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For everyone who ever put up with me talking about a Pillar Universe.
Thank you.
And to anyone who ever felt like their dream of falling really might last forever.








Far from the heat of the hive pillar, Yajain stalked through a winding passage of blue and black stone. This base appeared abandoned like all the others Yajain and the patrol ships visited since forming an alliance with Elder Patla’s colony. The tyrants proved elusive at every turn.
She paused just inside the control room at the passage’s end. The rest of the team spread out, operating frost-covered terminals and hologram displays. Artificial cores stirred within the machinery.
“Yajain,” said a voice from one side of the room. “We found them.” 
Mosam.
Sorai soldiers took the hallway behind her. Technicians scurried between terminals. Yajain made her way over to where Mosam sat peering into a hologram image floating over his terminal. Mosam rubbed the bridge of his nose with a finger. The hologram displayed three tyrants, all of them large and spiny ovals on the screen, tails arching and swinging as they moved.
Tyrants, the first aliens ever encountered by humans to have developed technology, were also capable of bending humans to their will using pheromone pollen and injected parasites from their tails. Yajain’s brow furrowed as she gazed at the three aliens in the image. In person, she hoped never to encounter one of these monstrous creatures again, but the three in the viewer were the team’s targets.
“Hopefully they’re the only ones here,” she said. “Do we know where they are?”
“Yeah,” Mosam said. “About five kilometers down-pillar from us. Looks like a docking port.”
“A dock?” said Yajain. “Any ships there that we can tell?”
“They’re powering up an old bulk transport, probably the one they came here on. Our ships are on their way. Pull up a chair.”
Yajain nodded. She grabbed the back of an abandoned desk seat and pulled it toward her. Cold clawed at her despite her heated uniform. She gazed at the moving shapes in the hologram.
“They’re loading something onto the ship,” she said.
“Right.” Mosam propped his elbows on the desk. His fingers interlocked. “Looks like digital storage containers. Can’t imagine what they’re trying to hide.”
Yajain nodded. She flicked the comm link microphone into position by her mouth, then activated the channel to the strike team’s leader on the nearby ship.
“Iswenn,” she said. “Are you seeing what we’re seeing?”
“We see them,” said the sorai colony’s agent, holding the “s” sound as a hiss, probably from bitterness at being controlled by one of the creatures below until recently. “Time to punish them.”
“You know what to do,” said Mosam.
Iswenn’s reply sounded almost smug.
“Two teams of cablers, all armed with heavy ballistics.”
“Try to save those storage containers,” said Yajain. “If we can learn what they were up to here, we should.”
“Point taken,” Iswenn said. She hesitated for a second. “Our teams are ready.”
“They’re unaware,” said Mosam. “Give the order.”
With relish, Iswenn commenced the strike.
Snipers opened fire from outside the port’s open side, using ballistic rifles. One of the tyrants fell with two rounds blasting through armor and flesh. The other two dropped the storage container they were carrying. Both whirled to fight. Both moved too late. They would have to freeze time to escape this situation.
Cablers stormed through the docks, weapons blazing. One tyrant fired an energy weapon as he fell. The shot scarred the ceiling, disrupting the hologram capture device through which Yajain and Mosam viewed the scene. When visibility returned the tyrants lay still.
“All teams reporting. Enemy down,” Iswenn said. “Take that, you bastards.”
Mosam glanced at Yajain.
“We should head down there.”
Yajain climbed out of her chair. She and Mosam descended through the abandoned settlement to the port, accompanied by the team from the control room.

The efficiency of Oscarat Alliance military training seemed to have carried to the sorai colony in exile. Use of heavy ballistics left bloody holes in the walls and floors even before the final tyrant died. Yajain’s brow furrowed as she walked past members of the strike team, approaching the digital containers alongside Mosam.
She stopped by the body of one tyrant, a hulking mass of armor with tentacles sprawled along the floor from the side not crushed by its own bulk. Three limbs per side, as before. Each tyrant resembled the spiny aliens encountered at Sifar. Yajain flexed her fingers, trying to direct her thoughts away from the loss of a friend there, Ogidar. In less than twenty changes, she went from everyone around her understanding her feelings at his death to working with these soldiers who never met fallen the cabler.
Yajain stopped beside a standing container and swore once again to do what she could to make his sacrifice worthwhile. Part of her nagged. No matter what she did, Ogidar died saving her, and he would never know what it meant in the long run. He only knew what it meant to him at the time. She sighed, then pulled on a pair of rubber gloves. Sliding her hands over the smooth surface of the upright storage container she found the lock on its side. Properly applied pressure, as the sorai agents had taught her prior to departing Haxos Mirror, would unlock the container.
Mosam pressured the other side.
“Time to see what they stored here,” he said. “Looks like this one takes more than two.”
Yajain nodded.
“Once we know what they were hiding, hopefully, we’ll have a clue to their next move.”
Mosam waved over a pair of sorai soldiers. He directed them to press against the other two sides of the container. When they did, a click emanated through the inner docks.
“That was it,” Yajain said. “Keep your hands where they are.”
Holograms sprang to life around Yajain, Mosam, the soldiers and the container. Images circled, displaying first words, then images.
The words read in the tyrant language with the translation in human trade languages below each word. Her eyes raced to read them as glowing linguistic characters flickered past. 
“First sentence says decryption successful,” she said.
Mosam laughed.
“You’re telling me!”
Yajain resisted the urge to shoot a glare at him and kept reading aloud.
“Four storms, three rebel leaders, three cherdi fleets from six orders…” She frowned. “It’s listing resources.”
“Useful, but I’d like to know where to find all this stuff,” Mosam said.
Yajain kept her hand pressed to the side of the container and took a step into the stream of data and images. The holograms streamed images of ships, both human and alien around them. While the human vessels mostly appeared familiar in shape and size the alien vessels were all previously unknown to Yajain, but she identified them by their larger sizes and bulbous shapes. Her eyes lingered on the largest ship.
The huge vessel appeared to dwarf the hologram fleet around it if the scale was accurate. Alien in design, the ship consisted of a sleek forward section connected to a vast metallic sphere at the rear by tow cables and bridges all surrounding a massive external core. The core must provide power enough to tug the entire enormous sphere despite it being far larger than the forward part of the ship.
Mosam peered around the container.
“It looks like it’s designed to separate. That sphere might be made to function independently of the front when deployed.”
“The sleek part could be a tug,” said Yajain. “It looks built for power, so I’d guess the sphere was built separately. Iswenn, are you getting this?”
“All of it,” said Iswenn in her ear. “Good find. And I think your guess is correct based on preliminary analysis. You and the rest of the team recover what you can, then return to the ships for further analysis, and that means the bodies of the tyrants too, people.” Iswenn’s tone carried a sense of grim satisfaction. “Congratulations, everyone. We’re going back to Haxos.”
Yajain glanced at Mosam. His eyes met hers. She flushed, thinking of how he’d kissed her just prior to diving to protect the colonial leaders at Haxos. So much changed over the course of this journey, and yet she still doubted everything about him. How genuine could he be after betraying Lin?
Yajain’s sister would never forgive him. At least, Yajain thought, Lin wasn’t here to see her wavering. Prisoner of the fleet, yet Mosam seemed more and more like he had once been. His honesty eclipsed past deception when she considered what happened. Yajain needed a drink, maybe a second opinion. She let her hand fall as she stepped away from the container. The holograms flickered and went out.
“Doctor,” said one of the soldiers nearby. “Are you alright?”
“I’m fine. Thank you, soldier.”
Only that’s a lie, she thought.
“Alright everyone,” said the team leader. “Two teams on those containers. The rest get the bodies onto movers. Move.”
The troops carried out their orders with single-minded precision.

Every agent and specialist was present at the shipboard briefing but Yajain didn’t see Mosam when she entered the room.
“The location of the sphere-ship is listed as Kerida Cluster,” said Iswenn as Yajain sat in the small conference room of the heavy ranger. “Based on the other data we decoded from the storage units and other tyrant interface gear we recovered I believe the tyrants are planning some kind of larger invasion of human-space, staged there.”
Someone raised a hand.
“Captain Caitlos, your contribution?” Iswenn pointed at the gray-haired woman who raised her hand.
“From what we know about Kerida only two regions would be suitable for staging prior to moving to the transit hub. I would consider the Ambana Reef one of those, and the cold space around Vilmanorin the other.”
Iswenn nodded.
“Make sure you add your analysis to our report, captain. We can investigate further.”
Caitlos’ lip curled.
“Already done,” she said.
“Anything else, captain?”
“Good to have you back, Agent Kaidal.”
Until Yajain and Mosam stopped the tyrant attack on Haxos, Iswenn and her fleet-officer fiancee had both been under alien control. The pollen carried in their pores had made them both unwilling slaves of the creatures. The tyrants’ ability to control other life forms made the name seem all too apt to Yajain.
Mosam entered the room from the door near her, well and truly late. As the rest of the spies and officers made their reports and asked questions, he took the seat beside Yajain.
“Did I miss much?” he asked in a low voice.
“Only the whole meeting,” she whispered back.
“Oops,” he said at the same low volume.
She smirked at him.
“Better late than never. I think Captain Caitlos doesn’t hold falling into tyrant control against Iswenn.”
“That’s good, I suppose.”
The meeting began to wind down. Some officers got up to leave.
“You really are clueless. Iswenn needs the other officers’ trust or her career could be over.” Yajain shrugged. “You’ve spent too much time studying old texts and not enough thinking about people.”
“Old texts are full of people.”
“Yeah, ancient people.”
“People more like us than unlike us.”
“Maybe,” said Yajain with a smile. “But reading isn’t conversation.”
“I think I’m doing alright at this.”
“Only because you’re talking to me.”
“Yajain.”
“Mosam.”
He shook his head, a grin spreading.
“Thanks. I’m glad we can talk like this.”
“Don’t get used to it. Once we rejoin the relief fleet I’d bet you’ll be going back in the brig.”
“I’ll take that if I must,” he said. “This voyage has been well worth it.”
“Oh? Why is that?”
“You know.”
“I’ve been picking up your cues if that’s what you mean.”
“Because you know me. Is that because you studied more modern texts?”
“No,” she said. “Besides, bionetic poetry isn’t much newer than your Harvest Bible in the greater scheme of things.”
“Perhaps your right. You like old science, not just old stories.”
“The bionetics wrote in a way that still makes sense in our time.”
“Too bad we don’t have any of their writing on tyrants.” He smiled. “But I noticed you’ve been working to remedy that yourself.”
“You hacked my writing pad, then?”
He shrugged.
“I saw it over your shoulder at one point.”
She turned toward him in the seat.
“You really shouldn’t do that sort of thing.”
“Well, I would have told you sooner if it had come up. I think it’s amazing you try to write like them at all. Coding the data into the text isn’t something I understand.”
“If you trained with the monks back on Kaga you might.”
“I was too busy training with old Doctor Savar, back then.”
Yajain sighed, her levity fading at the mention of the Doctor of Harvest who had ordered Mosam to destroy the armory where Lin worked all those cycles ago.
“Busy learning to build bombs.”
“Sorry. I shouldn’t have—”
“Right.” She stood. “You shouldn’t.” She left him in the briefing room but managed to keep back her tears this time.
How could she care for him after what he’d done? After what he and his mentor had schemed to do? After promising Lin to make him pay, their closeness contradicted her promise.
The ships returned to Haxos, and Yajain returned to the ships that had brought her this far. Castenlock and the rest of the exploration-turned-relief fleet waited like glimmering spears in the hot red light of Edrid’s Solna hive. Mist awaited in towering walls visible hundreds of kilometers away from Haxos in the opposite direction.





DiKandar Hall sliced through the mist at the end of the corridor, flanked by squadrons of smaller vessels and a handful of lesser capital ships. They all appeared to be Ditari made, except for one. Yajain frowned through the transparent dome of the bar on Castenlock as she tried to identify the Dilinian Privateer that rode the transit a short distance behind DiKandar Hall.
The privateer was almost as large and heavily armed as a full banner ship but carried none of the finery suggested by a banner ship’s name. Banner ships represented notable families and governmental arms. Privateers sometimes qualified as elements of the military despite being technically mercenaries.
Yajain sat at the barroom table beside Dara and looked across it to where Sonetta sat beside Mosam. Conversation had been awkward over the few shifts since she and Mosam returned to the relief fleet near Haxos, but Yajain had persuaded Sonetta and Dara to let Mosam join them, given the temporary parole granted by Agent Pansar and Captain Gattri. 
“If you say so,” Sonetta had said. 
She’d been seated beside Mosam for the better part of the last half hour talking about cards and the time along the journey.
And Dara, “Just don’t let him push your buttons.” 
If only I knew how. Dara, you’re a good friend, but you don’t know what he once meant to me. What he might still mean. She cut off that thought. I’m tolerating him. Otherwise, I might have taken that swing with the sword.
The little they’d been saying silenced completely as the Redoca’s fleet arrived in all its gleaming flashes shrieking decelerating thrusters. 
Dara whistled. 
“The big, mean hunters come charging in.”
Sonetta shook her head soberly. 
“They certainly know how to be nasty.”
“No kidding,” said Mosam. “But don’t forget. They’re on your side now.”
“Your side?” Yajain frowned at him across the table. “Don’t you mean, our side?” 
“I didn’t include myself because Adya’s still in this ship’s brig.”
“She shot me,” Dara said. “And I wasn’t the only one.”
“Fair point.” Mosam sighed. “Hope you don’t take it personally that I want her freed.”
Dara shook her head. 
“I don’t think I’ll ever understand you, Doctor Coe.”
Yajain squinted at the approaching privateer as it peeled away from the DiKandar ships and glided toward Castenlock. 
“Looks like we’re gonna have new arrivals soon.”
Mosam nodded. 
“I guessed Dilinia would respond. Just one ship at this point, of course.”
“At least it’s something,” said Sonetta. “You don’t have a ship to fight tyrants with, do you? Not even one.”
“Hey, I had a ship.” Mosam folded his arms indignantly. “Doctor Savar took it with him.”
“Savar,” Yajain said. “I still can’t believe that old deaf man is really out here somewhere.”
“Believe it.” Mosam looked down at his arms. “He’s been doing this sort of thing a lot longer than I have.”
“What sort of thing?” Sonetta asked.
“Watching. Protecting humanity.”
“So that’s what you call it,” Sonetta said. “Terrorism?”
Yajain leaned forward, hands on the table. 
“Calm down. Mosam’s not the bad guy here.”
“As long as there are giant mind-altering aliens out there, I agree with Yajain,” Dara said.
Sonetta scowled in defeat. 
“Sorry. So much for our good time.”
“Drink enough and this will go away,” said Dara.
“Good idea,” said Sonetta.
“Not really.” Dara grinned. “But it works sometimes.”
Yajain looked across the table at Mosam. He sat, gazing out the window at the Ditari fleet. His fingers drummed on the table. DiKandar Hall drew close to the side of Castenlock while a redocate banner ship passed overhead. 
“We’re all getting mighty comfortable with each other,” he said softly.
“You mean, the fleet and the Ditari?” Yajain asked.
“Yeah,” Mosam turned to face her. “I’d say I’m not surprised humans can work together so well, but that’d be toeing the line a bit much. I didn’t expect a Dilinian fleet to fly with Ditari so soon after the war.”
“It’s been ten years.” Yajain frowned at him.
“Still pretty miraculous,” said Dara. “Much as I hate to agree with you, Doctor Coe.”
“Happy to finally have some acknowledgment, Doctor Merrant. You know, I’ve been fond of your articles for some time now.”
Dara raised her eyebrows. 
“You’ve followed my work?”
“Of course. Especially when you studied the biology of frontier agriculture.”
Sonetta raised her hand and waved for a waitress. As she ordered another round for each of them, Yajain watched Mosam. He didn’t hunch or try to hide from anyone. His confidence in himself must be supreme. Anyone else would be at least nervous in his situation.
Dara ordered another drink and exchanged a few more words with Mosam about her articles. They’d all been written before Yajain had joined Dara and the survey fleet had been formed. She sipped her own drink, nothing strong at the moment, but still with the dark taste she enjoyed. She smiled as Dara explained a few finer points of vertical pillar-side grazing to Mosam.
DiKandar Hall descended alongside the place where Castenlock hovered in the arc field of a pillar overlooking both Edrid Hive and Haxos Mirror. The massive Ditari ship gleamed gold, pocked with black scars. A flight of fighters circled over the dome of the bar, ethereal and birdlike in the clear air. The local solnas and the hive together lit the murk of the abyssal fog below for hundreds of kilometers. The misty soup was the sort of thing one could get lost in, fall into and never come out. The thought gripped Yajain, a thrill of fear at such an ordinary thing set against such extraordinary light.
Weariness settled on Yajain’s shoulders. This place, all these people, and all these beautiful things hang in the balance. She leaned back in her seat and set her glass on the table. Ripples ran through her beer from her shaking hand.
“Are you alright?” Mosam asked.
“I’m fine.” Cold mist might have poured down her back with the chill she felt. She sighed. “Just worried.”
“Worried?” Dara asked.
“What’s going to happen?” she said. “When the tyrants get here?”
Mosam leaned toward her. His elbows rested on the table and his hands folded, one over the other. 
“The way Agent Pansar tells it there might be plans to stop them before that.”
“So, Pansar tells you the plans now?” Sonetta shook her head. “I guess I don’t understand him. Or you.”
“That’s alright by me,” Mosam said without looking at Sonetta. His eyes met Yajain’s, and despite her chill, she felt an embarrassed heat in her cheeks.
Dara set her drink to one side and leaned over the table. She spoke in a hiss. 
“So you think Pansar wants to fight them in Kerida?”
“He wasn’t completely sure himself.” Mosam shrugged. “He told Captain Gattri we would be better off going on the offensive.”
“They can’t think we’re ready,” Yajain said. “Not yet.”
“The captain wanted more intelligence first. It’s true. But where can we get it?”
“Send scouts to Kerida?” Dara’s forehead wrinkled. “Wouldn’t be easy.”
“They did just bring in a privateer,” said Sonetta.
“Yeah, a ship bristling with guns and with a history of serving Dilinia.”
“You know that ship?” Sonetta asked.
“Know it? I used to serve on it. Fifteen years ago.”
Sonetta turned to him. 
“That’s too much of a coincidence.”
Mosam unfolded his hands. 
“Coincidence? Probably not. I’ve got the burns from the kitchen cooker to prove it.”
Yajain looked down at Mosam’s hands where they rested on the table. They bore scars similar to Captain Gattri’s burns amid the seams from Mosam’s cybernetic treatments. Only one of them wasn’t familiar to her.
The scar arced from the far side of Mosam’s right palm down to the joint of the thumb, pale slightly wrinkled at the edges. 
“That’s not one of them,” she said, pointing at it. “You didn’t have that one when we met.”
“Got it more recently.” Mosam looked up at her, a glint in his eye. “I won’t bore anyone with the details.” He folded his hands back together.
Dara laughed. 
“I appreciate that. Riveting though a scar can be to discuss.”
He didn’t get it since I met him again. Mosam. You’ve been fighting for a long time, haven’t you? Yajain frowned down at her own, pale and slender hands. Fingers folded around her glass.
“I promise I won’t bore you further.” Mosam circled his heart with his finger and smiled.
“You do that too?” Dara asked. “Yajain here was the only person I’ve seen make that gesture before.”
“The reef dweller’s promise.” Yajain looked up from her hands. “Mosam taught me that years ago, back on Kaga.”
Sonetta frowned through the dome.
“So that ship,” she said. “What’s it called?”
Mosam leaned back in his seat and sighed, halfway to a shudder. 
“It’s called the Ghost Hammer.”
Dara’s pad, sitting on the table, beeped. She checked it.
“Looks like those ships are requesting assistance. Yajain, Sonetta, we’re up.”

The Ghost Hammer did not fit in Castenlock’s dry docks but loomed close in the mist as two shuttles carrying wounded flew in and landed. From where Yajain stood in the hospital watchroom the privateer looked just as spiny as Castenlock, but with two narrow wings swept down the length of the hull on either side, parallel to each other. Together the wings formed a protected channel where main weapons and shuttle launch bays opened for discharge. None of it looked damaged.
On her right, Dara took notes on a pad. 
“Sounds like they’ve got some seriously sick crew.”
From Yajain’s left Sonetta whistled. 
“That ship looks like it hasn’t been in a battle it couldn’t take.”
Yajain glanced at the younger medic. 
“What do you mean?”
“Those wings probably keep it really stable. Besides a twenty-cycle old privateer has to be doing something right, even with refits.”
“So you’re an expert on fighting ships now?” Dara smirked.
Sonetta flushed and her arms folded. 
“Doctor Merrant, I did, in fact, minor in mistship engineering.”
Dara raised her hands in a placating gesture. 
“You surprised me. That’s all.”
Sonetta, still red in the face, turned to watch Ghost Hammer. 
“It has a really ugly name,” she said.
“You think?” Yajain asked.
“Privateers have some restrictions on names that fleet ships don’t.” Sonetta shrugged. “But they picked the wrong ones out of the hat for that ship. Ghost Hammer? Please, that ship is as sleek as any privateer could be. Hammer? Really?”
“Maybe it made more sense twenty cycles ago,” Yajain said.
“We can only hope.” Sonetta shook her head. “But I wish they sent more.”
“More ships?” Dara said.
“Yeah. A privateer isn’t much of a commitment. Sometimes they don’t even work directly for the empire.”
Yajain nodded. 
“They don’t want to look worried about the tyrants.”
“Or they haven’t heard yet.” Sonetta scowled. “People need to hear. They’re the first real civilization humankind has ever encountered outside our own.”
“I think we all agree on that,” said Dara. “Especially knowing what they can do.”
“Mind control. Large scale weather alteration. It sounds like stuff from kids’ stories.” Yajain hung her head. “What are we going to do now that it’s all real?”
“Good question.” Dara sighed and looked down at her pad. “But right now we’ve got sick crew coming in for exam.”
The three of them separated to run examinations in different rooms. Yajain worked, diagnosing crew members from the Ghost Hammer with fatigue, minor malnutrition, and some related sicknesses. Over the next four hours, she saw nearly twenty crew, none with serious cases, but she began to wonder how the majority of a ship’s crew ended up in such a state.
Exhausted, she left the exam room after the last patient, ready to take a shuttle back to the Solnakite to sleep. She rounded a corner leaving the hospital and found an arc mover waiting.
The pilot wore a heavy civilian poncho and uniform with goggles and a scarf around the mouth and throat, but the feet on the pedals of the mover gave her away immediately. She didn’t wear shoes. And her feet were made of dark, gleaming metal. Yajain looked from the metal feet to the driver’s half-concealed face.
“Lin?”





