugs and crawl into his bunk for a week. Or perhaps onto the table in sickbay for a week.
“Savage and Malhotra knocked me out,” Abelardus said, “and left me in Savage’s room so the others wouldn’t find me if they searched my room. Then they took a sample of my blood so they could synthesize enough for that scene in the library. Once the cyborg was imprisoned, they intended to visit him during the next sleep cycle, knock him out, and tote him off to collect the bounty money.”
“Where Beck would get a cut?” Alisa asked.
“I didn’t know anything about it,” Beck protested, hands lifting again. “I remember one of those names. I think they both may have come by for duck. And maybe I mentioned Leonidas and his bounty, sort of hoping, uhm.” He glanced at Leonidas, whose hard stare was now pointed in his direction. 
“That they could do what you, as a mundane human, could not,” Abelardus finished for him.
“I didn’t want anyone to do anything for me,” Beck said hotly, indignation replacing his chagrin as he jerked his hands down. “I was just hoping for an ally.”
“A Starseer would be a dangerous ally,” Alisa murmured, eyeing Abelardus again. “And a cyborg is a dangerous enemy. I think you’d be wise not to have dealings with either, Tommy.”
Leonidas left Alisa’s side and stalked toward the ramp. She thought he would stop to deck Beck, but he walked past without speaking, punching, or looking at him at all. As he strode up the ramp, Alejandro said something to him quietly. Leonidas shook his head once and disappeared inside.
“Are you going to be that wise, Captain?” Beck asked quietly, looking in the direction Leonidas had gone and then back toward Abelardus.
A good question. One she didn’t have an answer for. She had no intention of kicking Leonidas off her ship, and she did not yet know what Abelardus wanted. What would he require in exchange for information on his brother, Durant?
“Guess we’re ready to leave this icy hole?” Mica asked, rubbing her arms and stamping her feet.
“Assuming someone gives us directions out of the mist, I’m more than ready,” Alisa said, though that was not the entire truth. She and Abelardus needed to have a chat first. 
Mica, Yumi, and Beck headed up the ramp and into the cargo hold. Alejandro turned to follow, but he paused when Abelardus spoke.
“Dr. Dominguez,” Abelardus called up, his hand dipping into his satchel. He pulled out a familiar wooden box, and the hairs on the back of Alisa’s arms stood up. 
Alejandro froze, his gaze locking onto it. “You stole it back?”
“Savage and Malhotra took it when they were setting up the cyborg and gave it to Lady Naidoo. They wanted the bounty money to start some project of theirs, but they had no interest in absconding with priceless Starseer artifacts.” Turning to Alisa, he explained, “Naidoo had been monitoring your doctor’s research and thought he might be on to something with the nursery rhymes.”
“Nursery rhymes?” Alisa looked to Alejandro, who had jogged down the ramp to join them as soon as he’d seen the box. That had been Leonidas’s idea, hadn’t it? From the way he had spoken about it, she had assumed it was fruitless. 
“Yes,” Alejandro said, stopping in front of Abelardus, his fingers twitching at his side, as if he could barely keep from lunging for the box. “After some childhood verse led us through the mists, Leonidas thought it might be worth looking into the Starseer database of nursery rhymes and songs for children for clues.”
“What exactly are we looking for?” Alisa asked. There had been enough slips that she knew the orb was some kind of puzzle or map, but a map to what, she had no idea.
Alejandro pressed his lips together.
“Alcyone’s staff,” Abelardus said.
“Alcyone? The saint?”
“The Starseer woman who turned against her people and helped what became the Sarellian Empire to win the war over our kind,” Abelardus said, his lips curling with distaste.
“We consider her a saint,” Alejandro murmured. 
“Of that I have no doubt.”
“The Xerikesh Amendments devote a chapter to her.” Alejandro clasped the religious pendant hanging from his neck, his face taking on a reverence that did not appear feigned.
“She carried the last of the twelve original Staffs of Lore, powerful tools from the early Starseer days,” Abelardus said. “Our legends imply that our people were much more powerful in the first centuries after the colonization of Kir, before we went out into space and began diluting our lines by mating with mundane humans.” His lips curled again.
Alisa kept from rolling her eyes. Barely. 