Lin swung her metal and plastic legs off the mover. Yajain climbed down wearily, turned, and looked into the entrance of Castenlock’s bar. Her sister glanced at her, eyebrows raised. 
“Sure you don’t want to rest?”
“I need to know what’s going on,” Yajain said. “Why you’re here.”
Minutes later they sat across from each other at a table in a booth. Lin’s scarf lay unwrapped, forming a line across the table between them. Her face, as unlike Yajain’s in the smoothness and gentleness as ever, and yet as similar as ever too, with her firm brow and intense eyes, lit up in the shadows of the dim room.
“I’m glad you’re alright,” Lin said. “Why haven’t you contacted me since you left Abdra?”
“I… The fleet has been moving fast.”
“It’s been over sixty changes, Yajay. You worried all of us.”
“So much you came looking for me?” Yajain said.
“Mother and father wanted that, yes. But I trusted you. I thought I knew why you went out here.”
“Mosam.”
“You found him. He’s here on this ship.”
Yajain nodded. 
“How did you know?”
“They briefed me when I joined the Ghost Hammer.” Lin bared her teeth, a very Ditari expression that showed her heritage far more than her facial features. “I’ve been given the provisional rank of Finder. My job is to take him back to Dilinia for punishment.”
Yajain gave another nod, but couldn’t put any enthusiasm into it. 
“That’s good, I guess.”
“You guess? Yajain, we’ve finally got him!”
“Look, Lin. I’ve talked with him. He was under pressure from the old doctor. It’s not like he—”
Lin glared at her. 
“You can’t be serious.”
“Talk with him first!”
Heads turned from the few nearby people at other tables. Lin folded her arms. 
“He’s just going to lie to me again. But I guess I shouldn’t have expected you to understand, Yajain. You didn’t lose as much as I did.”
Tears began to build in Yajain’s eyes. How can she say that? Can I sit here and say nothing?

“Your legs…”
“Not just that. Yajain, when he betrayed Dilinia he betrayed me worse than anyone else. I was his girl. And he did this to me.” She motioned to her legs. “I’m lucky you helped me afford these or I wouldn’t be able to travel so far for vengeance.”
Yajain took a deep breath, fists clenched on her knees out of Lin’s sight. 
“If you’re grateful to me for that, please talk with Mosam before you take him in.”
“Fine,” Lin said, eyes dark and intense. “I can’t promise I’ll listen to him, though.”
Yajain looked down at her hands. 
“That’s all I can ask. He knows things. He knows about the tyrants, the aliens.”
“We’ll find out what he knows. All of it. Whatever ways it takes.” Lin smiled. “He’ll pay the empire back.”
“And you.” Yajain squeezed her eyes shut to block more tears. Lin you came out here to get him. Were you that worried? Or did you never really trust me? “You want your revenge.”
“It’s on my mind.” Lin leaned across the table toward Yajain. “Every day. Every hour. Every time I move.” She touched a hand to Yajain’s cheek, gently shifting the hair drifting near. “You used to have a crush on him. No, don’t say anything. I know you did. But all that’s over now, and he’s going to pay the way he deserves.”
You really mean it, Lin. Not a chance at forgiveness. If I really hadn’t forgiven him, he might be dead already. She looked up at Lin, whose hand was still on her cheek. 
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Then listen to me. He needs to be punished. That’s just how it is.”
“I understand.” 
But I don’t, not really. Lin, please.
“Good. I’ll talk to him after I meet with Captain Gattri tomorrow.” Lin rose from the table. “For now, I need to get back to the Hammer. Get some rest, Yajain.” 
She strode from the bar, long, powerful prosthetic legs with bare feet making her seem like a strange tall child moving out the door, though she walked with an impatient pace, eyes always forward. Yajain sat back as Lin exited, and sighed. Her gaze rested one her hands, still clenched in her lap.
A shadow passed before the light from the middle of the bar. Yajain looked up. Agan Pansar stood before her, all dark skin, dark coat, and tall frame. 
“I see you’re already acquainted with the latest trouble to come aboard,” he said.
Yajain put her hands on the table, careful to uncurl them as she did. 
“What do you want?”
“I want your help,” Pansar folded his arms. “Judging from what I just overheard, Doctor Aksari, you may want to listen.”
She took a deep breath. 
“You have my attention.”
“Come with me,” Pansar said. “I have something I need to show you.”

Yajain and Pansar took a mover driven by a military police officer to the dock opposite the one where Ghost Hammer’s shuttles were set down. She climbed from the back of the humming machine, weary, dizzy. Pansar offered her his prosthetic hand for steadiness but she waved him away. His gray a blue plastic extremity vanished into his sleeve.
They walked into the dark, cavernous docking hangar. Yajain searched for light, eyes seeking through darkness. Pansar clicked a pad and lights went on in the border around an inner door. He stopped before it and turned toward Yajain. 
“Don’t tell anyone what you see beyond this point.”
She nodded. 
“I won’t.”
He punched in a password and the door slid open. He motioned for her to go in first. She tensed, considering he might still be planning to attack her. Though he seemed in control lately, she didn’t trust the man. 
Yajain walked through the door into a well-lit chamber, only a small portion of the main docking hangar. Drafts of chill air blew from open climate control ports and blustered over the sleek, ten-meter-long black ship that floated in a lowered portion of the hangar bay. The skin on Yajain’s neck turned to gooseflesh. Pansar stopped beside her.
“I called in a favor with the agency to have this prototype shipped in secret aboard the Ghost Hammer.” Pansar folded his arms and smiled. “I hope its useful.”
“What sort of ship is it?” Yajain asked.
“It’s my design, a ship made for rapid maneuvers during linear transit. I thought we might need it after we met with DiKandar’s fleet.”
“Maneuvers?” Yajain asked. “What kind of maneuvers can a ship make during transit?”
“With a proper pilot, the Razor Crow can transit through a cluster without crashing by zigzagging past pillars at high speeds, navigating by their arc fields. Of course, the pilot will need to use a concoction of neural fluids for the entire transit to assist in reaction times.”
Yajain stared at the ship, eyes widening. 
“Then you can get from Yugha to Kerida without going down the corridor?”
“Only with this one ship.” Pansar frowned. “But its better than the tyrants simply destroying the whole fleet when it arrives.”
“Why are you showing this to me?” Yajain asked.
“I’ve spoken with Captain Gattri. He says you may be the best one to keep an eye on Mosam Coe.”
“Why would Mosam be going with you?”
“We’ll need him to find Onnu Savar and any other Doctors of Harvest in Kerida. And without them, we’ll never be able to distract the tyrants enough to allow the rest of the fleet to transit in.”
Yajain turned to him. She took a deep breath. 
“That’s your plan?”
“We go to Kerida, a select team. Rowuz hasn’t given us any more actionable information since he last saw you. But we need to act.”
“He’s been lying to us,” Yajain said. “This Pontiff of theirs isn’t their sole ruler.”
“How do you know that? Are you sure?”
“Fluid smoke, Elder Patla showed me. I’m almost certain.”
“Almost certain isn’t enough. We need to confirm what you’ve learned.” Pansar bowed his head. “The Pontiff is very powerful, regardless,” Pansar said. “But him not being the sole ruler is good news. We’ll have a better chance against them without back up from Dilinia.”
Yajain nodded. 
“I hope so.”
Pansar turned to the black shape of the Razor Crow. 
“Don’t tell your sister about this. She already reported to me and told me both Doctor Coe and Doctor Setartha are to be sent back to Dilinia, and that will ruin our chances at getting help from the resistance in Kerida Cluster.”
“You’re going against the empire’s will. Why?”
“To save Dilinia. It’s the only rational move.” Pansar bowed his head. “Doctor, I don’t expect this is easy for you, but I think it will be best. I’ve spent much time recently looking forward with the fluids. I feel that having you along will keep Coe from considering betrayal.”
Yajain shivered and activated her uniform’s heat layer with the touch of a finger to the point at the edge of her palm. 
“I hope you’re right. If you’re not we’ll be zigzagging into a death trap.”
Pansar grimaced. 
“That is also possible. If we don’t go, we cede the initiative to the tyrants again.”
“Who else do you plan on bringing along?”
“Better you not know that at the moment. The ship will take some time to complete for the journey. I’m waiting on a custom core from the local colony. No one else beside Captain Gattri and the quartermaster of Ghost Hammer knows this ship is here yet. You’re the first one I told.”
She nodded. 
“Even before Mosam.”
Pansar flexed the fingers of his prosthetic hand. 
“Don’t think I’ll forget what he’s done, no matter how much my mistake earned me this. He’s useful. For now.”
“And when he isn’t useful anymore?”
A shake of his head. 
“Doctor, you’re better off not thinking about it.”
Yajain shrugged. 
“I wouldn’t expect anything else from you.” She turned to the door where they entered the small hangar. “Excuse me. I’m going to get some rest. It’s been a long shift.” 

Aboard the Solnakite, Yajain slipped off the uniform and inactive heatsuit and looked down at the sword she’d taken from the scanner that still spiraled up and down the outside of Haxos Pillar. The weapon sat beside her vare blade, wrapped in a spare sheet from the hammock instead of a sheath. After all this time, I’ve got a second blade. What’s worse, I might have to use it.

She sighed, then slipped into fresh sleeping clothes. Light beaming from Edrid Hive cast her shadow across the floor as she reached out to pull the blinds closed over the narrow window. The floor was cold on her bare feet. She climbed into her hammock and settled against the pillows.
Now Lin’s here but I can’t tell her anything. When I leave, I’ll be helping protect Mosam. Not just him. I’ll be protecting the whole human race. Yajain shifted on the hammock, but her discomfort was more than physical. Eventually, she slept.





Yajain met Lin and two of her bounty hunters outside the tyrant holding chamber on board Castenlock. Rowuz, the tyrant Yajain captured at the battle of Sifar had been relocated there with an express warning and private hunter guard from DiKandar Hall. Yajain doubted the three hunters would be happy to see Lin and her Dilinian thugs, but her sister had the right to investigate the tyrant, and perhaps it would help her understand how desperate the situation was becoming.
"You look well. Got some sleep, I hope?" Lin asked.
"I did. We can go inside whenever."
"I'm waiting for the Clan Company Magistrate who accompanied my ship. He doesn't usually run so late, though."
"A Company Magistrate came with you from the central expanses?"
"Yes," Lin said, "He is a little odd, but one never knows why these hereditary officials turn out the way they do without looking in deeper, and I haven't taken the time yet."
"You take this background-checking seriously."
"Obviously. It's the part of the job that got me made a Finder on board Ghost Hammer."
"I understand," said Yajain. She glanced at the hunters standing guard in their black armor. Their visored faces appeared impassive as ever.
Another arc mover approached and dropped off a lone passenger. He was built lean and long. Tattoos crept along his sleeveless arms and up his neck. Even his heat layer had been made transparent, obviously, so he could show off the designs of his inherited office as one of his clan company's magistrates. His eyes were dark, intense with purpose and his shell gleamed, also patterned though instead of black, the shell gleamed with permanent ink sketched in electric blue lines.
"Yajain, may I introduce Vuar Lask, of Clan Company Montragear," said Lin.
"Montragear is a big company," Yajain said. "Good to meet you."
"Everyone knows my clan's name," said Vuar with a grin. "I take it you know my purpose here as an observer for our privateer captain."
"Lin was just explaining to me."
"Indeed?" Lask arched an eyebrow. "Let us move forward if we're not waiting on anyone else."
"You were the last to arrive," said Lin with a smirk.
"Normally I'm more punctual and I've no excuse for tardiness."
"Is that so," said Lin. "Perhaps I'll take it up with command if it happens again."
"Please do," said Lask, still grinning. "I do enjoy an opportunity to make trouble, the same as you, Finder Aksari."
Yajain couldn't help a smile at the man's humorous tone.
"We should go in," she said.
"Shall we?" Lask smiled. "Let us see this monster we've heard so much about. I fear it will be a disappointment, given the build-up I've experienced to this moment."
"He's not a monster," said Yajain. "An alien, and a vile one, but not a monster."
"Splitting hairs is a family tradition," said Lin. "Let's go."

Inside the holding area, Yajain and the others stopped by the compartment being used as a cell for Rowuz. The tyrant, sleeping, became restive as they entered. She glowered at the evil-looking alien, arms folded. Lin walked to the reinforced pane of transparent steel and heavy bars keeping Rowuz confined.
"He's larger than I expected," she said.
"And more savage looking," said Lask. "What of his capacity for violence?"
"He's deadly," said Yajain softly. "A killer, as surely as any soldier you employ or hunter of the Ditari."
Lin nodded.
"I read the reports. It seems these creatures vary as much as we humans and this is one of the largest of their kind." She peered into the cell. "Tentacles, legs, lighter than air gas containers for support...It's almost as if they're hybrid creatures."
"Almost," said Yajain, "but all those traits are common enough elsewhere in the universe." She pointed to the three pollen-producing stacks on the tyrant's back, which though inactive for the moment, could fill the entire room with mind-affecting particles in seconds. "Those, are unique, however."
"Mind control. What a terrible power," said Lin. "I suppose humans have our ways of making people think what they want them to, but to utterly command another being without their will—This is an evil being, surely."
"Don't call me evil," rumbled the tyrant in the Dilinian trade language. "I'm a leader, a soldier, now a prisoner of war, but I deserve your respect."
Yajain's lip trembled.
"Be quiet. You lied to everyone, and you know what I said I'd do to you if you lied."
"You can't kill me now. Your fleet sees me as a resource they cannot afford to lose, and rightfully so, given how you've failed to capture any others of my kind alive." He sounded smug.
Yajain bit her lip.
"The moment you run out of usefulness, tyrant."
"Cherdi," he said. "That is our name."
"Tyrant it is," said Yajain. "Now shut up."
Rowuz’s bulk subsided.
Lin raised an eyebrow at Yajain.
"You certainly have the same temper as ever."
And you're cold as ever, Yajain thought.
"Maybe," she said. "But now that you see he's real, perhaps we can forget some of our human differences. We need to defeat these creatures if any of us are going to remain free."
"Free," said Lin bitterly. "that's a dirty word."
"Dirty as it is aspirational," said Lask. "We all have our obligations, but I see your sister's meaning. A species that can control and manipulate other beings is a danger to all humanity. We must not let them triumph."
"We won't. The Empress will is preparing Dilinia’s First Fleet as we speak. Likely they will bring at least equal strength in former-alliance auxiliaries." Lin grimaced. "Our victory is in doubt because of their lateness, not because of their absence in total."
"You really think your so-called First Fleet is powerful enough to face the might of our Cherdi orders?" said Rowuz. "Foolish humans. You understand nothing."
"I think Yajain's point makes sense. Be quiet, alien." Lin turned to Lask and Yajain. "I think I've seen all I need. These beings may be formidable individually, but this one's mentality at least is almost the same as ours, no matter the difference in physiology."
“I’ve got a ride scheduled, so I’ll wait here,” said Yajain.
Lin wrinkled her nose.
“Well, I hope this thing stays quiet for you.” 
She, Lask, and the two bounty hunters left the holding area for the central corridor.

Yajain watched the agents from Ghost Hammer leave the holding area. A few minutes after the hatches closed behind them, they reopened. Mosam led the way inside, flanked by military police officers wearing the black emblems of imperial agents. Yajain didn't recognize either the man or the woman.
The Ditari hunters remained impassive as ever, despite the fluid coil pistols the two imperial officers wore openly at the hip. Yajain crossed the holding area to meet them by the innermost security door.
"Good thing you took your time," she said. "Lin just left."
Mosam nodded.
"I wanted her to see the tyrant, but I doubt it will change much."
"I hope you're wrong."
"But so far?"
She shook her head.
"Give her time. She'll get her priorities straight."
"There should be hope," he said with a nod to Rowuz. "Did he say anything?"
"Nothing new beyond some taunts," said Yajain. "The video and audio are all recorded in here, so the fleet will know everything, even that I threatened him."
"You threatened him for information? Yajain, that's not like you."
"After over eight cycles you think you know what I'm like."
He raised his hands, palms up.
"Please, forgive that."
"It's not like I'd assume the same things about you." She leaned close to him and lowered her voice. "Besides, this isn't the first time I've lost my temper around a tyrant." She dropped her hand to the vare blade sheathed and hanging from her uniform. "He knows a cut could kill him."
"A being who understands danger," said Rowuz in a low growl, "understands you don't want to kill again. Yajain."
"Keep her name out of your mouth, alien!"
"Mosam," Yajain frowned. "It's not worth the trouble."
"Your temper is also volatile. I thought you were all knowledge and reason, but I suppose passion has its place in all humans. We Cherdi know all too well how to use that, you know. My order, especially, understands your species and your kind."
"Our kind?"
"You are academics who advise human forces. You see, humans are not unknown in our territory. Your kind is, however, is quite different in dignity where I come from."
Mosam's face reddened. He glared at the tyrant.
Yajain scowled at the imprisoned alien.
"Why tell us this?"
"What good can this information do for you?" Rowuz wheezed a tyrant's laugh from his gas bladders. Pollen floated around him, drifting before dark eyes. "From our estimations, Cherdi territory has a higher human population than everything we have seen thus far from your clusters. Your defeat is certain, and I wished you to know that detail."
Yajain folded her arms, doing what she could to still the pulse of rage in her temple.
"You lose, either way, Rowuz. That other tyrant, Morott, will rule if they win."
"Better him than you. Some of my species believe you are equal to us, or so I've heard. However, I've never personally encountered any who see you as more than useful slaves."
Mosam grimaced.
"You're species really is a piece of work if that's true."
"Oh, it is true."
"Of course," Mosam said. "We already know you're deceptive. Do you know anything about Morott's plan of attack? He must realize this is just the edge of human civilization."
"The Pontiff may be my enemy, but Morott is more clever than his predecessors. None of those before him ever bested my order."
Yajain led Mosam toward the doorway.
"Hunter, cut our audio to his cell, please."
"Done," said one of the Ditari with a tap of his palm.
Yajain touched Mosam's shoulder cautiously. She took care not to put pressure. She didn't want to feel the taut muscle she knew lay beneath his clothes. No time for that, even without Lin on board.
"The orders fight among themselves. Unless practically everything is fabricated, I don't think he's lying about that."
Mosam slammed his fist against the bulkhead.
"But we don't have any way of telling if he is or not." He shook his head with frustration, gnashing his teeth. "We could use fluids to look into it if the captain allows us."
Yajain sighed.
"It keeps coming back to those damn fluids."
"You don't have to do it this time. I can—"
"You aren't trustworthy to the fleet. It has to be me, no matter what I think or want."
"If that's how you see it, Yajain."
"It's true. Mosam."
"I understand," he said. "Give me a chance to help, though."
"How?" she asked.
"I can feed you ideas through an ear-piece. Even if things get out of hand, this time we'll have medics on standby. The fluids are dangerous. You don't owe these people your life."
"A few of them, I do."
"Fine, but you shouldn't die for them."
Yajain's eyes welled with tears. She shoved Mosam in the chest. He caught one of her arms and held it to his heart.
"You don't."
"Not all of them, but some of them would die for me. One of them did."
Mosam's expression became desolate.
"Ogidar."
"Yes. If it wasn't for him I would have died on Sifar."
Mosam bowed his head.
"I wish I could thank him for what he did," he said. "But the only thing I can do is help you now."
"Mosam, you don't own me."
"Of course not! But I love you."
"What did you say?"
"Something we both knew, I think, for a long time."
"Love," she said numbly, slipping free of his hands. 
He took a step to follow her.
She shook her head.
"I'm going to ask Captain Gattri about the fluids. Don't follow me."





Captain Firio Gattri's weathered forehead creased as he looked at Yajain over the desk in his ready room.
"I don't think you'll listen if I tell you no. You realize that's a problem, don't you?"
Yajain bit her lip.
"I understand your worry, captain."
"Yajain, the fluids are addictive as they are dangerous. I'm worried that's influencing your decision-making."
She scowled.
"I'm not an addict. Abyss, I don't even want to do this, but no one else in this fleet has my experience with both tyrants and fluids."
Firio nodded.
"I think you're right on the second part at least."
She threw up her hands in frustration.
Firio sighed.
"I don't like it, but that may be enough. Pansar would order me to let you, if and when he found out, so I may as well maintain my authority without clashing with him."
"You mean?"
"I mean I'll allow this. I don't have to approve, though, and to be perfectly sincere, I'm going to take this to our new allies in the Haxos exile colony and the DiKandar Redocate before I let you dive into that madness again."
Yajain bowed her head over the desk.
"Thank you. Captain."
"Don't thank me now. I was trying to protect you, Yajain."
"I know."
He shook his head.
"Did you develop some kind of drive to destroy yourself? I never thought I'd see you like this."
"To be fair, sir, I feel I've changed a lot on this voyage."
"That seems true from where I'm sitting. You’ve never been afraid of change, Yajain."
“I used to be,” she said. “Not anymore.”

The conference room on board Castenlock was empty except for Yajain, Firio, and two spherical holograms. One hologram contained a real-time image of Elder Csi Patla from the colony, and the other a view of Helle DiKandar aboard her great hall ship. After pleasantries, the two leaders turned their eyes to Yajain.
"Fluid conversion for the purpose of visions is riskier than you think," said Patla. "To dive into a question of truth against lies directly is more dangerous than any attempt you've made before."
"I can do it," said Yajain. "Trust me."
"To what purpose?" said DiKandar. "Doctor, I doubt you will glean anything concrete we did not already know."
"Do not be so sure, Redoca," said Patla. "Fluid abilities are one of the greater mysteries of our universe. Who can say what will be revealed if Doctor Aksari approaches them with her questions?"
"Who can say, indeed?" DiKandar arched an eyebrow. "I'd rather not risk it. The benefits are too small and the risk is too great."
"If that's your opinion..." said Yajain.
"We are split then," said Patla. "After all, your will should be considered as equal weight to each of ours in this case, Doctor Aksari."
A shadow detached itself from the corner of the conference room. Agan Pansar approached the hologram-projected seats where Firio and Yajain sat.
"In that case," he said. "Perhaps my vote will count for something."
"Perhaps," said Patla.
DiKandar wrinkled her nose with unconcealed disgust.
"Agent Pansar," said Firio. “What is your opinion?”
Pansar folded his arms.
“I say we allow Doctor Aksari to try.”