“Your big mission is to look for some old stick?” she asked Alejandro, feeling disappointed. She had expected something more epic. 
He stiffened, and she thought he might continue to ignore her questions about the artifact. But he must have realized that Abelardus had already let the bramisar out of its den.
“As Abelardus said, it’s a powerful tool that can be wielded by someone with Starseer blood,” he said.
“A tool that can be used as a weapon,” Abelardus said. “A weapon much more powerful than anything else in the system now. Legend says Alcyone was wielding it when she single-handedly destroyed Kir, leaving nothing except the Kir Asteroid Belt in its place.”
“Oh.” Alisa had never read the Xerikesh or the amendments, so she was only vaguely familiar with the story. She knew that some of the history books reported that a concerted effort from the allied forces of all the other planets had destroyed the planet. Others said that seismic activity on the planet itself had been exploited by an invasion team. “Staff of Lore seems like an innocuous term for such a weapon.”
“The staffs weren’t built to be weapons,” Abelardus said. “They were tools for our leaders. They also act like computer databases containing vast repositories of knowledge, for those able to access them.” He touched his temple.
“Starseers,” Alisa said.
“Starseers,” he agreed.
“Then why,” she started to ask Alejandro, but halted mid-sentence as realization struck her like an iceberg. “You’re the one Commander Farrow should have been questioning,” she said slowly.
Alejandro’s eyebrows rose.
“Do you know where the emperor’s son is?” she asked.
“No.”
“But once you find this staff, if you can find it, you’d go looking for him? Or maybe it could even help you locate him?” Alisa glanced at Abelardus. Would he know if that was possible? If the staff could destroy a planet—she shuddered at the notion—finding people with Starseer blood did not seem like much of a stretch.
Alejandro clenched his jaw and said nothing. Belatedly, Alisa wondered if she should have kept her mouth shut or walked away from the conversation before revelations had been made. Was he even now considering if he should try harder to talk Leonidas into making her disappear? Or maybe he would consider hiring someone else to port him around the system. One couldn’t have pesky Alliance loyalists learning about plans to deposit the ultimate weapon into the hands of a ten-year-old. 
She rubbed her face, wondering just how loyal she was to the Alliance after the last twenty-four hours. Or the last six months, even. She had been abandoned on Dustor instead of being given transport home for medical care in a modern facility, she had been captured by Alliance ships near Perun and accused of greed and harboring fugitives, she’d been visited by a former ally for the purpose of tagging her freighter, and here, Commander Farrow had been willing to kill her to stop Leonidas. Oh, that might have been a bluff, but she touched her neck, the memory of the muzzle pressed to it fresh in her mind. It also might not have been a bluff. 
Even though she had reasons to resent the Alliance now, that did not mean she wanted to see the empire back in charge. She cringed to imagine some boy with access to the kind of power Abelardus had spoken about. She ought to do everything in her power to keep that from happening. A weapon like that should be hurled into the nearest sun, not brought out to be used by men.
“Why did you bring that out here?” Alejandro asked, waving to the box in Abelardus’s hand.
“Lady Naidoo thought that perhaps it would be a good time for the Staff to return to the universe, and as odd as it seems, you seem to have more of an idea of where to find it than we do.” 
“The emperor had a team of historians researching it for years,” Alejandro murmured, “if not decades. His predecessors may have been the ones to start the hunt.” 
Abelardus nodded once. 
Alisa started to ask a question, but closed her mouth. She had already asked enough questions, questions that a lowly freighter captain should not know the answers to. Her involvement in this could only land her in trouble. More trouble. Yet, she could not help but wonder at Abelardus’s motives. She highly doubted that he or Lady Naidoo cared about the prince or who was on the imperial throne. They didn’t even seem to care that much about who governed in the system, so long as they were left alone. Of course, the Alliance had decided not to leave them alone. She grimaced, thinking of the crashed warships and the countless smaller craft scattered across the ice. A part of her wished she knew more about the politics—and now open conflict—between the two peoples. A part of her wanted to know nothing, to stay out of everything. This was all over her head.
“We will hunt for the Staff together,” Abelardus said, nodding to Alejandro, then surprising Alisa by nodding to her as well.