Yajain sat in Castenlock's bar, the time set for her to use altogether different drugs set with Pansar's deciding vote cast among the four leaders and Yajain.
She stirred her mixed drink with the slender metal rod. Strands of vibrant blue color trailed through the dark alcohol. Her gaze moved from the glass to Dara and Sonetta as they approached from the bar.
Neither of them could really understand her feelings about Lin's arrival, but they must know the threat her sister posed to Mosam. Lin would have her revenge unless someone stopped her. But who could do anything, would do anything to even soften the blow, except for Yajain?
"Overthinking again," said Dara, no hint of a question in her tone.
"Probably," Yajain said with a shake of her head.
Sonetta gave a somber attempt at a smile.
"If you don't know what to do, maybe you should talk to your sister? I know its different, but I don't think I could take the kind of tension you two are in for long."
Dara nodded.
"Listen to her, Yajain. This isn't a good look for you."
Yajain snorted.
"I never thought one of those existed."
"What, a good look?" Dara rolled her eyes.
"For me."
"That's what I meant," said Dara. "Now. You can either sit here stewing, or we can have some fun before you do something risky and thrilling next shift."
Yajain shrugged. She leaned back, then picked up her drink and sipped it. Sweetened and spiced liquor scorched her tongue, in a pleasant way. She looked over the drink at Dara.
"If that's what you want," she said. "Let's get started."
"Nothing too strong," Dara told the passing waiter. "Put everything she orders on my tab."
"Thanks for nothing," said Sonetta with a genuine smile. "But it’s fine. As a more qualified medical officer, I make more than either of you."
Dara snorted.
"While we're in this fleet, maybe."
"I wouldn't count your research budget, Dara," said Yajain.
"I wasn't." Dara sat down across from Yajain. 
Sonetta took a corner of the booth.
Yajain looked at the younger medic.
"Any idea where Banedd is?"
"Probably still going through some kind of hazing with the cabler group." Sonetta shrugged. "He's too into that kind of thing."
Duty Officer Harish scuttled past their table in his casual uniform, all meter and a third of his height vibrating with excitement. Yajain followed the little bandojen pilot's path to the table where a pair of women sat, one of them of more ordinary size and the other of the same stature as Harish. Evidently, he'd found some prospects. Yajain smiled as Harish slid into a seat across from the two women.
"Didn't take much to cheer you up, did it?" said Dara.
"Consider this just the beginning," said Yajain, turning to her friends.
"You really should talk to your sister," said Sonetta.
"Later. Don't either of you let me regret drinking too much. Make sure I keep hydrated."
"Will do," said Dara as the waiter set a pair of drinks on their table.
"I'll drink to that," said Sonetta.
Glasses raised.

Smoke rose within the fluid conversion chamber. No describable sign announced the arrival of the truth in Yajain's mind, but she sensed it, the power of insight provided by the drugs authorized by Firio and Pansar.
Her eyes closed, inscribed with images of tyrants in great numbers, an entire division of Rowuz's order of cherdi, the Deceptive-Courageous. They were gathered on a vast terrace extending fully to bridge the gap between two pillars several kilometers apart. The arc field shimmered. Strange ships hung over them.
The truth.
Tyrants controlled vast resources, at least comparable to humanity's nations and alliances, including human slaves.
The lie.
The ships above the terrace opened fire. Morott's fleet laid waste to tyrants below. Smaller shapes scattered with them, these far more familiar. Humans. 
Humans under the control of tyrants dove for cover. Flames flared in the wake of explosions and stone crumbled all around the terrace. Heat on Yajain's face made her open her eyes, only to realize the temperature too had been part of the fluid vision.
She glimpsed the tattooed bandojen magistrate, Vuar Lask standing beside Lin on the far side of the fluid room, opposite Yajain's tank of fluid filters and transplastic. The warning light on the breathing mask that projected Yajain from the more dangerous effects of vapor inhalation pulsed blue as she took a deep breath. Then the light turned red.
Firio waved to his staff of technicians.
"Get her out of there!" he called. "Now, people!"
"Belay that," said Pansar with a shake of his head. "Give her a little longer."
Firio gritted his teeth. 
Lin stepped forward.
"Agent Pansar, don't gamble my sister's life."
"Her life won't be in danger for another twenty seconds, Finder."
Lin glared at Pansar.
Conscious reality wavered before Yajain. Her head bobbed as she fought to keep her feet.
Down.
The universe extended forever.
Up.
The universe towered to infinite heights, every pillar, every corridor.
Down.
Tyrants came from below.
Up.
Even the tyrants didn't know where humans came from originally. The tyrants never met the gatebuilders either.
No one knew.
No one knew.
"No one knows," she muttered.
Yajain lurched to one side, then sank to her knees.
"Damn it, Pansar. Let her out of there!" said Firio.
"It's time," said the imperial agent. He turned to the tech. "Do it."
Yajain's eyes grew cloudy with visions. She struggled to get to her feet as the fluid flow ended. She staggered toward the doors. A rush of sterile water neutralized the fluid clinging to her bodysuit. She gasped as safety arrived, and pain came with it.





Fluid sickness overcame Yajain for the better part of three shifts during which time she received no visitors, due to the potentially contagious nature of the fluid conversion she suffered. Only when the ship went dark did time stop spinning. Dark shifted to light, then light back to dark before she started feeling better. A hint of triumph filtered through nausea. Once discharged, she called Captain Ettasil to tell him she was on her way back, and then took a mover toward Solnakite.
She climbed off the mover and found herself beside not Solnakite's hangar, but the secret way to where Razor Crow lay docked. Before using her communicator to hail the mover, already retreating from her up the corridor of the ship, she listened to her curiosity and approached the hangar. The ship had still been without a core when she last visited. Yet, when she opened the partition within the chamber using the code Pansar had messaged her sent her reading pad during her sickness, a pale glow flickered through the passage. Someone spoke in a hushed voice. She couldn’t discern the words.
"Who's there?" Yajain asked.
A grunt answered her. Then, a towering man in a white and gray long coat approached. He nodded to her, small sorai feelers retreating into his dark brows.
"That's my question for you," he said.
"I'm Yajain Aksari," she said. "Agent Pansar wants me to accompany this ship. He sent me a key to the chamber."
He nodded again.
"My name is Omos Thraid. I shaped the core for this ship." He indicated the Razor Crow.
"And you're installing it, aren't you?" said Yajain.
"Yes.”
She peered past him at the glow. A handful of ratings and finders scurried back and forth along a glowing rod almost the full length of the Crow, fitting it with metallic casing along its entirety.
"Good to meet you, Thraid," she said.
"Likewise." He turned to the workers. "I must make sure they don't fumble things. Annoying, but that's what it means to be an expert."
"I understand," Yajain said with a smile. "I should be getting back to Solnakite."
She went back to the corridor and hailed another mover. The trip to Solnakite during the dark shift left her chilled and nervous. She went to the ship's watchroom once on board. She found Sonetta and Banedd sitting side by side, propped against each other, asleep at the table.
As Yajain tiptoed past, Sonetta stirred.
"Yajain?" she asked.
"Yeah. It's me."
"Thought so," said the young medical officer. "Good to have you back."
Yajain smiled, nodded, then continued to her small cabin. The fleet rested for now, and Yajain wanted to take advantage of some privacy. She slipped into her hammock with her reading pad and started to flip screens.

Kaga Pillar, Four Cycles Ago
Solna light glimmered as it passed the wings of the blackbird. Yajain squinted up at it, tracking the animal’s flight from a terrace forty meters below. A sharp hiss cut the air beside her.
Lin lowered the dart rifle. High above them, silhouetted against the light of Kaga’s higher Solna, the bird’s wings stopped flapping. It came tumbling down towards Lin and Yajain on the terrace and hit with a cracking sound. 
The bird might have been dead before, but it definitely didn’t survive the impact. One wing bent all the way backward and the head lolled, beak open. Streaks of blood ran from the eyes.
Yajain covered her mouth with one hand. Lin stalked to the fallen bird on her new metal and plastic legs. Yajain slowly lowered her hand and pressed it to her chest. Her sister glanced back at her with a smile. 
“I’ve gotten pretty good at shooting,” she said. “I bet I could hit one twice that far away.”
“I bet,” said Yajain numbly. A hunter knows when to kill and when to nurture. She walked over to Lin and the bird. The dart stuck from one side, driven deeper when it hit the terrace. She sank into a crouch, feet shifting slightly in the dirt of the terrace. Her hand brushed the feathers of the bird. “Looks like a ganyo. The meat should be good.”
Lin put a hand on Yajain’s shoulder. 
“I’ll get it, sister. You look pale.”
“I’m alright.” Yajain withdrew her hand and returned to her full height. “Thanks.”
“You never liked seeing things hurt, did you, Yajay?”
Wind moved across the terrace, gentle, but cold. Upright trees sighed around them. The dead bird’s feathers rustled.
Yajain shivered. “I guess not.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll do the hunting then.”

Adya Setartha paced back and forth in her cell aboard Castenlock. Her yellow hair had grown, but evidently, she had been allowed to groom it, because it seemed mostly under control. She glanced at them as Yajain and Lin passed. Annoyance twisted the corners of her mouth, but she said nothing.
The guard led Yajain and Lin down the center passage to the cell where Mosam was staying. When he’s not having secret meetings with Agent Pansar, Yajain thought. Mosam looked up from his seat on his cot as Lin stopped in the hall in front of his cell.
“It’s you,” he said. “I see.”
Yajain caught up with Lin. Mosam saw her and then shook his head. 
“Both of you,” he said.
A pang of hurt made Yajain frown. So now I feel bad when he lumps me in with Lin? He must think I told her about him. And I more or less did. Mosam turned to Lin, face expressionless. 
She folded her arms. 
“That’s enough. I’m here to take you and Setartha to Central Dilinia. For trial.”
“Doctor Setartha,” Mosam said. “She is a Doctor of the Harvest, just like me.”
Lin’s glare held Mosam’s cold gaze. “Don’t act proud. You’re disgusting.”
Mosam stood, made a motion as if dusting off his knees with both hands. He turned his back on Lin and Yajain. 
“Linekta,” he said. “Is that what you’re really here for? Haven’t you seen what’s going on in these expanses?”
“Quiet, criminal!”
Mosam fell silent. Lin’s face went taut, eyes fierce with inner light. She glared at Mosam’s back. Yajain followed her sister’s gaze. Slowly, Mosam turned. He held a thin length of broken akul weed stalk between his fingertips. His eyes were cloudy. “This is for you, Lin. But I doubt you’ll accept it.” He let the plant cuttings fall to the floor so they scattered on the floor of the cell.
“A weed?” Lin glared at him. “How did I ever find you funny?”
Yajain put a hand to the transteel wall of the cell. 
“It’s akul weed,” she said. “Common sorai disinfectant herb. They grow it nearby in the colony.”
“Poetic.” Lin rounded on Yajain. “What does it mean?”
“As a gift, it’s a wish for good health.”
Lin’s shot a sideways glare toward Mosam’s face. 
“He’s up to something.”
“He has a point though. These expanses are in need of leadership. The tyrants—”
“They are aliens, Yajain,” Lin said. “I don’t think they’re as strong as they seem. In the meantime, we have a chance for justice.”
“You mean, revenge, don’t you?” Adya said from the cell from the way they’d come to Mosam’s cell.
Yajain turned, surprised, but the doors were still firmly locked and the walls intact. She furrowed her brow as Lin turned.
“Doctor Setartha,” she said calmly. “Shut up.”
“It won’t matter if I’m quiet or not.” Adya smiled with a bitter twist of her lips. “Either way you’d like to see me executed, Mosam too.”
Lin smirked. 
“How do you know what I want? Has this liar told you anything about the girl he crippled on Kaga Pillar.” She jerked a thumb at Mosam. “I doubt he mentioned how the only one working there was a teenage girl. That girl let him inside because she trusted him.”
“So you’re the one he betrayed.” Adya gave a sigh and sat down on her cot. “I suppose we’re truly out of luck.”
“You damn well are.” Lin glanced at Yajain. “You don’t need to be here for this. I can handle it.”
Yajain leaned forward. 
“What are you going to do?” she whispered to Lin.
“I’ll just read them their arrest warrants. Nothing  more.”
“Alright,” Yajain said. “Promise me, nothing more.”
“What did I just say?”
“Promise me.”
“Fine.” Lin bowed so her forehead pressed to Yajain’s. “Now go.”
Yajain drew back, then turned and made her way down the passage and out of the brig.

At the start of the next dark shift, Yajain dined with Captain Gattri and his officers Gellen Chakal and Urven Takatine, as well as Dara and Captain Kebrim Ettasil who arrived together. Dara met Yajain with a small smile as they entered the captain’s dining room. 
“You look tired.”
“I’m a little stressed.”
“That sister of yours causing trouble?”
Yajain frowned. “You could say that. And you could say worse.”
Dara looked over Yajain’s shoulder. She turned to see another dinner guest, a young man with a long stern face, characteristic of kyteps but also the feeler slits of a sorai at the corners of the eyebrows. He didn’t wear a uniform, but instead, a white formal suit of the style Yajain recognized from Patla’s parties on Haxos. 
The sleeves of a black temperature suit emerged from the ends of the formal jacket’s white ones. He glanced at Yajain, dark eyes lingering for a moment, but then turned away without a word to anyone. Dara and Yajain exchanged puzzled glances. 
Kebrim shook his head. 
“Who knows how people get so rude.”
They took their seats around the table before a large side window that overlooked seething mist below the ship. Dara sat across from Yajain, near the head of the table by Firio. Gellen Chakal was on Yajain’s right and the sorai-kytep man on her left. 
Firio said a brief blessing, so low Yajain barely caught a word of it, a blessing of luck, something the prominent Lucid Assembly movement despised.
The unknown man dug in voraciously. Yajain watched him for a moment, but Gellen, her nose wrinkled, addressed him first. 
“Do they not have food in Haxos Mirror, Mister Odyide?”
The man called Odyide, a kytep surname by the sound of it, looked up at Gellen, mouth full of food. He gulped the bite down. 
“I forgot to eat last shift.”
He must be the researcher Csi Patla said she would send to study the Vosna. He looks so young and he’s only half sorai, how can he be trustworthy enough for her to send him to us? The kytep people mostly sided with Dilinia in the last war.
“When did Elder Patla send you over?” Yajain said.
“Just a few hours ago. So far reception is not the rosiest.” He put down his fork, then looked down at his plate. Spots of vegetable bits and salad spices clung to his stubbly chin, but he made no move to clean them away. “But you certainly know how to feed a guest. Thank you, Captain Gattri.”
Firio raised his eyebrows. 
“No need to thank me. I thought that because you’ll be leaving soon I’d have something familiar prepared.”
“Much appreciated.” Odyide finally found his napkin and wiped the remnants of food from his face. He belched. “Excuse me.”
Yajain turned to Odyide while Gellen recoiled with a grimace. Odyide picked up his fork again. He shoveled more vegetables onto it.
“I take it this is a sorai custom,” Gellen said, “To eat as quickly as possible?”
Odyide frowned at her, fork halfway to his mouth. 
“More of a personal eccentricity,” he said. “But I’ve been told its charming.”
Gellen stared at the young man, her expression one of exasperation. Finally, she returned to her own plate.
Yajain turned to Firio. 
“Thank you for inviting all of us.”
The captain met her eyes. 
“I take it you’ve heard of our predicament?”
“I don’t think so. My sister’s kept me busy over the past few shifts.”
“Dilinia wants us to ship the core of the vosna back to the central clusters. It turns out the Empress thinks its the most important development of our entire mission out here.”
Yajain scowled.
“You mean she isn’t sending troops?”
“Not as far as Kerida Cluster yet. Tirel Sovilan’s rebellion is her first concern with these expanses.”
“Captain, what does that mean for us?”
“It means we’re on our own. The fleet is still to proceed to Kerida and assist in rescue efforts there. But I think we all know there’s going to be a larger problem to deal with just to get that far.”
Odyide turned to Firio. 
“Are you sending the vosna back to the center? If so, I wonder why was I allowed on board at all.”
Firio’s smile curved the pale scars on his cheeks. 
“Very astute, Mister Odyide.” His gaze moved over everyone at the table. “It’s not my intention of doing anything of the sort involving the vosna.” His eyes passed over Yajain and returned to Odyide. “I’m going to ask you to go a good deal farther, however.”
“What do you mean, farther?” Odyide asked.
Firio pushed his still half-full plate to one side and leaned forward where it had been. 
“Everyone here has earned my trust, so believe me, no other crew on this ship knows. I want you to go with the vosna, and a small, select crew, to Kerida Cluster to find a way to defeat these tyrants. The answer is there, whether its the Doctors of Harvest, the vosna itself, or something else.”
Yajain’s eyes moved from Dara to Kebrim to Takatine. Odyide shook his head slowly. 
“I don’t understand.”
“That vosna is a weapon,” said Firio. “And if it’s true what we heard, that the tyrants control the storms, then we need to find a way to stop them or this mission will be pointless. If you want to study the vosna, figure out how to use it as a weapon, go with Agent Pansar’s mission. He has a ship that can transit without a corridor, but believe me when I say it will be dangerous.”
“I understand,” said Odyide. “And I never agreed with Elder Patla that the troubles of those outside Yugha were separate from our own. I will go.”
Yajain swallowed hard. 
This is the moment I must decide. Go with Mosam and Pansar aboard the Razor Crow or stay and deal with Lin here. I could go home. I don’t need to fight some battle out here. But then this whole journey will be for nothing. Ogidar and the others that died could reproach me from beyond if there is such a place. 
She sighed and then turned to Dara, but her friend now faced Firio. 
“I will go,” said Dara. “If you need my help studying the vosna.”
“In truth, I was hoping you would,” said Firio. “But I couldn’t ask a civilian to go that far.”
Dara glanced at Kebrim, then at Yajain. Kebrim nodded, his pale face solemn. 
Yajain bowed her head. 
“I’ll go as well. If anyone is going to keep an eye on Mosam Coe, it should be me.”
“Mosam Coe is part of this mission?” Odyide said. “I’m equally excited and confused.”
Firio leveled his gaze at Yajain, ignoring Odyide’s comment. 
“Only go if its what you want.”
Odyide frowned at Firio. 
“Why are Pansar and Coe not here now? I take it they already know about this plan?”
Yajain met Firio’s gaze and nodded. 
“This is what I want.” Though I’m a little surprised to hear myself say it, it’s the truth.
“That settles it,” said Firio.
“Settles what?” asked Odyide.
“Please.” Gellen turned to Odyide. “Take a moment and be quiet.” She turned to Firio. “Agent Pansar already approached me as well. He seems to think I could assist him in piloting his experimental ship thanks to my neural implant.”
Firio nodded to her. 
“You’ve served this fleet well, Officer Chakal. Go.” He looked down the table to Kebrim and Takatine on the opposite side from Yajain and Gellen and Odyide. “Captain Ettasil, Tei-Officer Takatine, you will be assisting in launch during the dark shift. I have a suspicion this newly arrived privateer will not want to let the Razor Crow depart. We’ll have to conceal the launch from them.”
“Understood,” said Takatine. Kebrim nodded.
“Here’s to you,” Firio said and raised his glass which sparkled with wine. “Here’s to all of you.”





Five hours into the dark shift, Razor Crow’s crew trickled into the partitioned hangar. 
Yajain and Dara had met on the previous ship for a drink at the bar. Lin joined them for a little while. She had been civil but distracted and left quickly. She hadn’t been there when Yajain and Dara caught a mover to the dock where two shuttles dropped off their personal cargo. Grateful for Lin’s absence, Yajain didn’t know how much her sister could catch on to the plan in the hour before The Crow’s departure. 
Except for the near-constant storm bombarding this part of Yugha Cluster from the direction of the corridor to Quelentra Hub, things looked to be clearing. 
Until I have to explain this all to Lin later.
The hand not carrying her travel bag went to her heart. If you still can’t let Mosam go, Lin, then maybe you won’t forgive me for this.
Dara glanced at her. 
“You alright?”
“Nothing like misleading my own sister to start a dangerous mission.” Yajain sighed. “I wish this didn’t seem like the only way.”
“You don’t have to go with us.”
“Yes, I do.”
Dara shook her head as they walked further from the lighted entrance of the hangar toward the dark passage through the partition. 
“You said something similar about joining this mission in the first place.”
“That was true.”
Dara shrugged. 
“I mean that you’re speaking in absolutes. Not always best.”
Yajain looked at Dara’s face, searching for an answer in herself that wouldn’t sound small or silly. 
“I’m sorry.”
“What for?”
“I don’t know. You wouldn’t have signed on for this if I hadn’t been here. You’ve already gotten shot because of that.”
“As if you made me try to talk down that desperate woman.”
“Desperate?” Yajain frowned. “Alright. I see what you mean, but desperate? What makes you say she was desperate?”
“Naturally she’s got some kind of thing for Doctor Coe.”
Yajain flushed, glad for the darkness. She did her best to feign a casual tone. 
“Oh, you think?”
“She broke onto Castenlock to free him. He may be a Doctor of Harvest, but he’s just one man.”
“I’m not sure the other doctors see it that way.” Yajain turned from Dara and faced the black door of the partition. She swallowed her nervousness. “Let’s see who else is here.”
They reached the door. The locks opened as they approached, clicking and hissing with each release. The door slid open, bathing Yajain and Dara in light from within. Yajain shielded her eyes with her free hand and led the way through.
Three figures stood before the black metal hull of the Razor Crow. One was tall and powerful, Pansar. Slender and fidgeting with a reading pad tucked under one arm, the sorai-kytep scientist, Odyide looked uneasy next to the agent. The third man wore the same sort of black overcoat as Pansar but was built shorter and bulkier, Finder Boskem. The three of them stood facing the Razor Crow, but Odyide turned as Yajain and Dara entered.
“Ladies,” he said and touched a hand to a place just over one eyebrow.
Boskem and Pansar noticed. Both turned. Pansar nodded. Boskem folded his arms, shifting a travel case attached to one of them. Yajain grimaced. Boskem had to join the crew. Nothing but trouble. There was no sign of Mosam or Gellen, but lights inside the Razor Crow told Yajain someone must be inside.
Yajain set down her bag and Dara deactivated the small arc luggage that carried the rest of their equipment, including Yajain’s vare blade and the larger sword from the scanner, wrapped in padding and concealed in a long bag on top of two more bags of clothes and gear. Dara whistled as she looked down the length of the ship. 
“This looks like a fine vessel.”
“I hope it will serve us well,” said Pansar. “And that I can handle piloting. The core from Thraid provides more power than expected, based on our simulations.”
“I have every confidence, sir,” said Boskem.
Pansar nodded. 
“If the weather doesn’t get much worse we should be fine getting around Edrid and Haxos Mirror. From there we’ll approach the cluster’s edge and pick a pillar there to set our course.” He clucked his tongue, irritated. “It’s not the easiest thing in the universe, but very likely we can do it.”
“Glad for the confidence,” Yajain said. 
If he hadn’t been so certain about me being a traitor when Mosam escaped maybe he wouldn’t doubt himself so much right now, she thought.
“Are we the only ones here?”
“Officer Chakal and Doctor Coe are in the ship with our engineers and our core shaper, Omos Thraid.” Pansar closed his eyes. “We’re only waiting for two other passengers to arrive.”
“Who?” Dara asked.
Boskem and Pansar exchanged glances. Pansar turned to Dara and Yajain. 
“A representative from the DiKandar Redocate and the other Doctor of Harvest.”
Yajain frowned. 
“Can you be more specific?”
“I was told to expect a hunter from DiKandar. That was all.” Pansar’s expression turned stony. “Communicating with the Redoca is taxing on reason.”
Yajain couldn’t disagree with that after trying to prevent Helle’s attack on Sifar. Adya’s coming too. Looks like just about every trigger happy crazy I’ve met is going on this mission. She nodded. 
“Should we take the gear on board?”
“Boskem, assist them,” Pansar said.
Boskem grunted and marched over to take Yajain and Dara’s bags. He motioned them toward the bridge that extended to the Crow’s side from a platform two meters from where they stood. Boskem’s whole gait belied surliness. Clearly, he resented Pansar’s order, but he had no choice other than to obey his superior officer.
He led them into the Razor Crow through a door just a little taller than Yajain herself in the vessel’s side, then a short way along a corridor with porous, padded, white walls to their quarters in the middle of the ship. 
“Two decks. Main and lower,” he said. “Lower deck is for our large cargo.”
“Like the vosna,” Yajain said.
“Yes. Like the vosna.” Boskem set down the bags and turned to go. Yajain frowned after him. 
Dara put a hand on her shoulder. 
“He’s an odd one.”
“That’s not why I wish he wasn’t going. He likes to hurt people.”
“How do you know?”
“We were on the Solnakite together. He’s shown me that side more than enough.”
Dara sighed. 
“We’re stuck with him, regardless.”
They separated their bags and took them to the cabins Boskem indicated across from each other. To Yajain’s surprise, her cabin looked about the same size as the one she occupied aboard Solnakite in the crew quarters. There was no sleeping hammock, but instead a bed with locking straps to hold the occupant. The thought of having to be tied down, even if only during transit made Yajain’s skin crawl. 
A sleek gray terminal connected to the door on one side. Yajain loaded her clothes into a small footlocker beside a collapsible desk and the face bath below it. 
“Lights can be activated or deactivated by voice commands,” read a small printout sitting on the bed. 
Yajain had never been on a vessel this cutting edge before and the paper note was the lowest tech aspect of the cabin. Excitement grew in Yajain despite her worries about Lin, and Mosam, and sharing the ship with Boskem. 
Never mind the tyrants. I may not be able to handle humans. 
Yajain stowed her swords in the footlocker at the end of the bed on top of her clothes because it was a closer to the bed than the narrow weapons locker by the door. Everything unpacked, she left the room for the corridor outside.
Mosam walked down the narrow central corridor toward her, followed by the large bandojen, Joth Loyanneal. An engineer, Yajain realized, and he won’t be missed because he’s not part of the original crew compliment. His sister Enna appeared around a corner a short distance behind them. Weariness filled Joth’s expression combined with a glare directed at Mosam’s back. 
Mosam smiled at Yajain.
“Doctor Aksari,” he said. “Hey.”
“Hey.” Yajain nodded to Mosam. “I see two of your great admirers are joining the crew.”
“An astute bit of sarcasm.” Mosam’s teeth flashed in a smile.
“This ship is amazing,” Joth said from behind Mosam. “I’m glad to be on board even if it means dealing with you, Coe.”
Mosam’s smile remained directed at Yajain. 
“Glad to hear it, Joth.”
Joth grunted and turned down a narrow side passage forward of the cabin space. 
“Just don’t damage this lovely ship.”
“He’ll never forgive you if you do. Neither will I,” Enna said, as she turned down a passage opposite Joth’s. Both bandojens completely disappeared into their respective passages.
Mosam’s lip curled. He shook his head. 
“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said. 
Yajain doubted either Joth or Enna could hear him. She inclined her head and frowned at Mosam. 
“Are you planning to behave?”
“I’m finally getting the help Savar wanted.” Mosam shrugged. “I’ve got no reason to make your job difficult.”
“My job?”
“Keeping track of me.”
Yajain frowned at him. 
“How do you know that’s what they asked me to do?”
“Captain Gattri doesn’t want to send you into danger. He thinks you’ll be able to control me.”
Yajain folded her arms and scoffed. 
“I’ve never been able to do that.”
“Well, you’ve never tried, as far as I can tell.” He winked.
She flushed and quickly thought to change the subject. 
“Lin wasn’t too hard on you, was she?”
His smiled vanished. 
“No more than I deserved. I really am sorry about what I did, and I don’t expect her to forgive. That’s not who she is.”
“I know.” I hope you’re wrong, Mosam, or she’ll never forgive me for what I’m doing now. “Mosam, I trust you. But that’s it.”
“I know.” Mosam turned and his eyes dulled slightly in profile. “I know.” He completed the turn away from Yajain. “Don’t worry about me, Yajain. I’m going to go see what else needs to be done before launch.”
Yajain frowned at his back. 
“I’ll go with you. My cabin’s already set.”
He nodded and led the way back to the ship’s side hatch.  They crossed the bridge to the dock where Pansar stood with Odyide. Behind them, the door of the partition opened and two figures entered, one so tall and heavy in bulky armor it stooped to get inside, while the other stepped through lithely after. 
They stepped into the light, one almost half a meter taller than the other. The huge suit lowered a loading crate to the floor. Lord DiBaram crouched unmasked and lowered two long bags to the floor. He wore his hunter armor, black with dimly glowing power capillaries.
Yajain bowed to him. 
“Lord DiBaram.”
“Doctor Aksari,” said DiBaram. “Call me Senn.” 
Yajain smiled at DiBaram, who returned the expression as he rose. At her side, Mosam folded his arms. Pansar walked past the two of them and dipped his head to Senn. 
“Good to have another capable fighter along,” he said. “But we won’t have room for your retainer when Doctor Setartha arrives.”
“No matter. I saw fit to fetch her myself.” 
He turned to the towering suit of steel and gold trimmed armor with its second pair of arms folded low and another pair hanging at its sides. The armored knee bent and its back plates unsealed and shifted. Adya’s head emerged from the back, yellow hair tied into a long tail. She climbed out of the armor and walked to Mosam.
Senn turned to Yajain. 
“She provided a means to transport your armor less conspicuously as well, doctor.”
Yajain turned to Senn.
“My armor? You mean that’s for me?”
“Yes, doctor. I don’t want to have to worry about you in battle.” Senn gave an odd toothy grim which looked odd on his handsome face. “This should help with that.”
Yajain walked over to the empty armor. Her hand pressed against the side of the four-armed giant and felt the cold metal. 
“I don’t have the cybernetics plugs to operate a suit of armor like this.”
“You think I do?” Adya said from behind her.
Senn laughed and clapped a hand gently on Yajain’s shoulder. 
“This armor is antiquated, predating the cybernetic interface we use today. We restored the systems and power supply, but any human can use it with the right instruction. Now, it’s yours.”
Yajain turned to him, eyes widening slightly.
“I don’t need a weapon like this. I’m not a warrior.”
“I don’t expect you to use it as a weapon. Just think of it as a tool. The two additional arms will at least let you maneuver in arc fields while carrying something. The enhanced muscles will help you carry the wounded to safety. And you can use it to defend yourself if you must.” He smiled. “Please, accept it as my gift to someone who, if not for her father’s exile, would have earned the rank of hunter years ago.”
Yajain nodded to him and then turned back toward the Razor Crow.

“I accept your gift, Senn.”
He took her hand, raised it to his lips and kissed it. 
“Thank you, Yajain.”
Dara emerged from the ship and returned to the high dock. She approached Yajain and Senn, eyes moving up the tower of the armor. Yajain turned to her. 
“What is it?”
“We’d better get on board.” Dara turned toward Pansar and Boskem. “The sensors are picking up movement from the Ghost Hammer.”
Pansar scowled. 
“Someone must have leaked something. We’d better get airborne right away.”
Yajain and Senn both turned toward Pansar along with the others. Her heart leapt into her throat. 
Lin, please understand.





The Razor Crow launched through the lower set of doors in Castenlock’s aft-most dock. Yajain, Mosam, and Dara raced through the central passage under the audibly humming central core. The speakers in the corridor barked Pansar’s voice. 
“Flight personnel to battle stations. Everyone else, strap in and prepare for transit.”
The ship banked and Yajain pressed herself to the padded wall to keep from falling. Dara grabbed a bracing bar on the opposite wall, while Mosam slid toward Yajain’s side of the passage. The ship reversed directions abruptly. Yajain lost her support from the wall and cried out. She and Mosam tumbled into the center of the passage and landed hard. 
Mosam grunted in pain. Yajain reached for a bracing bar just out of reach. Dara’s hand found her wrist. 
“Hang on,” Dara said.
Yajain nodded. She gripped Dara’s arm as the ship banked again. The passage’s tilt turned almost vertical. Mosam slammed into the wall across from Yajain. 
He groaned. 
“This is fun.” 
Yajain reached for his hand. 
“Hold on and we’ll stay in one piece,” she said.
His fingers intertwined with hers as the ship leveled out for at least a brief moment. He held her hand gently for that moment, but then they banked again, tugging Yajain toward the wall where Dara stood. Mosam’s grip on her hand tightened, firmly locking her between him and Dara in the center of the hallway. She gazed at him where he clung with feet braced between two door frames.
They leveled out for a moment. 
“Activate your lifts,” said Yajain. “They could help us keep stable.”
Mosam nodded. He and Dara immediately released Yajain. All three of them activated lifts and swam down the corridor. Yajain stayed close to the wall behind Mosam, feeling along the side of the passage with one hand. Dara performed a similar maneuver on the other side but kept losing forward motion due to imperfect flight form. As a result, she nearly crawled along the floor. 
The Razor Crow banked again.
Yajain grabbed a wall brace and shouted a warning. Ahead of her, Mosam took two braces and held on. Dara hugged the floor, but still rolled sideways into the center of the hallway. Mosam let go of his braces and pushed out into the center of the passage using all four limbs on his lifts and a great deal of physical strength. 
Yajain could barely move thanks to the force pressing her to the wall. The passage tilted so Dara flew downward at an angle past Yajain and slammed into the wall below with a cry of pain. Mosam kicked off the from the wall opposite Yajain and shot after Dara.
He caught Dara’s stunned frame near the doors to the bridge and grabbed a wall brace with one hand. 
“Is she alright?” Yajain called as the ship leveled out. 
The three of them lowered their feet to the floor.
“Fine,” said Dara. “But I don’t know if we’re going to be able to get to the cabins at this rate.”
Yajain nodded at them. 
“Why is Pansar on such a crazy flight path?”
“Not sure,” said Mosam. “Should have been a straight shot toward the edge of the cluster.”
The ship leveled out for a few seconds. Yajain put on a burst of speed and raced to Dara and Mosam by the bridge doors. 
“Think the bridge has room for us?”
“I hope so.” Dara glanced at the bridge doors and winced as her neck moved. “Transit in this passage would be rough.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” said Mosam. “More like lethal.”
Dara’s eye flicked back to Mosam. She grimaced.
Yajain inched along the wall to the doors themselves and hit the intercom on the wall. 
“Hello?” she said. “Agent Pansar?”
Gellen Chakal’s voice came from the speaker by the door. “Hang on, Doctor. Agent Pansar is attempting evasive maneuvers.”
“Can you let us in?” Yajain asked. “We can’t get to the cabins.”
A deafening pause lasted as the ship banked and then leveled out again. The double doors opened with a rush of air.
“Get in, quickly,” said Gellen.
Yajain turned to Dara and Mosam, but they were through the doors before she could even tell them to move. Why is Pansar on evasive maneuvers? Yajain slipped through the door and it sealed behind her. 
The bridge of the Razor Crow was dark except for the glow of a handful of small terminals near the door and the blinking red lights on the bulky egg-shaped helmet Pansar wore at the controls in the center of the oblong room. 
Pansar wore a dark gray fluid treatment suit and a breather with tubes running off of it and into a venting machine. His hands clenched on the control sticks and he neck spasmed like a junkie who just caught a whiff of his own poisonous breath. Behind him, at the terminals nearer Yajain, Gellen’s fingers moved over holographic keys.
Gellen’s brow furrowed. 
“Another volley inbound!”
Pansar stuttered when he said, “W-Where?” His voice reverberated from speakers related by the microphone in his breather.
“Aft port.”
“Hang on.” Pansar hit a button on the end of one control stick. Razor Crow’s prow angled up, and then the ship bolted to starboard.
Yajain’s stomach flipped and her heart thumped in her chest. She clutched Dara’s arm and a floor brace. Mosam hung onto Dara’s other arm, and the brace opposite Yajain’s on the ceiling. The three of them clung together, Yajain in a crouch with both Dara and Mosam standing. A din of explosions shook the air behind them but the sound made up the worst of what hit the ship. 
“Who’s shooting at us?” Yajain said.
Gellen glanced at her. 
“Its that privateer. Ghost Hammer.”
“Lin,” Yajain said. “Someone tipped her off.”
Dara raised an eyebrow.
“Well it wasn’t me,” said Mosam. 
Dara shook her head, then turned to Yajain with the same silent prompt.
Yajain scowled. 
“Don’t give me that look. I didn’t tell Lin anything.”
“Not deliberately anyway,” said Dara. “But you are sisters.”
“The privateer is accelerating,” said Gellen to Pansar. “Launching two fighters. They’re fast. Could cut us off.”
Pansar grunted. 
“N-No. They won’t.”
He hit a few keys on a control board with his prosthetic hand on the side opposite Yajain and the others. The Razor Crow accelerated, pushing Yajain and the others toward the wall. Through the large bridge windows Yajain glimpsed the sleek silver shape of one of the privateer’s fighter jets slicing through the air a few hundred meters off to starboard. Streaks of spent chemical fuel trailed behind the fighter from under its wings.
Yajain glanced at Pansar. He gritted his teeth. Another fighter appeared on the opposite side of the Crow. Gellen hit a few controls with unsteady hands and then plugged herself into the ship by the neural jack at the top of her spine. Her movements immediately became more fluid and regular. The fighters on either side angled to approach the Crow.
“How are they matching our pace?” asked Dara.
Mosam looked past Dara to Yajain and their eyes met. He shook his head. 
“It’s us. Pansar can’t take the ship to full speed until we get prepared for transit speeds.”
“Officer Chakal,” Pansar said, then spoke in a string of digits. “That’s our pillar for initiating transit. How long?”
“Seventy seconds at our current velocity. But we won’t be clear of the fighters by then.”
Lin is in command of that ship. My sister is trying to kill us on a vendetta that is her right. Not us, just Mosam. Even if she’ll hate me, she would never try to hurt me.
“Gellen,” she said. “Can we contact the privateer?”
“They’ve been trying to hail us since they launched fighters.” Gellen’s eyes gazed down at the terminal key and holographic readouts. “I’ve been jamming their communications with their missiles.”
“You have to let me talk to that ship.”
“I-Impossible,” said Pansar. “We’d increase their chances of hitting us.” 
His neck spasmed. He turned the face of the egg-shaped helmet he wore toward the fighter on the port side. The Razor Crow and the fighters hurtled toward the edge of the cluster where dark, Solna-less pillars reached into the misty void like densely packed and infinitely tall tree trunks.
“Please, Agent Pansar. I can give us the chance we need.”
Both Pansar’s ordinary left hand and his prosthetic right gripped the control sticks tightly. 
“Open a channel.”
Gellen hit a few keys, breathing deep. She motioned for Yajain to approach her terminal. Yajain released her grip on Dara’s hand and then on the floor brace. She rose from her crouch and crossed the few shaking meters to Gellen.
“Here,” Gellen held out a wired communicator with a speaker and microphone. Yajain took it and gripped a brace on the floor beside the terminal. She sank to sit on the floor to increase her stability.
In her ear a soft crackle of static announced the channel connecting. Gellen touched Yajain’s shoulder and then nodded to her in a brief exchange. Lin’s voice spoke from Yajain’s receiver.
“Finally prepared to talk, Agent Pansar? Turn over Coe and we can end this pursuit.” A hologram portrait of Lin on the bridge of the Ghost Hammer flickered into life from a projector to Pansar’s left. Yajain stared at her sister’s hardened features. 
She didn’t plan to show this ship mercy. I’m gambling on her sentimentality.
Yajain held the communicator close to her mouth. 
“It’s not him who wants to talk, sister.”
Lin’s expression became brittle. 
“Yajain?”
“Yes. I’m on board the Razor Crow,”
she said. 
Lin’s lip twitched. 
“We need to explain ourselves to each other, Yajain.” 
“Agreed, Lin.” Yajain took a deep breath. “This ship will let us scout the Kerida Cluster. Then we can find a way for the rest of the fleet to get there. Please, Lin, this is for everyone’s good.”
“Why is Mosam with you?”
“We’re bringing him as our guide. We need his help.”
“And you. How did you join this mission?” 
The fighters swooped closer to either side of the Razor Crow.

“I…I’m here to make sure Mosam stays on our side.”
Lin’s face darkened. 
“He’s a betrayer. None of you should trust him.”
Yajain looked straight into the hologram of Lin. Tears beaded, then ran down her face. 
“I do. I trust him.”
The fighters dropped out of Yajain’s view from the bridge of the Razor Crow. They must have used up their afterburner fuel, a common problem for the old-style jet fighters, unlike core-powered ships. Lin’s eyes flashed and she said something off-channel, but Yajain could tell because her mouth moved.
Pansar hit a few keys. 
“Connection suspended. The fighters are returning to the Ghost Hammer. Good work, Doctor Aksari.”
Yajain risked removing her hand from the brace to wipe her eyes. 
“I hardly did anything, Agent Pansar.”
“We only needed seconds. Quickly, all of you, get to your cabins and prepare for transit. I’ll do my best to hold the ship steady while you do.”
Dara and Mosam didn’t need telling again. They joined Yajain by the door and then the three of them ran down the central passage. Dara and Yajain stopped by their doors while Mosam slowed his pace as he approached his own cabin, located right past Yajain’s on the opposite side of the hall.
Yajain glanced after him as he unsealed his door and then stepped inside. He sniffed and wiped a hand across his eyes before the door sealed behind him. Yajain turned to her own room. Her case of luggage still sat secured at the foot of the bed despite the wild jolts of movement. Everything else in the tiny room had been bolted or braced into place. 
She took the pillow from its double brace on the wall and then lay down on the bed. In the wall beside the pillow holder, a small screen with remote operation from the bridge showed a view of the dark pillars, entirely lacking Solnas, that formed the edge of Yugha Cluster. Those dark columns of infinite height grew steadily larger in the viewer as the Razor Crow nosed toward one of the last lighted pillars near the edge.
A rumble of thunder from somewhere ahead of the ship beyond the darkened pillars contested with the sound of the Razor Crow’s engines. Yajain fastened the buckles around her waist and legs. She found the sleeves to put her arms inside, to keep them from being thrown about during transit, and a mobile brace for her neck to protect her from whiplash. Every part needed protection.
She sighed. Lin, I know this isn’t over. I made you angry this time, and you never learned to let go.
The ship held the pace as it circled the pillar to pick up arc charge to begin transit. Fast maneuvers or not, Pansar started the journey traditionally. The gaps in the shadowy pillars ahead of them looked tiny from the viewer in Yajain’s room, far too small for transit, but this was the only way to confront the tyrants and find Onnu Savar. Savar, who’d been the one to order Mosam to destroy the armory at Kaga.
He will answer for that. At the very least he’ll have to answer to me.
The Razor Crow’s engines hummed louder, droning over the sounds of the storm that waited in the darkness. Yajain lay her head on the pillow and fastened on the neck brace. The ship bucked. Pansar’s voice echoed from the speaker by the screen.
“Hang on everyone. Transit in five seconds.”
Yajain counted in her head.
The Razor Crow circled around the pillar one more time, and then jumped forward, speeding toward a gap in the black wall of pillars at the edge of Yugha.