“Uh?” She looked at the two men. Abelardus’s expression was calm and knowing—and superior, as if he believed he was in charge here. 
Alejandro scowled. He had planned to part ways with her here. He must dread the idea of continuing on with a mouthy former Alliance officer. 
“You have a ship,” Abelardus said blandly. 
She was about to point out that there were lots of ships on the planet and that Alejandro seemed to have plenty of money for hiring transport, but if Abelardus was going on this mission, didn’t she need to go too? He had the information she needed. 
“Yes, I do,” Alisa said. “And it’s an extremely fine ship.”
Alejandro made a nasal noise that could have either been a protest or a sign of a sinus infection. 
“I’m prepared to offer you free passage to wherever that orange rock thinks you should go, providing you can tell me about Durant. I understand the name is familiar to you?”
“I haven’t seen my brother in almost a year, so I don’t know what he’s up to,” Abelardus said, “but yes, Lady Naidoo instructed me to help you get in touch with him.”
“She did? Huh.” Alisa was surprised the woman had remembered their deal and planned to keep her word.
“I will send a message from your ship and try to get in contact with him. He’s fallen off the grid, at least as far as we know, so it may take time to answer. When last I heard from him, several months ago, he was visiting Cleon Moon.”
“What’s on Cleon Moon?”
“That would interest our people? I can’t presume to know what Durant was up to there, but… there is a Starseer school in the mushroom forests there. They often take orphans.”
“Jelena isn’t an orphan,” Alisa snapped.
Abelardus spread a hand. “Nevertheless, it would be the logical place to drop an unattached Starseer child. And it’s also… off the grid.”
“What does that mean?”
“It’s been a while since anyone has been able to communicate with them.” 
“Cleon Moon,” Alisa said with a nod. It wasn’t exactly a solid lead, but at least it was a direction to fly, a starting point. “We better go inside, get out of the cold and off the ice.”
Neither man objected when she led the way up the ramp, though Abelardus did gaze into the mist before following her. She wondered if he was looking toward where the temple had been or perhaps where it was moving to. She also wondered how much truth he had told her. Lady Naidoo had lied to her once. And Abelardus had been willing to use her and Leonidas, if not sacrifice them, to buy time for his people to escape. Dare she hope that what he said would actually help? 
“We’ll find out,” she murmured. “We’ll find out.”



Epilogue
Alisa walked into her cabin, propped her fists on her hips, and scowled around at the interior. 
As soon as they had flown out of Arkadius’s orbit and she had been able to leave the Nomad in the hands of the autopilot, she had finagled her crew into helping her check all the areas that Captain Khazan had walked through on her way in to chat. Chat and plant a homing device, apparently. Beck and Yumi and Mica were still searching the cargo hold. Alisa had checked the handful of niches and crevices in the corridor leading to her cabin, peeking behind all the hatches along the way.
She headed for the desk. That had been where they had spoken, though Khazan could have stuck something tiny and innocent-looking on any wall. She might have simply flicked it into the bed sheets. She had been sitting right next to the bunk, and it wasn’t as if Alisa had found a lot of time to do laundry lately.
Grumbling, she grabbed the soft minkling blanket and shook it, listening for the clink of something falling out. 
A knock sounded at the hatch behind her. 
“Come in,” Alisa said, tossing the blanket into a heap on the floor as Leonidas walked in.
He looked down at it and raised his eyebrows.
Alisa, rummaging through her sheets, only glanced at him. 
“If you’re not too busy eviscerating your bedding, the doctor and I have come up with a promising set of coordinates to check.” Leonidas held up his small netdisc.
“We’re going to Cleon Moon before we check anything.” Alisa shook out the top sheet, managing to avoid snapping the corners at him.
“This is nearly on the way.”
“As nearly on the way as the Trajean Asteroid Belt was to Perun?” Alisa tossed the sheet onto the pile with the blanket and patted down the bottom sheet.
“That was more of a scenic detour.”
“I’m not sure that’s what I’d call a mining ship overrun by pirates wearing scalps like jewelry.”
“I was thinking of the asteroids. Some of them had aesthetic interest.” 
“If you say so.” Alisa stopped searching for long enough to stick her hand on her hip and look at him. She had taken Abelardus on as a passenger, since he had given her more information on finding Jelena than anyone else had, but she was not enthused about using her ship to hunt for an artifact capable of destroying planets. 
Leonidas was wrinkling his nose. “I believe you have dust mites in here.”
“Are your cybernetically enhanced nostrils telling you that?”
“I can see them floating in the light from your lamp.”
“Those are motes, not mites.” Or so Alisa hoped. The ship did need new mattresses, especially in the crew cabins. But the ship needed new everything, and other systems were far more critical than beds. 
“Hm,” Leonidas said noncommittally.
“Does this mean you’re going to refuse to have your massage done in my cabin?”
She expected him to dismiss the comment without answering. After all, he hadn’t seemed any more enthusiastic over the idea of a massage than he had been about the ear rub she had offered him a few weeks earlier. 
“I hadn’t considered appropriate locations for such things,” he said. “Have you collected suitable rocks?” He peered toward the foot of the bed, as if a nice collection of river stones would be piled there. 
“Not yet, but I exfoliated my elbows in the sanibox this morning.” She pushed up her sleeve and displayed one for his perusal. 
“I’m certain they would make interesting tools.”
“Careful, Leonidas. You keep calling my body parts interesting, and I’ll be so overcome with ardor that I’ll throw myself at you.”
He opened his mouth, then closed it again. Well, banter wasn’t his strong suit. She should be tickled he had played along for a while. Further, it had been many days since he called her humor inappropriate. Maybe it was growing on him.
“Let’s see the netdisc,” Alisa said, waving him to the seat at the desk. 
Leonidas nodded, a hint of relief entering his eyes. She tried not to find it depressing that he would rather talk about the doctor’s mission than her throwing herself at him.
He laid the flat disc on the desk, choosing to stand rather than sit, and waved a hand over it to call up the holodisplay. It opened to a star map and coordinates.
“How did you already find a location?” Alisa sat at the desk so she could call up her own netdisc and type in the digits. 
“We scoured the Starseer database files that Dominguez copied while he was in the library. There were only six nursery rhymes and one old ballad that referred to the Staffs of Lore, with only two being nonsensical enough that we thought clues might be buried within the words.”
“Only one in three nursery rhymes were nonsensical? Those numbers seem low.”
“I’m certain a lot of the old nursery rhymes that came over from Old Earth are only nonsensical to us because we don’t know the context. These seem truly silly, with one mentioning old names for the constellations suitable for racing around on a dragon’s back. We immediately thought the lines might be directions.”
“We or you?” Alisa asked.
Leonidas hesitated. “I’m the one who analyzed the rhyme.” 
“You’re not the brains behind this operation, are you?”
“Only when it comes to math. Dominguez’s pre-medical degree was in biology. Appropriate for a future surgeon, but he admitted he chose it because it involved less math than the other sciences.”
“Well, your math-loving brain came up with coordinates that are in the middle of nowhere.” She pointed at the holodisplay that now floated above the desk next to his, the image that had come up when she plugged in the coordinates. 
“I know, but we can go take a look. The doctor suggested I apply force on you if you resist my suggestion.” He smiled faintly, and she had little fear that he would follow through with that.
“The doctor can sit on his balls and bounce on them,” she said. “Leonidas, there’s nothing to take a look at. Not even an asteroid. According to my computer, your coordinates are halfway between nothing and nothing.” 
“Then it shouldn’t take long to look at them.”
“To detour to them on the way to Cleon Moon would add an extra four days to our flight plan.”
“I could tell Dominguez that you’re only willing to go if he buys you chocolate. And a new mattress.” 
“There’s nothing wrong with my mattress.” She scowled at him while avoiding the temptation to ask how much chocolate they were talking about. “Besides, don’t you think I need combat armor before I shop for bedding and munchies?”
“You do need combat armor.” Leonidas leaned his hip against her desk and scratched his jaw. “It’s expensive, though, and I don’t know how much money the doctor has to spend on this mission. There’s nobody back home refilling our coffers. That’s a certainty.”
“What happened to your mission? The one that required you to drag my ship to the T-Belt before you ever met the doctor or his orb?”