The first time the Razor Crow ‘bounced’ its transit momentum from another pillar’s arc field, the whole ship shuddered around Yajain, with a sound like crashing drums. She clenched her hands inside the bed’s sleeve braces. As the ship leveled out again she breathed a sigh of relief. They bounced again. And again.
The ship careened through darkness, howling wind, and lashing sheets of sleet and rain. Yajain closed her eyes and fought to keep her stomach and nerves under control. They went on hurtling at transit speeds that pinned her to the bed even when they continually repelled from the arc of intervening pillars.
She did her best not to vomit. After fifteen or twenty bounces she noticed bile burning in her throat, and she turned her braced head awkwardly to make sure she didn’t choke if she did throw up. A beep at her side drew her attention to the screen that had shown the view of the ship. She withdrew a hand and then hit the control on the terminal beside the bed to activate voice chat.
Dara’s voice filtered through to her. 
“I finally figured out the room number for you.”
Yajain groaned in reply.
“Are you alright?”
“I’ve never enjoyed turbulence.”
“You can handle this,” said Dara. “Hang in there.”
“I’m trying.”
Yajain stuffed her arm back into the sleeve just before the ship bounced again.
Pansar’s voice cut in low and gravelly over the channel. 
“We’re halfway to an isolated corridor. Just another few minutes and we’ll be in clear air until we reach Kerida.”
“How many bounces until then?” Yajain managed to ask.
“Twenty,” Pansar said.
Dara whistled. They bounced again.

Yajain lurched onto her side as the Razor Crow emerged from its last bounce into the isolated corridor Pansar mentioned. Darkness and raging wind surrounded the ship on all sides, but it was finally possible to move without risking injury. And best of all the sickening changes in direction ceased. She unfastened the neck brace and set it to one side of the bed. Then she unbuckled her legs and climbed carefully to her feet.
Unlike other vessels, the Razor Crow’s modified arc field compensated for transit velocities. Yajain activated her lifts and swam to the door of her cabin. She braced herself on a grip on the frame and then opened the door into the passage. On the way to the bridge one of the doors was open and the young sorai-kytep scientist Kidann Odyide stood just outside it, lanky and ruffled, wearing a dark-colored ship suit and a face nauseated and pale.
Yajain swam into the hall.
I must look at least as bad as he does.
Kidann turned toward her, then hesitated and inclined his head toward the bridge. 
“Do you hear that?”
“What? You heard something?”
The tiny sorai feelers concealed under Kidann’s eyebrows snaked out and waved slightly. 
“I’m almost positive. But it was very faint.”
“Something outside the ship? If there’s something else moving out there its probably just being carried by the storm.”
“Maybe…” said Kidann. “I can’t be sure.”
Yajain frowned. 
“If I had my ears on I might be able to get a fix on it.” She turned back to her cabin door. “Hang on.”
“Ears? I thought you weren’t a hunter?”
Yajain glanced at him with a frown. 
“That’s only half-true.” She darted into her cabin and quickly dug her hunter’s ears out of the footlocker. She fitted them on and swam back into the passage.
Kidann swam toward her on the ship’s arc. 
“Can you hear anything yet?”
Yajain tuned the ears slowly to make them more sensitive. The din outside could overpower them on the wrong settings, and that would just make it impossible to hear anything past it. She nodded to Kidann. 
“Hold on a second, I’m trying to find the right level.”
“My hearing can discern very high pitches with feelers active. I’m certain the sound came from ahead of us, but it may have been outside ordinary human range.”
“Good to know.” Yajain tuned her ears higher little by little. A metallic squeal greeted her at maximum pitch tuning. She winced. “I think I’ve found it.” She turned the volume down on the ears just a little, dulling the wail in her ears.
Kidann nodded. 
“It sounds like machinery, doesn’t it?”
Yajain closed her eyes and concentrated on the unnatural steely sound in her earpieces. 
“Yeah,” she said. “I don’t think its an animal. Besides what could live out here?”
“You mean apart from us?”
“We’re just passing through.” 
Yajain frowned, eyes still closed. “Give me a second.” She listened, floating in the arc field with Kidann. The scream of metal against metal definitely originated ahead of them, but at transit speeds, it would have to be very far off or they would have caught it already. And at transit distances the sound would also have to be incredibly loud to carry to them. She listened another minute and then opened her eyes. The sound was definitely getting louder. 
“It’s getting closer,” she said.
“You mean…We’re moving toward it?”
“Definitely. I just don’t know what it could be.”
“Let’s see,” said Kidann. “A machine making an enormous racket out in the middle of a dark corridor, during a huge storm. I don’t like to admit this, but I have no idea.” 
Someone scoffed. The door down the hall behind Yajain stood open. Mosam leaned against the wall, one hand gripping a brace. He looked past her at Kidann and shook his head. 
“It’s not human-made, but its obviously a machine. That means it could either be gatebuilder technology, unlikely because their tech is usually very subtle, or there is a tyrant ship in this corridor with us.” 
Kidann started and then folded his arms, muttering words under his breath Yajain couldn’t decipher.
Yajain turned toward him fully. 
“How long have you been there?”
Mosam scowled. 
“We need to tell Pansar, fast.”
“Agreed,” Kidann said.
Yajain turned toward the bridge and then the three of them took off swimming through the arc charged air.

Gellen greeted Yajain, Mosam, and Kidann with a weary glance from her terminal. Pansar slumped, looking halfway dead, at the helm. Outside the windows, darkness and flickers of lightning flashed past.
“Doctors. Mister Odyide. What is it?” Gellen asked.
“I think there’s some other vessel in the corridor ahead of us,” said Kidann. “I heard it, and Doctor Aksari confirmed with her hearing device. Doctor Coe thinks it could be a tyrant ship.”
Mosam nodded. Gellen took a deep breath. 
Pansar stirred, then turned his masked face from the helm. 
“What action do you recommend, Coe?”
Yajain glanced at Mosam. He’s the one who knows the most about the tyrants. 
He floated past Yajain and Kidann and grabbed a brace near the helm to hold himself steady. 
“Agent Pansar, I’ve never seen a tyrant ship in person, but we all know they can target vessels in transit. We ought to slow down and then change course to avoid them.”
“I agree its best to avoid battle.” Pansar turned back to the controls. “The Crow is not equipped for ship to ship combat.” He hit a few keys. “We’re decelerating now, and I’ll send a forward echo to detect the exact location of the other ship. The three of you remain on the bridge in case I need further advice from you.” He faced forward. “Echo away. It will be three minutes at least before it gets back.”
Yajain glanced at Mosam and Kidann. 
“If there are tyrants out here, where won’t they go?”
Kidann shrugged his shoulders. His feelers extended like small horns over his eyes and he closed his eyes.
Mosam swam over to Yajain and gripped a brace on the wall beside her. He cracked a wry smile. 
“Where will humans go?”
“We’re here now, I suppose.” A chill ran through Yajain that had nothing to do with her heatsuit. “Human will go anywhere we find an advantage.”
“Aliens aren’t so different from us in that way.” Mosam’s eyes met hers. “Thanks for defending me. From Lin.”
Yajain folded her arms. 
“It wasn’t just you.”
“But she was only after us because of me. Thank you. Honestly, Yajay.”
She flushed and turned her face from his. Lin must hate me now. Was this mission worth betraying her?

“Don’t mention it.”
Mosam raised an eyebrow and then turned to Gellen and Kidann and the Razor Crow’s bridge terminal. Kidann pointed out modifications to the sensors for listening at the frequency he and the hunter’s ears picked up. Yajain considered saying something to Mosam but hesitated. 
Pansar turned from the helm. His round, eyeless mask betrayed no emotion. “Echo returned. There is a large object, nearly spherical, ahead of us some thousand kilometers. The echo also detected a number of smaller objects more the shape of our human vessels, long and thin. The storm is preventing full imaging.”
Yajain’s stomach fluttered.
“How large is large?” asked Mosam.
“And how many is a number?” said Yajain.
Pansar turned back to the helm and began adjusting instruments and hitting keys. 
“Large is over seventy kilometers across the diameter of the sphere.” He took a deep breath. “A number is no smaller than two hundred. That count is rising.”
“More than two hundred ships…” Yajain murmured. “What are they doing out here?”
“They are clustered around the large sphere.” Pansar gave a hissing intake of breath. “My readings show no storm conditions within four hundred kilometers of the sphere.”
“None?” Kidann looked up from Gellen’s terminal with raised eyebrows. He turned toward Pansar. “What could possibly cause that? This corridor has been one continuous storm so far.”
“No wind. No thunder or lightning.” Pansar shook his head. “It shouldn’t be possible. I’m going to launch a sensor drone to scout the position.” He hit a flurry of keys and coughed. Poisonous smoke issued from his mouth and then rushed upward into a vent overhead. “Launched. Officer Chakal, please manage the drone.”
“Yes, sir.”
Kidann turned to Yajain and Mosam. 
“Are you two done sharing your feelings?”
Yajain glared at Kidann. 
Mosam shrugged.
“We’ve got a dance to lead,” he said. “From the sound of it, we’re headed straight toward a giant fleet with something even bigger at its center.”
“We will decelerate in time to evade,” Pansar said.
Kidann rolled his eyes. 
“How far can we get away from this bubble of no storm?”
“Estimate we will pass through the outer edge of the region at over three thousand kilometers per hour.”
Mosam glanced at Kidann but spoke to Pansar. 
“Any idea how many ships are in that area?”
“Calculating based on echo.” Pansar wrinkled his nose, but otherwise looked and sounded robotic. He hit a few more keys on the helm terminal, then said, “I predict little chance they can intercept us.”
Mosam glowered at him. 
“How little?”
Pansar grunted. 
“We will break into the bubble in under one minute.”
Yajain started. 
“One minute? We’re practically there already!” 
Calm down, Yajain. We’re still flying fast enough to miss them if they haven’t been tracking us. She took a deep breath. Lights flickered in the darkness ahead.
Layers of cloud flew past. Razor Crow emerged into clear air. The steady rumble of turbulence vanished into a simple rush of speed as oblong shapes began to whip past on the starboard side of the ship. Yajain stared at the scene as they raced past. 
A massive white metal-plated sphere floated in the void of the corridor’s abyss, surrounded by a few smaller shapes she realized must be at least the size of Castenlock. From bright fissures in the sphere’s smooth surface flares of gas issue forth. Where the gas touched air it produced shimmers of heat. A horizontal ring at the midsection of the sphere separated into top and bottom, and more light poured out of it, illuminating the hundreds of smaller ships hanging in the void all around.
“I can’t mistake this.” Yajain could not keep the awe from her voice. “This is the sphere from the storage unit’s hologram.”
“The tyrant fleet,” said Mosam. “So this is where they’ve been hiding.”
Yajain swallowed and then turned toward Mosam. His gaze turned stony. They broke through the bubble and hurtled back into the storm.





Razor Crow emerged from a second, shorter series of jolting bounces and sailed smoothly into the mists of Kerida Cluster. Yajain watched pillars passing outside her window, distant and shrouded in thick layers of gray and white clouds. Mist condensed in tiny beads against the window, reminding her of the temperature outside.
She changed clothes, checked the lifts on the new uniform, and then tied back her hair in a single dark tail. The Crow passed into a stream of rain falling into the abyss from clouds above as Yajain entered the passage. She walked toward a briefing room outside the bridge. 
Mosam stood outside the door talking to Adya. Adya replied in a hushed whisper, her back to Yajain. How much do these two really have to talk about? She suppressed her expression of annoyance at Adya’s whispering and approached them.
“You two hold out alright during that last transit?” she asked.
Adya shrugged her shoulder.
“I held my food if that’s what you mean.”
“Not as rough as the first time,” Mosam said.
“Yeah.” Yajain remembered nearly vomiting during the first transit. “Shorter at least.” She frowned. “What could the purpose be for that huge ship we saw in the dark corridor?”
“I have ideas,” said Mosam.
“It’s some sort of tyrant warship. Do we really need to worry about how it works or what it does?” Adya said.
“It could be important to taking it down.” Yajain folded her arms. “The storms didn’t approach it. Remember?”
“I saw,” said Mosam. “I didn’t think anyone could build such huge vessels except the gatebuilders.”
“Reapers know they had to get it somewhere.” Adya glanced at Yajain, eyes narrowed. “We don’t have to know more than that.”
Yajain’s hands formed fists, tucked at her sides. 
“If we don’t know about them we can’t beat them.”
“True,” said Mosam.
“Research  at a time like this?” Adya started. She scoffed and turned to the door of the room. “When is Pansar going to get here?”
A cough from behind Mosam made them all turn. Agan Pansar leaned on a cane held in his plastic hand. He wore a scarf of white over the collar of his black coat. A cold press rested on his temples. 
“I left Officer Chakal with the helm,” he said. “We won’t be able to transit without my charting, so stop bickering and let’s make the plan. Where in the name of reason is DiBaram?”
“Here,” said Senn from behind Yajain. He approached the group with Boskem behind him. Senn wore his hunter armor without a helmet and with the powered additional arm hanging limp at his side. A fragile smile stretched across his pale face. “I take it I’m a little late.”
“Never mind,” said Pansar. He walked past Mosam, towering over Yajain and Adya, and then punched the door controls with his left hand. The door opened. “Let us talk over the map Habandra relayed to us.”
They entered the small control cabin and surrounded the hologram of the Kerida Cluster in the center of the room. Pansar hobbled to the far side of the room and took a bolted chair behind the image. His every movement told of stiffness and tremors. Yajain wondered how much fluid he used in the course of the journey. Pansar sat and motioned with his cane for the others to spread out around the hologram emitted from the floor.
“Kerida Cluster is large,” said Pansar. “This image only shows about half of it.”
Yajain’s eyes swept over glowing pillars orbited by miniature Solnas. The hologram did not capture clouds, but drifts of miniscule floating caphodel forests rose and fell as Solnas moved closer or further away from each clump of forest.
Pansar took a deep breath.
“Doctor Coe,” he said. “Can you point to where you used Savar’s Gatehouse when you traveled back to Toraxas Cluster?”
Mosam nodded. 
“Keep in mind, the gatehouse has been unmoored. It has most likely moved by now.”
“Enough excuses,” said Pansar. “If we find that gatehouse we find Onnu Savar and his resistance forces. We will need allies to break the blockade on the corridor to Shaull Cluster.”
“I understand,” said Mosam. 
He paced around one side of the image and looked down at the small pillars cut off at about his chest level. He pointed down at what Yajain a dense cloud of forest that floated between a half dozen closely clustered pillars some two thousand kilometers from Razor Crow’s current position where the map was centered. Beyond that, the image cut off. 
“This forest is where we hid the gatehouse last. As I said, it’s unlikely Doctor Savar would have kept it there.”
“Why?” asked Pansar.
“There is a reef just outside of our view beyond the forest’s position.”
“A reef?” Yajain said. “How large is it?”
“Two thousand kilometers on its longest side,” said Mosam. “Most of the settled pillars are far from it.” He scowled. “Then, on the other side of the reef about five thousand kilometers further on, there is a corridor the tyrants may have come down.”
“A corridor?” Pansar scowled. “That’s too close to settlements to go unnoticed.”
Senn DiBaram glanced at Mosam from his place beside Yajain. 
“It hasn’t gone unnoticed.” He turned to Pansar. “Redoca DiKandar’s predators have scouted that region, but it’s in a mostly unlit expanse called Sigali.”
“Sigali,” said Pansar. “That’s the furthest expanse from here.”
“Indeed,” said Senn. “And the corridor the tyrants must have come down begins on our side from a pillar few ships would consider a good transit location.”
Pansar raised his eyebrows. 
“What’s wrong with it for transit?”
“It’s large. A machra pillar, far larger than any ordinary formation, and with multiple cores located on the inside in an erratic formation.” Senn met Pansar’s eyes calmly. “It’s a cold pillar, with no Solnas present around it.”
Yajain frowned. 
“Vilmanorin?”
“Yes,” said Senn. “The only machra class pillar in the entire frontier.”
“The tyrants like the cold,” said Yajain. “Our captive tyrant calls a frozen pillar paradise.”
“Unless that was another lie.” Adya rolled her eyes.
“I don’t see why he’d make it up,” said Yajain. “He never thought we’d make it here.”
“Perhaps not,” said Pansar. “But he had to know there was a possibility we would get through.”
Yajain glanced at Pansar, then turned to Mosam. 
“You helped study those dead tyrants with me. You know they’re adapted for cold weather.”
“Indeed,” said Mosam. “But I doubt they’d want to live in a dark expanse.”
“That huge sphere was floating in a dark corridor,” said Yajain.
“With their entire fleet,” said Senn. “I agree with Doctor Aksari.”
Mosam shot a frown at Senn. 
“True or not, we can’t use that information without back up.”
“Doctor Coe is right,” said Pansar. “We need to secure passage for the rest of DiKandar’s Fleet and any other ships Dilinia has sent us.”
Yajain took a deep breath. 
“Where is the corridor on this end?”
Adya’s eyes flicked to Yajain. 
“Just four hundred kilometers past the reef and a thousand kilometers off to our right.”
Mosam nodded.
The room remained silent for a moment. Senn whistled. “We really did take a long way around.”
The end of Pansar’s cane tapped on the floor. 
“We’ll have to get closer and then request another relay from Habandra. In the meantime, we should plan to look for Savar’s people.”
“Indeed.” Senn turned to Adya and Mosam. “Any clues?”
“We have friends on Ambana Reef,” said Adya. 
“Ambana?” asked Yajain.
Adya nodded. “Doctor Savar named it that. He lives there some of the time, but not in the cold season, which should still be going on now.”
“Cold season takes place after harvest season,” said Mosam. “Doctor Savar doesn’t feel needed during that time.”
“Alright,” said Pansar. “But where would he be at the moment?”
“At the gatehouse most likely,” said Adya.
“Which we can’t locate,” said Yajain.
“The map won’t be able to tell us for sure. That is so.” Mosam smirked. “But a forest monitoring station did notice us last time we brought the gatehouse through there. Savar is on good terms with some of the people there through his medical services. They may be able to help find him.”
“It’s a place to start,” said Pansar, “but I have a feeling we’ll need to cover space faster than that. We’ll need to split up.”
“How do we do that?” asked Adya. “We have only one ship.”
“One ship with four shuttles,” said Pansar.
“This ship has shuttles?” Senn frowned. “Where do you keep them?”
“Each of the forward cabins can detach and fly independently using the same repulsion systems that allow the whole ship to bounce between pillars. I call them the Crow’s thorns.”
“Very nice,” said Senn. “You planned this ship well.”
“It took much thought,” said Pansar. “But a scout ship should be able to divide its efforts.”
Senn grinned. 
“I take it they have limited independent power, however.”
“Correct. Each thorn can fly for roughly twenty hours on a battery charge from the Crow’s core.”
“That range is still quite long,” said Mosam.
“It won’t get you from here to Vilmanorin,” said Senn. “Not even close.”
“Never mind Vilmanorin,” said Pansar. “You wouldn’t reach the corridor to Shaull with maneuvers taken into account.”
“I’m not thinking of running, Agent Pansar,” said Mosam with a grin. “You’re finally going in the right direction.”
Yajain glanced at Mosam, arms folded. He seems so confident again. And if he is planning an escape that is exactly what he would say to disarm us. I may be able to trust him, but the others can’t. 
“Mosam,” she said. “If you were Savar, where would hide the gatehouse?”
“I’m not Savar, Yajain. I never know what his real plan is.” Mosam’s grin dissolved like mist in Solna light. “We’ll have to be prepared for a lot of possibilities going forward.”
“Such as?” asked Pansar.
“Such as Savar has already been caught or killed by the tyrants. Such as the reef may not be friendly to the harvest anymore. Such as that Storm Sphere the tyrants have in the dark corridor could be right on our tail.” Mosam took a breath. “Do I need to go on? It’s a big list.”
Pansar glowered at him. 
“Are you going to write me a report on each of these?”
“Depends? Will you get them if I just tell you?”
Pansar glowered at Mosam.
Yajain coughed into one fist. 
“If the sphere is after us, there are probably a lot of more nimble ships ahead of it. We should get as far from where we are now as possible. That’s what I think.”
“No shame in running.” Senn bared his teeth in a fierce smile. “Staying in this region could be suicidal.”
“No kidding,” said Mosam.
Pansar nodded. 
“We’ll move toward the forest where we last knew the Gatehouse was. Now, I need to get some rest. If any of you have further ideas send me messages on the ship’s network.”
He motioned for them all to leave with his cane. They walked out the door past Boskem, who stood guard on the far side. Yajain turned to Senn as they walked down the hall together.
“Thanks for backing me up back there,” she said.
Senn smiled. 
“Of course. Out of everyone here, you are the one I trust the most, Yajain.”
“Because I’m half-Ditari?”
He leaned down close to her ear. 
“Because you’re honest,” he whispered.
Yajain started and turned toward him. Boskem escorted Mosam and Adya past and toward their respective cabins.
“Lord DiBaram?” Yajain said.
“I admire you greatly, Yajain.” Senn bowed his head. “Please, keep that in mind.”
He left her side and disappeared through his cabin door. Yajain’s brow wrinkled. He really is interested in me. Me. She sighed and walked back toward her cabin. As if I didn’t have enough to confuse me in that area at the moment.





Yajain watched their flight path from the bridge. The lights of Solnas bloomed in blues and yellows ahead of her. Gellen sat at the helm wearing the round helmet Pansar had used during transit, but without the rebreather or the fluid patches. She breathed deeply, her slim frame slumped in the chair, obviously exhausted. Yajain turned from the forward view to the sensor terminal she sat beside.
“You can take a break if you need to.”
“Can you handle the helm of a mistship like this?”
“I’ve flown a little.”
“But not anything this advanced. Besides, we need to keep the sensors monitored. Everyone else is resting or prepping thorns.”
Yajain sighed. I wonder why I’m not one of them. I feel as though I haven’t slept since we left Yugha. The last thought made almost the full truth. She only snatched moments of sleep so far on the journey.
“Remind me what I’m looking for.”
Gellen nodded. 
“The radiation of a gatehouse is distinct from that of both Solnas and cores. It should be fairly easy to piece out when we get closer.”
“Thanks.” Yajain reached for the terminal and hit the controls to turn the viewer over to radiation emissions. 
Core-powered arc emissions appeared on the map in blue, while Solna’s glimmered white with pure blazes of their own radiation, reminding Yajain of Senn’s searing sol blade during the battle on DiKandar Hall. 
Gatebuilder generators would radiate red, but there were none to be seen on the monitor. She kept her eyes moving as the map continued to refresh to a new area every minute or two. Each time the map was mostly the same, but shifted slightly and revealing new pillars and new Solnas.
Senn’s sword burns with the same kind of power as Solnas. I’ve never seen anything else like it. He’s a lord, and he notices me. He’s never lied to me, and he never betrayed me. Why I am I still thinking so much about Mosam?
“Gellen,” said Yajain.
“What is it?”
“Did Ija ever tell you what she knew about me and about Mosam Coe?”
“Never, Doctor.”
“Don’t call me that right now. I don’t feel like a doctor.”
“What do you feel like?”
“Like a confused teenager.”
“Confused?”
“I wonder if you’ll understand. Have you ever been in love?”
“I was never sure. Others in the colony say it’s just a biological reaction.”
Yajain kept watching the terminal’s screen. 
“That’s what the Lucid Assembly says.”
Gellen nodded so slightly Yajain barely detected it from the corner of her eye. 
“Ija never says it though.”
“Does Ija ever talk about love?”
“Sometimes.” Gellen hit a few keys on the controls. Yajain’s screen refreshed to show the radiation of two nearby blue-hot Solnas blinding the sensors as they passed into a forest of caphodel trees. Those trees glimmered, blue light on green leaves. Some were small, others massive, but all floated with a canopy at both the top and the bottom.
Yajain watched trees pass. Gellen took a breath. 
“Ija says she loves each and every one of her subjects.”
“I see.”
“You sound disappointed.”
“Maybe I am. Just a little.”
“What do you think love is?”
“It’s a feeling of belonging. Belonging with. Belonging to…and of having someone belong to you.”
“Belonging?” Gellen eased herself toward the controls in her seat.
“Yes, being in the right place. The right group.”
“So you’ve felt it before?”
“I think so. Years ago.”
“Mosam?”
Yajain hesitated for a moment. 
“Yes.”
The Razor Crow banked at Gellen’s tilt of the control sticks. 
“But he broke your group.”
“Yes.” Yajain kept her eyes focused on the radiation readouts. No sign of anything red.
“And you still care for him?”
“I suppose I do.”
“You don’t want things this way though, do you?” Gellen guided the ship out of the forest, and past the searing glare of the two blue and shining Solnas.
Yajain shook her head and considered what Senn had said in the hall just hours ago. 
“I feel like I shouldn’t,” she said. “I have better directions to go.”
Gellen nodded. 
“I suppose a logical action isn’t always the right action.”
“Did Ija tell you that?” Yajain asked.
“I came by it naturally. On my own.”
Yajain smiled. 
“It sounds good. Sounds true.” The sensors flared with core radiation as they passed near the edge of a pillar’s arc field. Still, there was no sign of the gatehouse. Yajain kept on scanning.

Kaga Pillar, 8 Cycles Ago
Yajain and Mosam walked along the street leading to the docks. Old, deaf Doctor Savar had tasked Mosam with collecting some supplies from a mist ship that had just arrived. Yajain liked to be around him, especially when Lin was busy working at the armory. She danced out ahead of him and turned around. 
“What are we picking up?” she asked.
“Some chemicals,” said Mosam. “I’m not sure exactly what kind.”
“Doctor Savar didn’t tell you?”
Mosam shrugged his shoulders. 
“I never asked. Some kind of medical chemical, probably.”
They passed under an arched doorway and out into the chill air beyond the shell of the pillar. Mist hung thick in the air beyond the docks, white and cloying with the absence of a Solna on this side to burn it away. All the other pillars in that direction were obscured except for the faint glow of the orange Solna at Kadarhan Hub. Yajain glanced back at Mosam as he caught up with her.
“Cloudy. Not like the time you first got here,” she said.
Mosam released a slow breath. 
“I wish it had been like this back then.”
She looked up at his face, sharp features, and green eyes.
“Why is that?”
“I didn’t want to see the hub burning.” His head turned toward the orange light of the Solna at Kadarhan, a distant look in his eye. “The war didn’t have to come here.”
“You think?” asked Yajain.
“Yeah,” said Mosam. “But that’s not all I think, Yajay.”
They walked down the ramp leading to the docks. Yajain kept her eyes on Mosam’s face. She stumbled as they approached the place where the extension bridge of the dock jutted over the misty abyss. 
“Still unsure on your feet?” asked Mosam, catching her hand in his to keep her from falling.
Yajain flushed as she steadied herself on his hand. “Just distracted.” She smiled. “I guess I’m curious. What else were you thinking?”
“I…” He looked down at her face and flashed a smile. “It’s not easy for me to say this, but I guess I don’t know how much you think about me and Lin.”
Yajain’s eyes widened. 
“What do you mean?”
“I guess.” They’d stopped walking a short distance onto the bridge. “It’s that she…I don’t know if I can be with her anymore.”
Yajain’s heart leapt into her throat. She gulped and hoped Mosam didn’t notice.
“It could have been you and me, Yajay. I just. I don’t know how I can say it right.”
Yajain’s grip on his hand tightened. “I think you said it. Right. Now.”
Mosam looked down at her, green eyes sparkling, skin starting to glisten with mist. What does he see in me? I’m just the silly little tagalong. I look like a Ditari. “I’m not,” she said. “I don’t feel normal.”
“You think I want normal?” he said. His other hand touched her shoulder and he drew her into an embrace.
She wrapped an arm around him, while the other remained locked in his grip. 
“You can’t. We can’t.” She pushed him lightly on the chest.
He drew back from her. 
“Lin,” he said. “I know. I’ll tell her. I’ll tell her soon.”
“We have to go. Go get those chemicals.”
“Yeah, I know.” He took a deep breath. “Let’s go.” 

On the bridge of the Razor Crow, Yajain’s eyes gazed wearily at the terminal’s viewer; she sought the red of gatebuilder generators, as of yet unseen. Her memories of Mosam at the dock caught her in a near doze. She blinked a few times and then refocused on the viewer. Still nothing.
She looked up at Gellen, who still sat at the helm, hands moving every few seconds to correct course. Gellen did not react to Yajain’s movement. Hours had passed since their earlier conversation. They had left the forest of blue-lit caphodels far behind them and now drifted in a misty void far from any pillar. Razor Crow glided almost silently in the absence of storms.
Yajain rose from the terminal and stretched. 
“We’re not picking up anything unusual.”
“You think we might have missed it?” Gellen’s voice sounded leaden and tired.
Yajain glanced down at the terminal. It showed only a handful of distant radiation sources, all blue or white. “We’re four hundred kilometers from anywhere. I have a feeling we’re not going to run into any signs of the gatehouse for a while.”
Gellen’s free hand shook. 
“Send Joth or Enna in. They’ve been resting for most of the journey so far.”
“Alright,” said Yajain. She yawned and covered her mouth with her hand. “I suppose I’ll need to find them first.”
Gellen nodded, evidently too exhausted to say anymore. Yajain turned and stepped into the hall. Her stiff limbs ached, but her eyelids stopped drooping once she got in motion. She followed the hall to the door of the room the bandojen siblings shared just behind Pansar’s cabin. She knocked.
A bedraggled Joth answered after a few seconds. He wore working vests over his ship suit. “What is it, doctor?” he asked.
“Gellen asked to have you or your sister relieve me on the sensors.”
“Really?” Joth scowled. “Why does she want one of us?”
“I’m too tired to keep watching. You don’t look well-rested yourself, though.”
“Enna and I have been prepping our thorn for the last four hours. Apparently, Finder Boskem plans to go with us and scout possible ambush points. His damned robot has to come along, naturally.” He motioned to the cabin behind him. The smooth domed bulk of Boskem’s soldier robot hunched between two beds.
Yajain raised her eyebrows. 
“I understand. I’ll find someone else to work sensors.”
“I appreciate it.”
Yajain stepped back and the door closed. She found Adya standing behind her, yellow hair long and shadowy in the dim lights glinting from the sides of the corridor. 
“Sensors, huh?” she said.
“Adya,” said Yajain. “You know how they work?”
“I am a Doctor of the Harvest.” Adya’s lip curled. “I think I can handle it as well as an animal poet can.”
“Animal poet.” Yajain shook her head. “Trust me, bionetics is not a simple discipline.”
Adya scoffed. 
“And you understand how to grow weapons from a human body, I take it?”
“I don’t need to grow weapons.” Yajain folded her arms. “I’m not desperate to kill people.”
“We’re not different.” Adya deflated slightly. “Not really.”
“I’ve never even held the kind of weapons you obsess over.”
Adya shook her head. 
“Bullets aren’t the only things that interest me.”
“Is it Mosam?”
“What did you do to have him so hung up on you, even after all these years?”
Yajain met Adya’s dark gaze. She took a deep breath and looked toward Mosam’s door at the end of the hall. 
“He’s not hung up on me.”
“You’re wrong.”
“I don’t know.”
“Would you be happy if he were?” 
Would I? Yajain glanced at Adya. 
The woman’s face darkened and she started as if to push past Yajain. 
“I’ll see to the sensors.”





Pansar took the controls again as they continued into Kerida's brightening pathways. Pillars towered in fullness, then sank away into the mist once more as they passed. So far, the place looked uninhabited by people. Three shifts after her conversation with Adya, Yajain spotted a settlement on the ship's sensors.
"Give it a wide berth," said Pansar. "Kerida is tyrant territory. We don't know if they're under control or not, but we can't risk the possibility."
Yajain nodded.
"Affirmative," said Kidann from the other set of sensors.
Pansar connected to the rest of the crew.
"Everyone, we are going into cold flight. All power suppliers will be kept at a minimum until we clear all sensor ranges of this settlement. Minimal light and heat starting now."
The lights on the bridge faded at once. Soon, Yajain shivered as the climate control went dormant. The ship glided through the darkness, with only the controls illuminated by the dim glow of emergency lights.
Pansar guided the vessel past the settlement. The agent pulled his long, black coat tight to himself.
Yajain wished she had something similar, but her cold weather gear was in her cabin. The ship moved through mist, nearly drifting as it descended from the level of the settlement. They sliced past, never really getting a visual of the place they feared might detect them.
For two more hours, the ship stayed dark and cold. Yajain monitored the sensors, her hands pressed tight to each other so she could exhale onto them to keep them warm. When the light and heat finally returned, she turned in her seat and found Omos Thraid, the sorai core shaper in his white and gray overcoat, standing by the entrance of the bridge.
"Is that what we're doing whenever we approach a settlement?" he asked.
"Whenever we risk detection, shaper," said Pansar. "Yes."
"Annoying," said Thraid.
Pansar shrugged to loosen his coat as the heat began to permeate the bridge once more.
"Necessary."
"I agree," said Yajain. "As uncomfortable as that just was for me."
"Doctor Aksari," said Thraid. "I believe your shift is ending. You too, Odyide."
"Is it now?" Kidann smiled. "I for one am grateful. I could have nodded off after all that dark just now."
"Don't tell me the cold didn't bother you," said Yajain.
"Oh, I'm bundled up better than I look." Kidann smiled, then turned to Pansar. "Captain, perhaps we should advise everyone to stay as warmly dressed as possible in case this happens again."
"Good idea, Odyide," said Pansar. He flipped the channel open and relayed the recommendation throughout the ship.
Thraid said, “Odyide, Aksari, you need to see something.”
Yajain left the sensors for Joth and Enna to take over as the sibling engineers arrived beside Thraid. Kidann and Yajain followed Thraid to engineering.

Thraid stopped inside the long engineering chamber around the core and pointed at the dimly shining central tube encasing the ship's power supply. Yajain squinted to follow his direction to the spot he indicated.
"The core isn't a perfect fit for this kind of ship, annoying as that is for me to admit," he said. "I shaped it without knowing the exact demands of rapid transit."
"You appear to be correct," Kidann said. "This bodes poorly for any attempt at using it again."
Yajain frowned.
"We can't transit again?"
"Ordinary transit, perhaps," said Thraid. "But likely not rapid."
"We can't go back the way we came, then," said Yajain.
"Unexpected," said Kidann. He folded his arms. "I won't lie. This makes me nervous."
"No time for nerves," said Thraid. "We can fix it."
"You want to fix a core in flight?" said Kidann. "How?"
"It's not the core that's dragging the ship down. It's the casement. We need to port the casement or the core will suffer strain even under regular flight conditions." Thraid turned to Yajain. "Doctor, I wanted you here in case something goes wrong."
Yajain nodded.
"It's not how I planned to rest off-shift, but it makes sense. What is the procedure?"
"I have a set of arc cutters we can use by hand," said Thraid. "It looks as though our flight capacity will deteriorate without three additional ports cut into the core casing."
"Three more ports?" Kidann shook his head. "Who exactly will do this cutting, given the chance of power flare-ups in here?"
"You'll do one. I'll do two."
"Wait," said Yajain. "There are three of us. If we have the tools, let me help."
Kidann raised his eyebrows.
"That would be irregular. With all due respect, you're not qualified, I think."
Thraid's intense features remained inscrutable.
"It’s simple. Synchronized timing of the first two cuts is of the greatest importance."
"So I can make the third cut. Just tell me what to do," she said.
Thraid nodded to her.
Kidann's eyes widened.
"I don't know about this, shaper."
"I can do one of the ports," said Yajain. "Trust me."
"I do," said Thraid, expression impassive.
Kidann grimaced.
"What if I don't?"
"You and I will make the first cuts, Odyide," said Thraid. "Don't worry."
"She's not an engineer. We should get one of those bandojens."
"Annoying." Thraid scowled. "Neither of them sees the problem."
"So we need to trust you that this is necessary? I think not." Kidann's lip trembled.
"It must be done," said Thraid. "With or without you."
"Shaper Thraid, I refuse to accept that. I will tell the agent captain."
"Tell him what?" asked Tinar Boskem, poking his head into the chamber.
Yajain explained the situation as clearly as she could.
Thraid turned to Boskem.
"This is a matter of the core."
"The core needs additional ports." Boskem's brow furrowed. "That makes sense, given the stress we must put on it during rapid transit."
Kidann threw up his hands.
"I am going to tell the agent captain you three are conspiring to sabotage this ship. For all I know the tyrants have you, Thraid."
"Don't annoy me," said Thraid.
Kidann started toward the door. Boskem blocked his path.
"No, Odyide. You're staying here."
"I can contact the bridge remotely."
Yajain shrugged.
"Do it, then."
Kidann shook.
"Very well. I will."
He hit the communicator on his collar. 
"Agent Captain," he said.
Boskem glanced at Thraid. Thraid shook his head.
Kidann trembled.
"Uh, stand by for some emergency core maintenance, sir."
"Emergency maintenance?"
"We need to add some ports. It seems the design was...flawed, given the specifications of the core."
"Do it, but quickly. We appear to have a clear glide-path for the moment."
"Thank you, sir," said Kidann. He closed the channel.
"Why'd you do that?" asked Yajain.
Kidann took a deep breath.
"I can admit when I am outnumbered and outgunned," he said.
"No one was threatening you," said Boskem.
"You don't believe that," said Kidann.
"No time for this," said Thraid. "Let's get to work." He indicated the toolkit on a workbench by the core.
Yajain picked up a back-up set of metal shapers, capable of cutting through the core casement to make a new port in seconds. Kidann and Thraid each took a set of main shapers. She glanced at them.
"Will the back-ups work?"
"They'll work," said Thraid. "Just need steady hands."
"Those, I have," said Yajain.
"It's not surgery," said Kidann, shaking his head.
"No. Simpler." Thraid smirked.
They took up positions by the new ports. Thraid showed Yajain how to press the inactive shapers to the core casing's exterior.
"These will start your incision thirty seconds after we start," he said, then set a timer on the shapers to keep track. "After that, you only need to guide them in a circle."
"I can do that," she said.
Kidann snorted.
"Starting now," called Thraid.
He and Kidann cut into the core casing with their metal shapers. The seconds ticked down on the shapers Yajain held. At zero she started turning them in a tight circle, carving a slow path through the metal of the casing. Sparks flew from the metal as it melted in places. She kept the tool steady.
Her single round chunk of metal pulled free after a minute of cutting, only thirty millimeters in diameter. The separated piece of casement clattered to the floor at her feet. She deactivated the shapers as Thraid and Kidann completed their ports. Light pulsed in pale-blue from within the case, revealed by the new ports leading to the core.
"Is that all we had to do?" she asked.
Kidann grumbled something under his breath as he walked past Boskkem and left the chamber.
Thraid glanced at Yajain.
"Timing is the challenge," he said. "Good job."

Three shift changes later, Yajain sat at sensors once again, the only one this time as they ascended through clouds of gray mist. Gellen flew the Razor Crow, her interface implant connected to the controls by black cables, while her eyes stared into nothingness, void of perception. Yajain couldn't help but feel a kind of kinship for Ija's officer. They had both gone through a lot, both of them always focused on something no one else on this ship didn't understand.
Gellen had her devotion to Ija, though the great mind was far away.
Yajain couldn't be sure if her fixation was on Mosam or Lin.
She hated to consider what either meant, what each of them meant.
The mist around the ship paled, then blossomed with light. They broke through a layer of cloud. Undiminished light from a Solna near them bathed the bridge.
Yajain blinked. Gellen closed her eyes as the tint on the windscreens compensated throughout the ship. As Yajain regained her vision, she glanced at the console before her. The distant colony beacons of Kerida Cluster flickered with interference, their signals distorted by the proximity of the ship to other lifeforms.
Yajain gasped involuntarily as motion flashed outside the window, trailing shadows following shapes erupting from the cloud layer alongside the crow. 
Each bulbous, shadowy form trailed threads of roots, and Yajain's eyes widened with wonder as she realized what they were. No enemy flew beside them. These weren't birds either. The shadows belonged to traveling vegetation, drawn by gas sacs. These were nomad vines, and judging by their size, they belonged to the largest species of their kind. Yajain stared at them.
"Plants," she said. "That means—"
"We're getting close to a warm zone," said Gellen. "I wonder..."
Mosam stepped onto the bridge, drawing a glance from Yajain.
"So that's what I heard," he said. "Beautiful beings, they are, and in a beautiful location."
"Do you recognize this place?" asked Yajain.
"Yes." He walked to her side and indicated a point ahead of them on the long-range sensor map. "I left the gatehouse through its portal near the caphodel forest in that region. We may not know if it's still there, but I bet we can find some clues to guide us the rest of the way."
"We're closing in," said Yajain.
She hated to think what she would do when she found Savar. The old doctor had commanded the attack on the armory. His evil had tainted her feelings for Mosam and both of their lives.
"Is something wrong?" he asked.
She shook her head. Flowering vines streamed all around the Crow. Brilliant light played on limbs and blossoms. Yajain kept her gaze on them, doing what she could to avoid Mosam. His question continued to nag her mind after he left the bridge in silence.





Ten hours later the Razor Crow reached the forest where Mosam last departed through the gatehouse and docked with a small mist station. The station floated among clumps of towering caphodels where birds sang in the branches of trees both above and below. Light bathed the black shape of the ship as Yajain swam between it and the station on their combined arc fields, accompanied by Mosam, Gellen, and Dara. Boskem’s robot soldier followed them on its own arc lifts as they climbed through the air toward the entrance above the ship. 
Boskem himself remained behind on the Crow, piloting the robot with the mimic-visor interface. Yajain was grateful for that. She did not want to deal with the pompous, violent agent at the moment if she could help it. She glanced at Dara, who swam along just below her and to one side. Dara was smiling and gazing around at the trees. I should be treasuring this, thought Yajain. It’s an almost entirely wild caphodel forest.
She grinned and looked straight up at the loose ranks of trees above, each one a living parabola of wood and leaves. Lighter than air gas sacs held each tree aloft, sandwiched between two radiating layers of roots at the top of the lower trunk and the bottom of the upper one. The caphodel glittered with dew and flickered with motion. Small mammals and birds, beautiful in their variety and colors, leapt or flitted here and there. An eyeless snake coiled around the branch of one tree Yajain passed, but this kind of forest was far safer than the verges like Bahami Forest because the foliage never became as dense, and fewer large animals could subsist there.
Mosam swam past Yajain and reached the upper door of the station, still surrounded by ranks of flying trees. He alighted on the small platform before the door and looked at the rest of them. Gellen and Yajain caught up with him a few seconds later, with Dara close behind. Yajain deactivated her arc lifts and turned to search for the robot, but it had vanished. She glanced at Gellen, puzzled.
“He’s going to hide outside,” Gellen said. “Civilians don’t talk as easily with a war machine like that in the same room.”
Yajain nodded. 
“For once, some tact from Finder Boskem.”
Mosam laughed. 
“Now we know he just chooses not to be subtle.” He turned to the station door, still sealed from the inside. He hit a button on the speaking pad beside the entrance. “This is Mosam Coe,” he said. “My friends and I would like access to your facility to ask some questions.”
A harsh male voice answered him through a speaker in the wall. 
“Doctor Coe? Of the Harvest?”
“The truth,” said Mosam.
The door unsealed before them. 
“After you, ladies.” Mosam motioned for the others to pass. Dara and Gellen went first. Yajain felt the vare blade at her hip.
“You first,” she said.
“What happened to us trusting each other?”
“I have a job to do. Nothing personal.”
“Right.” Mosam smiled at her, then turned and stepped through the doorway. 
Yajain followed. He thinks I’m being silly. Maybe he doesn’t believe I’m serious but I’m not to going to give him a chance to escape. Most spiders don’t bite if you don’t get close enough to give them the opportunity.
The door sealed behind her and she followed the others through a passage to a large circular room that looked like the inside of a bar. Wood-paneled columns supported the ceiling and an open floor in the center of the room’s ring of tables looked to have been made of the same caphodel boards. Yajain rarely remembered seeing so much wood rather than metal anywhere near a pillar. Evidently, this station had been in the forest for long enough the owners had started localizing maintenance materials.
She and the others walked toward the bar. Gellen hung back and turned to Yajain.
“Good job keeping an eye on Coe. He may still try to escape, especially this close to his destination.”
Yajain’s gaze followed Mosam as he approached the bar. 
“I won’t let him.”
The two of them caught up with Dara and Mosam at the bar while a grizzled bald sorai man in a sleeveless white shirt without a heat layer made his way down the length of the counter toward them. 
“Doctor Coe. It really is you, huh?” he said.
“Yes, indeed.”
“That’s a fine ship you came in. Where’d you get it?”
“That’s a long story, friend.” Mosam grinned. “And I’m in something of a hurry, Hosh.”
The bartender grunted. 
“To business then.” His eyes moved over Dara and Gellen and then lingered on Yajain for a moment before turning back to Mosam. “These three traveling with you?”
Mosam nodded. He leaned onto the bar. 
“We’re looking for Doctor Savar.”
“Savar.” The bartender’s pale eyes glittered. “It’s been a while since I spoke to him. We shouldn’t talk about this out here.” He jerked his head toward the other end of the bar. A younger nuinn man nodded to him and approached Hosh. “Take the bar, Greth,” said the big sorai. “I’ve got some things I need to discuss with these guests.”
Greth bobbed his head. 
“Right, boss.”
Hosh turned to Mosam and Dara beside him. 
“Follow me.” 
He opened a low door at the end of the bar and motioned for them to follow him back past the taps and the mirror and through the dimly lit kitchen that appeared empty of anyone working.
“Business down?” Mosam asked, walking beside Hosh.
Hosh grunted. 
“Supplies are low. Station authority is rationing the supplies we couldn’t hide.”
Mosam nodded. 
“Why are they rationing?”
“There’s a war on.” Hosh scowled and opened a door at the back of the kitchen. Mosam, Dara, and Gellen went past him and inside. Yajain moved to follow them, but Hosh slammed the door before she could enter through it. Feelers emerged above his eyes and he glowered down at Yajain. “I recognize a Ditari anywhere. What is one of DiKandar’s people doing out here?”
She stepped back, hand falling to her vare blade. 
“I’m not with DiKandar,” she said. “And I’m only half Ditari.”
Hosh scowled at her. 
“You know what’s happening, don’t you? Governor Sovilan’s people are hunting every Ditari in Kerida, and he’s got Count Perdine helping him.”
“Sovilan and Perdine are here?”
Hosh glowered at her. 
“I saw their flagships on the broadcast when they arrived at Calaim Hub. How did you not know that?”
Yajain stared at him. Someone pounded on the door from the other side, but Hosh’s huge hand held it shut. 
“We didn’t use the corridor to get here,” said Yajain. “Mosam told you it was a long story.”
Hosh’s eyes narrowed. 
“You aren’t lying to me?”
“I’m telling you the truth.” 
“You’d better be.” Hosh stepped to one side and released the door.
Mosam burst through it and nearly crashed into Yajain.
“What are you trying to pull, Hosh?”
“Trying to find out why you’d risk traveling with a Ditari.” Hosh folded his arms. “Damn foolish to bring someone like her here, doctor.”
Dara and Gellen waited on the opposite side of the door, behind Mosam. Gellen held a coil pistol with a glowing charge-pack.
Mosam shot a glare at Hosh. 
“Roen Hosh, allow me to introduce Doctor Yajain Aksari.” He motioned to Yajain. “She wasn’t raised in a Redocate, but more importantly she greatly assisted in getting Redoca DiKandar’s fleet headed in this direction.”
“Is that so?” said Hosh. “Well, forgive me for being suspicious but you can’t bring someone like that here. Perdine and Sovilan have people everywhere. Even here. People I once thought I could trust have turned into informants.”
Yajain glanced at Mosam.
“Tyrants,” she said.
A boom echoed outside the station. Hosh winced.
Mosam gritted his teeth.
“It seems they’re onto us.”