Leonidas lowered his hand, his blue eyes growing wistful. “It is… not a priority.”
“Because it’s personal, and you think it’s more important to put a super weapon into the hands of a ten-year-old boy?”
His brow creased.
“After you stormed inside, I got some intel from Abelardus,” Alisa said.
“I did not storm. I strode.”
“Stormily. By the way, I’ve already had a talk with Beck, but you might want to have another one with him, preferably not the kind where you bend all of his weapons in half. I’d prefer not to have treachery going on among my crew and passengers. It’s bad enough that we now have a Starseer onboard.” 
“I will speak with Beck.” 
Alisa waited to see if he would discuss his plans for the orb, the staff, and the prince, but he merely gazed down at his feet. He was wearing faded running shoes. They did not look that fascinating to her. 
“I would like a chance to resume my mission, as you call it, someday soon,” he said quietly.
“Does it involve ancient artifacts or super weapons?”
“No.”
“Then I’d much prefer to help you with it than I would to help the doctor or the Starseer. You know the odds are against Abelardus having the same goal as the two of you, right?” 
“I’m aware. I don’t trust him. You may wish to be wary about the information he gives you as well.”
Oh, she would be. And if Abelardus got in contact with Durant through her ship’s comm system, she would not feel remotely bad about recording that message for her own perusal.
“I’m wary about everything these days,” she said. “Even, thanks to you, my mattress.”
“I apologize for that.” He smiled at her, the sadness of the expression making her think mattresses were not the primary thing on his mind. “In addition to bringing you the coordinates, I came to thank you.”
“You’re welcome. For what?”
“For facilitating my escape from the Alliance by attacking that doctor.”
“Somehow, I doubt you needed my help. And I don’t feel all that magnificent about knocking out an old man who’d forgotten all of his military combat training.”
“He wasn’t that old. And he was aiming more tyranoadhuc at me.”
Still holding her gaze, Leonidas lowered himself to one knee beside the desk. Since Alisa was seated, it put them closer to eye level. And not that far apart. What did he have in mind? Her heart rate sped up at the thought that it might involve lips. Both of their lips. She knew she shouldn’t be thinking of romance or even flirting with him, but her body sometimes overruled her brain when it came to propriety.
She leaned her elbow on the desk, stealing some of the inches between them. He also leaned forward. His fingers brushed her knee as he reached under the desk. A knee had to be the least erogenous zone on a human being, but the light touch made her body flare with heat. She would regret sleeping with him, and feel it a betrayal to her late husband, but she knew right then that she would do it if she got the chance. 
“Leonidas?” she whispered.
“Yes?”
A few faint thumps and scuffs sounded under the desk, and she looked down.
“What are you doing?” 
He leaned back, pulling out a flat metal sticker. “I believe I’ve located your tracking device.”
“Oh.” Alisa doubted she had ever uttered the syllable with more disappointment. 
Yet, when he leaned back and stood up, her body stopped tingling in anticipation, and rational thinking found its way back into her mind. Too soon. It was too soon to think about sex with other men. And he still wasn’t her type. Too damned many muscles.
“Khazan must have stuck it under there when we talked. When she was so kindly warning me that I might be in danger.” Alisa sneered. “Some days, I almost miss the war. At least then, I knew who my enemies were and who my allies—my friends—were.” She looked up at Leonidas. These days, she saw the man instead of the cyborg, but she hadn’t forgotten what he was—who he had been. “I guess you know all about that, huh?”
He was returning her regard, his eyes still holding a touch of sadness. 
“Yes,” he said, and lifted his hand, brushing her cheek with his knuckles.
Three suns, what did that mean? Did he care about her, after all? No, she knew he cared, but did it mean he more than cared? That he did have romantic feelings toward her, but that he was avoiding acting upon them for some reason? 
He lowered his arm, and she wished she had let herself appreciate the gesture, and maybe even reached up to hold his hand, instead of overanalyzing it. 
“Leonidas,” she said, “do you—”
Footsteps sounded in the corridor, and Alisa broke off. He held her gaze for a moment longer, then turned toward the hatch as Yumi and Mica stepped into view.
“Hello,” Mica said brightly, waving. “Are we interrupting anything?”