Yajain jumped into the drop shaft Hosh told them led down toward the station’s docks. Mosam fell right behind her, followed by Dara and Gellen. She accelerated downward with arm strokes supported by arc lifts. The station shuddered with an impact just before Yajain slowed her descent slightly and then reached the exit platform on the dock level.
She hit the unyielding floor too hard and stumbled forward. She caught herself on a door frame. Pain ran through her legs and shoulder from the impact. Her fingers found a wall brace. She held on as Mosam landed behind her with a thud. Yajain glanced into the shaft just in time to see Dara and then Gellen miss the platform and continue hurtling further toward the base of the station. The entire station rocked again.
“They’re serious about this,” said Mosam. “Sounds like they plan to destroy the whole station.”
Yajain peered down the tunnel after Dara and Gellen. She activated the communicator stuck to the collar of her uniform and switched to the team’s channel. “Dara, are you alright?”
“We’re both fine,” said Gellen.
“We’re two floors down,” said Dara. “Couldn’t land with the station shaking like that.”
Pansar’s voice cut in over the channel. 
“Don’t try to meet up. Doctor Merrant, Officer Chakal, get to the bottom of the station. We’ll have a thorn waiting for you there. Coe and Aksari, are you at the dock level?”
“We’re there,” said Mosam.
Yajain looked through the doorway into the broad wraparound docking chamber beyond. A few small mist ships hung in the air scattered through the docking room.
Mosam stepped through the doorway. 
“I left my APV on the other side. Should be able to get us out of here.”
Yajain glanced at him, strands of hair flew past her face driven by the cold humid breeze blowing in from open docking doors. 
“And back to the Crow.”
“Right, back to the Crow.” Mosam poked his head out of the doorway and looked both directions. Yajain followed his gaze. People ran across the floor in every direction, trying to secure any armed vessels in the bay for launch. Mosam ducked and slipped out of the doorway. Yajain followed him. She hoped he meant what he said about trying to get back to the Crow. Can I stop him if he doesn’t?
He pointed to a small craft with a tinted windscreen over its two-seat cockpit. 
“That one’s yours?” Yajain asked.
Mosam nodded. They sprinted toward the tiny ship, easily a quarter the length of the Razor Crow except for the core which was six meters long and stretched from the rear of the cockpit and through the rest of the ship. For now, the core was dark, but the moment someone powered it up the arc field it generated would envelop the ship, allowing it to function as a minimal support system like a tiny pillar. Arc projection vessels, APVs, were commonly used for rescue missions and scouting. They reached the entrance to the ship under one swept back wing.
Yajain crouched and looked around the dock while Mosam fiddled with the passcode for the door’s locked ramp. 
“This is it,” he said as he punched in a code.
The door didn’t move. 
“You sure?”
“It’s been a while,” said Mosam. “Give me one more minute.”
“Will that help?”
Mosam grimaced, brow furrowed. 
“Seriously, Yajain.”
She glanced toward the far wall of the dock as a fiery roar erupted from one ship near the open dock on that side. A second tyrant beam punched easily through the station’s wall and hit the vessel. Flames erupted from the hull and smoke billowed forth from a wrecked power system attached to a shattered core.
Mosam struck the pad with a few finger presses. The ramp fell down beside Yajain with a clank. 
“I knew I’d remember it. Just needed the fire to remind me.”
“Good timing.” Yajain followed him up the ramp and into the cockpit. 
Mosam hit the door controls on the console, then pulled a long lever to power up the core. 
The springs in her chair poked Yajain’s back as she sat down. 
“Is this a salvaged ship?”
“Funny what people will throw away, right?” said Mosam. He grabbed a control stick as the core began to glow a soft blue through the transparent maintenance hatch and transteel casement in the ceiling just behind them.
Yajain gripped the arms of the copilot chair as the APV lifted off the floor. Another docked vessel exploded to their right, the sound muffled only slightly by the hull of the APV. Mosam piloted the ship through an eruption of smoke spreading in front of them. He glanced at Yajain as they neared the open exit and the misty air beyond.
“Can you fly this thing?” he asked.
“You’re doing alright,” she said.
The APV shot out into the mist in a clearing ringed by floating caphodel trees. Yajain felt the springs poke her back sharply as Mosam pulled the stick and the APV rocketed upward, quickly reaching the misty air above the station. 
“Can you fly it or not?”
“I’ve flown faster mist ships.”
“That’ll do.” He released the sticks as they leveled out. “Take the controls.”
Yajain grabbed the control stick, lurching forward from her seat, and awkwardly guided the APV in a slow arc around the top of the station’s high tower. Mosam stood and then swam from the cockpit into the APV’s cabin. 
“Fly us closer to the tyrant. We’re going to take it down.”
“How?” Yajain called as she slid into the pilot’s seat.
“I have an energy cutter attached to the rear of the power core. Once it’s prepped we just need to get that ship to follow us.”
Yajain glanced at a holographic three-dimensional radar display. The large oblong shape of the tyrant ship ascended past the station, beams of hot light blazing through the forest to cut scars along trees and metal alike. It flew straight toward the APV.
“Well that part’s done,” she said.
“They must have figured out this was my ship,” Mosam said from a control panel in the little cabin of the APV behind the cockpit. “Almost ready to fire. Go evasive.”
Yajain yanked the control stick with both hands, pulling them into a dive past the station on the same side the tyrant ship climbed past. A pulse of light and fury splashed across the station’s wall. Flames exploded along the dark steel in front of them, covering the entrance Yajain recognized as the one to Hosh’s bar. A roar of collapsing air followed it, along with the acrid smell of burnt metal. She gritted her teeth, head pounding from the combination of speed and sound.
The tyrant ship dove in a whirl, following the APV. 
“They just changed directions,” said Yajain.
“Amazing maneuverability.”
Yajain guided the APV in a straight line away from the tower. A crack of ballistics rang through the air. Boskem’s robot appeared from under the platform where they’d left it outside the bar. The tyrant ship’s side sparked with the impact. One of the tyrant’s four beams turned toward the robot. White hot light covered the fighting robot’s frame. Yajain didn’t envy Boskem’s eyes if he was seeing through the robot’s sensors without the shades common mist and arc vessels.
The tyrant’s ovoid bulk raced after the APV. It’s pursuit quickly began to overtake the slow, small vessel. Yajain glared at the hologram radar. 
“They’re going to pass us!”
“Hit the blue button on the panel. It’ll double core output.”
Yajain didn’t hesitate. She slammed her fist onto the button. The APV accelerated, matching speeds with the tyrant vessel. 
“That did it,” she said.
“Good. Keep us level now.”
They rocketed out of the forest through clouds of soaking mist completely filling the air. Only the points of two distant solnas remained visible in front of them. Yajain held the controls with a death grip, fighting to keep her hands from shaking. Her stomach lurched as a beam of hot light slashed across one wing and they veered in that direction. The tyrant vessel appeared only millimeters from the APV on the radar hologram.
Yajain’s eyes widened. Lights began to streak through the mist from behind them, turning clouds to hissing steam. Smoke billowed from both wings, but the core remained intact. She twitched the stick to dodge a beam that would have cut them in half. Strobing fire from the other side climbed across the hull, sending sparks and heat into the cabin and cockpit.
“Can you fire yet?” she asked.
“Not yet. They’re out of our firing arc.”
Yajain glanced back at him. His face was streaked with sweat, his hair black with smoke. He staggered to the cockpit and took the copilot’s seat. He gasped a breath of relatively clean air from the cockpit. More smoke started to fill up the cabin. He turned to Yajain. 
“Line us up straight. I’ll fire.”
Yajain swallowed and turned back to the controls. She eased the ship carefully toward the flickering, hypnotic beam on the left where the tyrant was still firing in long pulses.
“They’ll hit us again if we line up with them,” Yajain said.
Mosam nodded with a wince. 
“Better us than everyone on the station.”
Yajain glanced at him where he sat half-veiled by encroaching smoke. 
“I won’t let them kill us.”
“Then we’d better kill them.” 
Yajain’s eyes moved to the flash of heat to the left of the cockpit. 
“I’m timing it.”
“Yajay.” Mosam coughed. “We’re almost there.” He turned toward her in his seat. “You know you don’t deserve to burn up out here, right?”
“Neither do you,” Yajain snapped. The beam cut out on the left. She swung the control stick to move them into the place the beam had been just an instant before. “Fire!”
Mosam’s palm came down on a control pad. The whole APV shook and the core above them buzzed with exertion. A deafening rumble like nearby thunder applauded, followed a smattering of diminishing claps. Just like graduation day at the academy. Yajain released the control stick numbly. An instant later, both of them flew from their seats, propelled by an invisible force. 
Her chest hit the control panel, and the air rushed from her lungs. But at least her head missed the canopy. Mosam’s whole body crashed into the dome of the APV’s front windscreen. He bounced off the hard transteel and fell beside Yajain. She turned and pushed her back to the control console, and then braced her legs against the column that held up the copilot seat.
She glanced at Mosam. “Are you alright?”
He groaned and looked up from where he lay flat on his belly. 
“Better than that.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You said I didn’t deserve to die.”
She looked at the smoking cabin of the APV. A hole ripped open in the ceiling and cold air rushed inside. The APV decelerated. Flames burning on the core’s power relay on the ceiling just behind the maintenance hatch jumped higher, blackening the metal and melting the plastic around it. 
Yajain put a hand on Mosam’s shoulder, while her other moved toward her own heart. 
“You should have known before.”
“I wanted to hear it from the lady herself.” He pushed himself into a sitting position beside her. 
His head leaned on her shoulder.
The APV glided forward on momentum. The trails in the mist cut by the beams of the tyrant ship were silent and dim, slicing the clouds all around them. The hologram of the radar flickered on and off, but the shape of the tyrant’s ship was gone. Crackling fire fused the bottom of the core in places. A crack and a tearing sound announced the collapse of a strut supporting the core. The power relay shot blue sparks.
“That’s no good,” said Mosam numbly.
The APV’s engines stuttered into silence and the core went dark except for flickers of fire reflecting on its smooth underside. All the instruments and radar went dark. The APV entered free fall, plummeting into infinite misty darkness. Yajain wrapped an arm around Mosam’s shoulders as smoke rushed out of the APV from the tear in the hull. She looked down at his sweat and smoke smeared face. His eyes glinted, bright as ever.
Tears ran from her eyes. 
“I wish you weren’t falling with me, but I’m glad you’re at my side.”
He smiled. The APV spiraled on an updraft, spinning into the cold void of darkness. Yajain held onto Mosam as they fell together.





Deafening winds gave way to a thunderous crunch of metal on hard packed soil. The APV shuddered from below until gradually all motion settled into freezing stillness. Tremors ran through her back and Yajain opened her eyes. Her mouth was dry. She wondered where she could find water now they’d stopped falling. In the chill air, a red emergency light blinked on battery power at the back of the cabin. 
Yajain’s heat layer activated, switching on the power veins all over her body to warm her up. Her arm still lay across Mosam’s shoulders. He must have fallen asleep too because he lay slack against her. She gently eased from between the seats as the sound and shock died away. Nevertheless, he stirred.
“What did we hit?”
“I don’t know. We’re not moving anymore.”
“Not moving?” Mosam sat up fast, then winced as his arm struck the console near his shoulder.
Yajain climbed to her feet more carefully and offered him her hand. He took gripped her fingers and she helped him stand. Flakes of white floated through the tear in the ceiling material and the maintenance hatch with its missing panes of transplastic. Dark air above them lacked Solna or core to light it.
“We’re alive,” Yajain said.
“And not falling anymore.” Mosam nodded. “I like it.”
She glanced at him, a small smile forming on her face.
“I’m going to go and have a look around.” 
She stepped into the rear part of the cabin and activated her arc lifts with a press of both palms and reached up to form a climb stroke. But the lifts did nothing. She felt no arc field, nothing tangible, and remained on the floor. 
Yajain’s brow furrowed. 
“Lifts aren’t working.”
“We must not have crashed into a pillar.” Mosam followed her into the little cabin and looked up at the hole in the ceiling. 
Yajain turned her attention to the door. That whole side of the APV was crumpled and melted, the door fused shut.
Yajain reached felt for the temperature of the door with the back of her hand and found it as cold as the air around it. She tried to lever it open, but it wouldn’t budge. Mosam stared for a moment into the darkness visible through the gap between the ceiling and the darkened core. Then he grabbed a rung on the ladder under the maintenance hatch and climbed to the top. 
“Let’s see where we are.” 
Wind whipped his voice into the distance as he raised his head from the hatch. He ducked back inside, shivering and blinking. His hair was dotted with white flakes.
Yajain gave up on the door and glanced at him. 
“Did you see anything?”
“Reef,” said Mosam.
“We’re on a reef?” Yajain couldn’t help the twinge of unreality she felt. “You’re sure?”
Mosam pressed both palms to his face. 
“Have a look for yourself.”
Yajain passed him and climbed the ladder. She peered out into the storm of whipping wind and driven snow. Her loose hair blew around her head, but the view of a broad plain of white and gray appeared before her, lightless except for the tiny points of two Solnas high above, one red, and one blue. A blast of cold wind practically pushed her back into the APV. She ducked down and then dropped off the ladder.
She turned to Mosam. 
“So this is a reef?”
He met her eyes. 
“Ambana. There aren’t any other reefs known in Kerida Cluster.”
“It’s settled, right? People live here?”
“Most of the settlements are toward the center, yeah.”
Yajain shivered despite her heat layer. She folded her arms about herself. 
“Guess you weren’t wrong about the cold season.”
A crazed grin played on his face. 
“Well, now you’ve said it. Guess we should get ready to move when the closer solnas come around.”
She nodded and wondered what kind of supplies had survived the battle. 
“Hope you packed some heavy coats on this thing.”

Harsh blue Solna light filtered through swirls of snow and reflected off the peaks of deep windswept drifts. Yajain pulled the ragged old coat tighter around her shoulders and turned her face from the wind. There hadn’t been any better cold weather gear in the APV, but luckily both Yajain and Mosam’s heat layers held. For now, she added mentally as Mosam pushed forward ahead of her, breaking a path through a drift.
He squinted forward into the icy gale. 
“There’s a big drift a few hundred meters ahead,” he said.
“Can we cross it?” Yajain asked, raising her voice to reach him through the wind.
Mosam glanced at her. 
“I’m not sure. But we have to try.”
“How far is the nearest settlement?”
“Probably thirty or forty kilometers.”
With her lifts inactive in the absence of an arc field, Yajain groaned inwardly. Her legs already felt sore from two hours of hiking through snow. So far, the reef just looked like a huge flat white sheet, wrinkled paper stretched out before her. She glanced forward. A towering ridge of drifted snow hid everything beyond from view.
“We’re going to have to climb that.” She took a deep breath.
“We’re using muscles that don’t get worked enough on pillars,” said Mosam. “But all humanity used to live in places like this. We can do it.”
“Some time has passed since then,” Yajain shouted at him over the wind’s howl. But this is still better than falling until we froze. This way we have a chance. She drove her shoe down into the snow. Snow water leaked into both shoe, though her heat layer’s foot coverings kept her from risking frostbite as long as it circulation continued and power remained.
Yajain and Mosam reached the base of the great snowdrift. They started to climb into brighter light. Yajain moved as fast she could to keep from sinking into the snow beneath her.
She struggled to the top and looked down the other side at a plain of glittering snow identical to what lay behind except for the shadows of different and more distant pillars falling over the frigid wastes and the dark outlines of rooted trees growing from the frozen soil, dirt packed atop the bodies of the organisms that formed the bones of the reef.
Streams of blue light gleamed on icy tree branches and sparkled on snow. Clouds covered most of the space above them, snowing gently on the bodies of both the living and the dead that formed the reef. Odd beauty pervaded the scene, eerie and serene.
Her dry mouth tingled with a sweet taste. Wonder.
Mosam reached the peak at her side. He turned to her. “We’ve still got a long ways to go,” he said.
Yajain felt herself begin to sink into the drift. She took Mosam’s arm both to steady herself and to touch him for its own sake. A far off flicker of movement drew her attention to a few dark spots, smaller than trees, but not by much, winging their way over the fallen snow. She pointed to them, breathless.
“Fliers?” Mosam asked. “Ships?”
One of the shapes unfurled four sharp-taloned legs.
Yajain shook her head and smiled. 
“Banner birds.”
Mosam frowned at her. 
“The birds the old nobility used to ride?”
“That, and birds people have tamed for millennia. We can find help where they are.”
The banner birds circled, broad, brightly-patterned tails fanning to catch Solna light from above. They flew toward a stand of tall, leafless trees growing a kilometer away from the drift where Yajain stood beside Mosam. 
His face slowly split into a smile. 
“No need to wait then,” he said.
She nodded. 
“Time to find out what’s down there.”