Yes, Alisa thought. “No,” she said.
Leonidas folded his arms over his chest and leaned against the desk. 
Mica looked back and forth from Alisa to Leonidas, and Alisa fought down a blush. Mica had figured out sooner than she had that she had feelings for their cyborg passenger. But it wasn’t as if they had been caught kissing. She had nothing to defend. Even if they had been kissing, she would have nothing she had to defend. Except that she had started to care very much about a man who was her enemy, an enemy who apparently wanted to find a super weapon for the young emperor and facilitate the empire reconquering the entire system.
Alisa massaged her temple. When had her life grown so complicated?
“We’ve looked everywhere,” Mica said. “We couldn’t find the tracking device.”
“That’s because Leonidas just found it,” Alisa said.
Leonidas held up the slender disk.
“You could have told us,” Mica said. 
“What are you going to do with it?” Yumi asked.
Leonidas held it between his fingers and squeezed, crushing the device.
“I’d been thinking of sticking it on the next ship we crossed paths with,” Alisa said, “so the Alliance would hare off on a wild glow worm hunt, but I suppose utterly destroying it works too.”
Leonidas ground it between his fingers, as if they were a mortar and pestle, then tossed the mangled pieces on the desk. 
“Thanks,” Alisa said, “I’ll make a note for the cleaning service to handle that.”
“The cleaning service?” Yumi asked. “Is that Beck?”
“He’s chef and security.”
“Right now, he’s not being either,” Mica said. “He’s hanging his head and feeling guilty after trying to help betray your cyborg.”
“Your cyborg?” Leonidas asked mildly, arching an eyebrow at Alisa, as if she were responsible for that term.
Alisa tried to brush it off with a nonchalant wave. “Engineers aren’t good with remembering names unless the things involved have sprockets and gears.” 
His other eyebrow rose. Mica looked at his arms. This time, Alisa could not sublimate her blush. She wished she could retract the comment. For one silly second, she had forgotten that Leonidas had… if not sprockets and gears, certainly machine parts. 
“And wheels,” she added lamely, as if she could fix the thoughtless joke.
“Hm,” Leonidas said.
Mica and Yumi shifted their weight, both looking almost as uncomfortable as Alisa felt. It had been so much easier when Leonidas had clearly been the enemy and they hadn’t worried about offending him. But when he had been the enemy, he hadn’t bantered with her and touched her cheek. 
“As I was saying,” Yumi said into the awkward silence, “this might be the time to ask Beck to clean the latrines, since he’s feeling guilty.” She smiled.
“Cleaning the latrines,” Mica said. “Just the job I want the man who handles my food to have.”
“We don’t have a large crew,” Alisa said. “People have to be versatile and do numerous jobs.”
“What job is the Starseer going to do?” Mica asked.
The job of staying in his cabin and not pestering her with intrusions into her mind, Alisa hoped. “He’s a passenger. He doesn’t have to do a job.”
“Must be nice.”
“Speaking of that, are you planning to stay on a little longer?” Alisa hoped the answer was yes, since she was still low on funds and could not imagine taking the time to find and hire a decent engineer. It was bad enough her passengers wanted to take another side trip. 
“What choice do I have?” Mica asked. “You didn’t exactly set down in one of the employment hubs of Arkadius.”
“You don’t think the Starseers would have hired you?”
“Maybe to clean latrines. From the brief contact I had with Beck’s dinner guests, they didn’t seem overly impressed with people who can’t tie cherry stems in knots with their minds.” Mica looked toward the maps still hovering in the air over Alisa’s desk. “Where are we going next?”
Alisa gave Leonidas a wry look. “The middle of nowhere, apparently.”
He returned her gaze blandly. She wondered if he was thinking about sprockets and wheels.
“I guess that’ll give me time to update my résumé,” Mica said.
 
THE END
 



Afterword
 
Ah ha, you made it to the end! I hope that means you’re enjoying the series. If you have time to leave a review on the books, I would appreciate it. 
 
Also, if you haven’t signed up to get the Fallen Empire newsletter yet, I hope you’ll do so. You’ll receive a free copy of the short story “Saranth Three” right now and the Leonidas prequel, “Last Command,” later in the summer. Thanks!
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