Banner birds circled above the patch of forbidding, skeletal trees whose black limbs cast long shadows over the snow. Yajain and Mosam crept low over tangles of roots and crags of ice. She led the way around the base of one tree and paused, still in a crouch. Her hand rested on the hilt of her vare blade. 
Domesticated or not, banner birds are always big enough to be dangerous.
Mosam stopped beside her and looked up. One of the birds sang out in a loud, high-pitched voice. Among the more disconcerting things about banner birds, along with their great size, were their voices. They could be trained to imitate many sounds, including human voices. In the modern day where they were mostly owned and ridden for sport by wealthy folk of all races and nations, who trained their banner birds frequently in more unusual tricks.
Trees creaked and groaned in the wind. Limbs swayed, barely perceptible, overhead. Yajain kept her mostly bare hands folded inside her coat’s sleeves. She gazed up at the trees, tracing the dozen or so banner birds that hopped or glided on or over the upper branches. They were dark-feathered, but all had patterns of red or white in the long tail feathers that gave them their names. 
Yajain didn’t recognize any of the symbols. Some of the older families in Dilinia and the former Oscarat Alliance, including the one Yajain’s mother came from, used such patterns as crests and emblems for their whole history.
“See any markings?” Yajain asked, squinting against the glare of a yellow Solna emerging from around a pillar far away past the trees.
“None that I know.”
“Same for me,” she said. “They’re definitely not all from the same ancient flock. Too much variation in tail patterns.”
Mosam lowered his gaze from the birds. He glanced at her. 
“What’s the plan if they’re not domesticated?”
“Not domesticated is a strange thing with banner birds,” said Yajain.
“Meaning?”
“They may be high-level predators, but they almost never attack humans.”
Mosam raised an eyebrow. 
“Yajay, please don’t take this where I think you will.”
Yajain dropped her gaze from the birds to their level. 
“We’re going to catch a ride on one of them.” She glanced back up as a pair of birds circled overhead. “They’re big. One should be strong enough for both of us.”
“Assuming we can do that. Then what?”
“I think I can guide a bird the way we want to go.”
“They’re wild animals.”
“Truly wild banner birds haven’t been common since the original reef.”
Mosam chuckled. 
“You remember more about the old reef than I do.”
“I learned a lot at the academy.” Yajian put a palm to the side of the nearby tree. “What we need is a way up to them.”
Mosam produced a collection of small spikes with tiny strings trailing off their bases from the pockets of the vest he wore over his ship suit. “I took these before we left Castenlock.”
“What are they?” Yajain asked.
“Hanging spikes. Chemical tips will drive straight into stone and some metals. Should work on wood too.”
“Why do you have something like that?”
“Best to be prepared. Good for stowing a ride in-cluster without paying.”
Yajain shook her head. 
“Is Savar really that low on money?”
“We earn what we save.”
“Catchy.”
“I thought so. Oh, and I have enough that we can each have two. Normally I’d use more than one per hand.”
“We’ll make do.” Yajain took half of the spikes from Mosam. 
He showed her how to tie each one around a finger and then press the base to the tip of the digit. She tied them carefully, one to the thumb, and one to the forefinger.
“Lean into the tree. It’ll hold your weight until you pull out. When you do that its one finger at a time. These weren’t designed for climbing. Always keep one hand fully anchored.”
“Right.” Yajain nodded. “I think I can handle it.”
“We should practice first.”
“No time. Banners usually follow the Solna orbits, so they may not be here for long.”
Mosam’s expression darkened. 
“You sure?”
“I’m sure.” The concern remained on his face. Yajain patted the side of the tree. “Look, I’ll be careful.”
“Is that a promise?”
Yajain circled her heart with one spike-tipped index finger. She winked. 
“Let’s go.”
He nodded with a hint of hesitation to the gesture. He turned to the tree and drove the spikes on one hand into the trunk. They sank through the wood easily. He tensed his fingers slightly. 
“Make sure you dig the spikes in at a downward angle each time. They won’t hold if they’re straight.” 
Yajain added the tip to her mental toolkit. She nodded and pressed the tips of her left-hand spikes into the tree. There was little resistance until she pressed down into the wood. I’m sorry, tree. I hope this doesn’t hurt. 
She drove
in the other hand and started climbing beside Mosam. It proved much more difficult than flying in arc, but despite the strain on her arms the two of them reached the upper branches in ten minutes by Yajain’s chronometer. The howling wind buffeted her from the sides, frigid and painful on her sore muscles.
She clutched the branch and looked out over the black and spiky canopy at the banner birds. One of them perched on a branch nearby, looking at Yajain and Mosam with a furtive turn to her feathered head. Her beak gleamed in the light of the Solna, as long as Yajain’s arm, and nearly as sharp as the spikes on her fingers.
Yajain unfastened the hanging spikes and pocketed them. 
“We can’t risk hurting the bird.”
Mosam did the same, with a frown and a nod. 
“You have any weapons?” He eyed the curious bird across from them.
“My vare blade and coil pistol. But we won’t need them.” Yajain extended her hand cautiously toward the banner bird. 
The bird fluttered and shifted toward her, massive forelimbs stretching, talons glinting. Yajain licked her lips, nervous, but kept her arm outstretched. The bird extended her own foreleg in the instinctual gesture of banner kinship and then hopped onto the same branch as Yajain and Mosam. The black wood trembled and Yajain’s arm shook. She kept her gaze on the bird. Her fingertips moved past the tips of the birds’ talons. 
I was right, this bird’s parents must have been trained, and they taught her some of the basics. Who left a flock of banner birds out here, especially given that Savar doesn’t have much money?
The banner bird lowered her sharp beak to rest on the branch. Yajain turned her head to Mosam and waved him toward the bird with the hand not held to touch the bird’s hot-blooded chest. Mosam slipped past her and carefully climbed past the bird’s head and onto her back. Yajain’s hand pressed into the feathers of the banner bird’s chest.
“We need your help,” she said softly in the short iambic syllables birds like this one often accepted the best. “Let me guide you.”
The bird probably couldn’t understand her words, but the tone and cadence got through clearly. Yajain climbed onto a foreleg and then up to the bird’s back. She slung a leg over each side of the broad neck.
“Thank you, good bird.” She patted one side of the bird’s neck. “Turn this way, bird.”
The bird turned and hopped into the air, serene except for the wind blustering over and through her feathers. They flew toward the center of the reef. Mosam put a hand on her shoulder and hung on.
“Amazing,” he whispered in her ear.
She flushed, half from the cold that whipped back the hood of her coat, and half from him. She gently guided the bird higher. Black specks appeared below. A few kilometers away on the reef’s surface, the image of a town enshrouded in drifting snow.





The town grew large beneath them as the banner bird descended. Yajain shivered in the frigid headwind. Heat layers needed arc fields to maintain a charge. Out of that range, they lost charge over the course of a shift or two. After three hours of flight on the banner bird’s back, in addition to the hours spent flying powerless through the storm charge ran low.
Her exposed fingers already tingled, half-numb from cold even within the sleeves of the coat Mosam had given her. Mosam gripped her coat just above the waist with one hand. He’d tried to hold onto the bird’s feathers, but Yajain insisted they do as little as possible to irritate the animal. His hand might distract her at its current location.
She leaned forward and spoke softly into the tuft of the bird’s otherwise invisible ear. 
“Fly lower, bird.”
They glided over the snowy, slanted rooftops and vacant streets of a bizarre open-air settlement. Most of the buildings were only a single level, though the ones along the edges seemed to have been built higher. Yajain eased her leg over the banner bird’s neck. She glanced at Mosam.
“We’re getting down here,” she said as the bird passed low over a rooftop, and then circled down into the street.
Mosam nodded. The banner bird’s claws slashed through a drift, sending snow flying. Yajain grasped Mosam’s wrist and slid from the bird. They fell into a snow bank in the street. Yajain hit the ground feet first and Mosam stumbled down behind her. Cold snow flew up all around them. She glanced at him, smiling despite the cold and the whipping snow.
He steadied himself with a laugh. The banner bird circled around overhead. Mosam clapped a hand on Yajain’s shoulder. 
“That was amazing, Yajay!”
Her eyes met his. 
“Animals trained like banners make it easy.”
He shook his head. 
“I couldn’t have done that!”
Yajain’s face heated up even more than the cold demanded. She looked down the street past Mosam. 
“Where is everyone?”
“In a reef settlement in winter? Indoors, for sure.”
She smiled. 
“Like we should be.” 
Yajain turned led the way to a large building with darkened windows looking out into the street. They crossed a few drifts together. She knocked on the reef-wood door with her fist. They waited in the cold for a minute, then two. No answer came. Not a sound but their breath and the gusting wind remained in the street. Mosam looked both ways down the street on either side of them.
“I’ve got a bad feeling, Yajay.”
She looked up at the door of the broad single story building in front of her. Solna light, red and dim, burned on the dark windowpanes on either side of the doorframe. 
“What is it, Mosam?”
“This town. It could be abandoned.”
Yajain’s heart sank into an abyss of freezing mist and driving snow. 
“What makes you say that?”
Mosam pointed at a pillar some hundred kilometers distant, partially obscured by snowflakes and clouds. 
“There used to be a Solna there. A blue one.”
“Used to be?” Yajain frowned.
“Red and the blue Solnas used to shine on this part of the reef together. People who’d been to Ambana more than I had talked about it.”
“Could that pillar’s core be damaged? The Solna wouldn’t stay if it was.”
“I’ve got no idea. But without that Solna, this town isn’t ever going to get enough heat to melt the snow.”
Yajain sighed. Her stomach ached with hunger, and her mouth had gone suddenly very dry. She turned to Mosam. 
“If there’s no one in this town, what should we do?”
“We need to get inside,” said Mosam. 
He approached the door and withdrew a climbing spike from his pocket with trembling fingers. He stepped past Yajain and with two furtive, nearly nerveless cuts along the hinges of the old fashioned door, cut it free. The door fell to the floor inside the building with a clatter of wood on wood. Mosam motioned to the dark opening. 
“After you.”
Yajain moved out of the wind and into the red-hued dimness of the building. She marched with aching legs to the table in the center of the room. Her hands emerged from her coat and folded together, still numbed by cold. She breathed into her cupped hands to warm them. Mosam followed her into the darkness. 
“There’s still no arc field,” he said. “Whoever lived here must have taken any core they had when they left.”
Yajain nodded, feeling defeated. 
“I suppose they would have. But that means there’s no power.”
“Probably. Yeah.”
The storm began to blow snow in through the open doorway. 
Yajain swallowed with a dry throat. 
“You think all the houses are like this?”
“We can find out. But first, let’s check if this place has a water cavern.”
Yajain paced around the table. She shivered as she approached the outline of a door in a wall on the other side. 
“A what?”
“A water cavern.” Mosam followed her to the door. “Its a room down at the level where the reef organisms are still alive. They purify water that gets down to them so people can drink it.”
Yajain glanced back at him. 
“I really could use some water.” 
He put his ear to the door. 
“Reef dwellers also sometimes use the water cavern for food storage in winter. But we probably won’t get that lucky if they really have abandoned this town.” He pulled the door open. 
Yajain felt a breath of frigid mist on her face. 
“Is this it?” She peered into the darkness.
“Could be,” said Mosam. 
He clicked on a survival light on his ship suit. Yajain did the same. They proceeded down slick, smooth steps, supporting themselves on the railing to one side of the passage. The cold closed in, but the sound of trickling water gurgled from the darkness before them. Yajain kept her eyes forward, but couldn’t see much beyond Mosam. The railing stopped at the end of the steps.
They stood in a broader chamber where warmer and more humid air wafted from the darkness to the right. Yajain immediately followed the warm breeze. She stopped where the sound of running water was loudest and the air felt warm enough to seem temperate. The wall before her sparkled, wet with trickling water that gleamed on stony growths. 
She raised the back of her hand, feeling for temperature on the wall. It was warm. 
Living reef creatures, They grew out from pillars and connected to each other. This whole mass of reef is supported by them and the bodies of all the ones that died before them.
Mosam’s footsteps approached from her left, followed by his suit lights emerging from behind a column of stony reef creatures. Yajain reached for a shelf, level with her abdomen. She cupped both hands and dipped them into the warm water. She raised the pure-smelling water to her lips and drank.
 Her eyes lit up and she swallowed. Water washed the dusty sensation from her throat. She turned to Mosam. 
“It’s clean. And it’s warm.”
He bent and drank from the spring on the wall. 
“Water caverns have always been important to surviving on a reef,” he said. “We needed this one.”
She reached for his hand. Her fingers closed around his wrist. 
“We’ll need a plan.”
“When the next Solna comes out.” Mosam yawned.
“Alright.” Yajain realized her own weariness at that moment. “You think we should stay down here?”
“For a few hours.” Mosam walked to the pillar and sank down beside the pillar. “This place will let us conserve suit power.”
Yajain nodded, but then felt the coil pistol in the holster opposite her vare blade. 
“I’m going to look for a chimney and try to start a fire. Otherwise, a flier could miss noticing us, even overhead.”
“Good idea,” said Mosam. “But don’t take long. Our suits won’t last much longer.”
“Right.” 
Yajain returned to the cold first floor. She powered down her suit’s lights and drew the coil pistol from her holster. She lit the flashlight on the weapon and shone it around the room. It looked to have been a bar or restaurant before being abandoned. In one wall at the center of the building, a large dark hearth sank into the wall, a metal grate and smoke covers over its yawning mouth. 
She pried the grate open with a grimace of strained muscles, but saw no fuel anywhere, until she turned to the entryway with its broken, snowy door. Wooden splinters stuck from the corner of the board. 
Yajain remembered one of her father’s survival lessons from childhood. On pillars, almost no one used wood for fuel. Odd times. Odd places. She stomped down with her boots and broke pieces from one end of the door and then tossed them into the fireplace.
With a pile of wood in the fireplace, she leveled the coil pistol at the shadowy opening in the wall, thumbed the setting to low and ignited the wood with a spurt of fire from the weapon. She smiled and closed the grate. The fire roared into life, but she didn’t head straight back down to the water cavern. Yajain broke the rest of the door with her shadow dancing on the walls all around, and dim red Solna light casting the whole scene in a twilight glow.

Kaga Pillar, 8 Years Ago
Yajain paced back and forth behind Mosam, who stood at the counter of the chemist’s traveling shop rolled out on the dock. Vials of liquid chemicals and tubs of dusty solids lined the shop’s front. Mosam haggled with the lanky chemist over a vial of reddish fluid with a metallic stabilizing brace built into it. They spoke softly, so Yajain had to strain to hear even snatches of their conversation.
“Done,” said the chemist at last. “I hope you master will find it useful.”
“We feel the same way.” Mosam smiled and turned from the counter. “Come on Yajay, let’s go.”
She hefted the bag Mosam had slowly filled with the other purchases. 
“You got everything?” She held the bag open for him to put the last vial inside.
He shook his head. 
“This one can be volatile. I’ll carry it myself.”
“Alright.” She closed up the bag.
That vial would be found in the entrance of the armory after the explosion. One of a few pieces of evidence, including Lin’s testimony, that pointed directly to Mosam’s involvement in the blast.

The remains of the broken door smoldered in the hearth. Yajain slumped against a wall, warmed by the fire. Her memory of Mosam buying the explosive chemical kept her from returning to the water cavern despite her growing thirst. She folded the coat beside her as the room grew warmer. Even with the door open to the red-lit snowdrifts outside, the place kept in heat well. She unzipped the collar of her powered-down suit and dozed fitfully in a sitting position, leaning against the wall.
The thuds of footsteps over the crackling flames woke her. She stretched as she opened her eyes.
Mosam stood by the open doorway where snow had begun to drift inside. The red light had given way to a dim gray filtered through clouds above the reef. Yajain stood up and yawned. Mosam turned from the doorway.
“I didn’t want to wake you.”
Yajain shrugged. 
“I’ve gotten worse sleep on surveys.”
“Should have come back to the water cavern. Warmer down there at least.”
“I wanted to watch the fire.” 
And you were down there. She zipped up her collar and walked to the door. She peered into the clouds that circled low over the reef. 
“So what do we do now?”
“We’ll have to search the town. Maybe there are more supplies around. Then we can keep moving across the reef.”
“In the middle of this cold season?” Yajain asked.
He glanced at her. 
“It’s not a good option, but I can’t think of another one.”
“Let’s at least wait for the storm to finish.” Yajain’s eyes met his. “We could get lost in this.”
“Better lost together than apart.”
She smiled despite her misgivings about Lin and Mosam. 
“Maybe, but not better lost.” 
He nodded. 
“Alright. Let’s take a look around.”
“Sure.” 
She picked up the coat and slipped it on. She followed Mosam outside, stepping through deep drifts of snow that formed along their side of the street. A high pitched whine echoed through the air overhead, faint, perhaps distant. 
“Do you hear that?” Yajain asked.
“Hear what?”
“Up in the air. I think I hear some sort of whine.”
“Could be a flier.” Mosam’s expression darkened. “Could be tyrants.”
“Tyrant ships run silent,” Yajain said. “Isn’t that how they sneak around so well?”
“Probably true.” Mosam tilted his head back and gazed into the wispy clouds that circled overhead in thick clumps.
“I think we should take a chance.” Yajain folded her arms against the cold that seemed even more intense despite the heat of the Solna burning distant at the side of a pillar high above.
Mosam scowled. 
“I don’t like it, but you have a point.”
“How likely is it there are other tyrants around?”
“I can’t even guess. Not enough information.”
Yajain shivered in the cold. Her heat layer was still disabled, and the ragged coat barely kept out any of the biting wind.
A shape hovered over the reef in the distance, framed between two relatively nearby pillars, illuminated by flickers of light on its nose. Yajain squinted at the shape as it buzzed out of the gap between the two pillars and into the open air.
“It’s moving fast,” she said.
“Headed straight this way.” Mosam’s voice sounded heavy. “Guess we’ll find out if they’re friend or foe soon.”
They watched the airborne light cut through clouds and occasional flurries of snow until it hovered large over the settlement. Mosam and Yajain hunkered down by the broken doorway and looked up. Yajain kept a hand on her coil pistol. She knew it would not be much use based on the size of the vessel floating overhead, a sleek, distinctly-human ship about fifty meters long, with swept-back wings and long guidance fins along the narrow length of the hull both above and below.
Mosam’s eyes widened as the smooth ship banked overhead. 
“I know this ship!” He stood up and waved.
He and Yajain made their way into the middle of the street. Mosam waved his arms up and down. The smoke from the inn’s tubular chimney issued into the air. Yajain supposed that could have been what the ship’s sensors had picked up. She glanced at Mosam as the vessel descended over the street. 
“What ship is it?”
“Harvest ships don’t have names,” said Mosam, grinning. The increased volume of the ship’s whine made him difficult to hear. “But this one belongs to Doctor Savar.” 
Yajain’s heartbeat hammered as she thought of Savar. He’d manipulated Mosam into that attack on the armory all those years ago. He was responsible for Lin’s lost legs, Lin’s lost patience. Responsible for where Yajain stood in that moment. 
But he’s also the only way out of this situation. 
Mosam waved his arm as the ship descended to hover over the rooftops. A circular door opened in the bottom of the ship and a corded rope ladder fell to the snow in the street. Yajain glanced at Mosam.
He shrugged. 
“No arc. Best way to get up without landing.”
Yajain walked to the ladder. One hand clapped to her ear. 
“What is that whining sound?”
Mosam stopped beside her.
“A transmission jammer, I think. I can barely hear it.” He looked up the ladder at the passage in the base of the ship. “After you.”
Yajain climbed, Mosam right behind her. They reached the top and were greeted by a trio of men in heat masks and coats with split beam rifles, the kind one could use to shoot in two places at once. Yajain put her hands up slowly. Mosam did the same beside her.
“Who are you?” asked one of the men.
“Doctor Yajain Aksari.”
“Mosam Coe. Doctor of the Harvest.”
The man stepped back and shouldered the barrel of his rifle. 
“Coe?”
“Yes. Is Doctor Savar on board? I wish to speak with him.”
“He’s not here. But he’ll have words for you, Doctor Coe.”
“And I’ll have words for him,” said Yajain.
Mosam’s eyebrows went up. 
“Careful Yayay.”
Yajain bowed her head. I will not let him get away with what he did, with what he made Mosam do. She nodded.
The other two men lowered their rifles. The leader motioned with one arm as the door sealed. 
“Doctor Coe. Doctor Aksari, follow me.” He led them to a small cabin. “The flight won’t be long.”
“Thanks for the rescue,” Mosam said.
“We didn’t expect to find you out here,” said the harvest soldier. “Doctor Coe, you have a lot to explain.”
“I’ll explain everything to Doctor Savar,” Mosam said.
The soldier nodded.
“The flight is about thirty minutes while we maintain stealth.” He keyed the door open. The cabin was dimly lit by a strip of lights on the ceiling and had a hammock on one side and a conventional bed on the other. Better yet, it was warm. The soldier said, “Wait here.”
Yajain and Mosam entered the cabin. The soldier left down the passage. Yajain sat down on the bed. Mosam sat beside her. 
“What will you do when you see Savar?”
“I never…I never cared for him like I did for you. I don’t know.”
“Be patient,” Mosam said. “Trust me, it will be better for both of us.”
Yajain nodded. 
“I trust you.”
He wrapped an arm gently around her waist and leaned into her hair. 
“I trust you too.”
The harvest ship skimmed over the reef. In the windowless cabin, Yajain supported herself against Mosam, one hand clasping his at her side.





The Harvest ship hung in open air above an icy settlement near the edge of Ambana Reef. Yajain descended on the same rope ladder she and Mosam used to climb on board. Halfway down she looked over the low rooftops at the abyssal mists beyond the edge of the reef. 
Tendrils formed of reef creatures extended like gnarled branches into the mist, fingers searching for something to grasp. They would find only mist for hundreds of kilometers in that direction. A lone blue Solna circled in the darkness further out, glimmering through the clouds.
Mosam glanced down at Yajain from above her. 
“Strange view, right Yajay?”
“Yeah. I’ve never seen a place like this before.”
“To think, at one point living on a pillar would have seemed just as strange.”
Yajain tore her eyes from the gaping misty depths and continued down the ladder. She dropped the last rung and landed in a tiled courtyard before a long, ten-meter high building surrounded by a shorter square-cornered wall about three meters tall. The paving tiles were warm and free of frost. Icicles hung from the eaves of both the walls and the building. Yajain stepped out of the way to let Mosam step off the ladder.
He lowered himself to one knee and looked up at the clouds, tinged blue in the direction of the abyss. 
“This is the colony Savar and I first visited when we reached Ambana.” He rose. “I know a lot of the people here.”
“Do they know who you are?”
“They know I’m a Doctor of the Harvest.”
“Looks like their won’t be any crops here for a while.”
“The name of the coldest season is winter. It will be more than a quarter cycle before they can plant again, but reef crops bear enough to feed them through the whole season if everything is done properly.”
Yajain looked around the empty courtyard. 
“Where do we go from here?”
“To the church.” Mosam motioned toward the large building at the center of the walls. “Savar is getting old. I don’t think he’ll come outside to meet us himself.”
Yajain frowned. Whether or not I do anything now is up to me. They didn’t even take my pistol. Because I’m with Mosam they trust me. Lin, I can’t punish Savar here either. Not yet.
Mosam and Yajain turned to face the double doors of the church. He drew in a long breath. 
“Are you ready to see him?”
“At least he won’t surprise me. Unlike someone.”
“I didn’t mean to deceive you, even when I was disguised as Tulem Rosh.”
“That’s funny. What else is a disguise for?”
He shrugged. 
“Deceiving other people.”
“Don’t tell me you just did it too well.”
“I won’t.”
Mosam smiled. They walked to the church doors. Mosam pulled one of them open. 
Darkness filled the space beyond opening large enough for both Mosam and Yajain to pass through together. Reef buildings tended toward the unusually broad and squat compared to what Yajain was accustomed to on terraces or inside pillars. She and Mosam stopped inside the doors. Darkness cloyed around them, the shades on the large windows pulled.
Yajain looked down the length of the shadowed room. Empty benches lined the room in rows. 
“Warm welcome.”
“Well it is the cold season,” said Mosam. “He may be in the water cavern.”
“You sure?” Many predators prefer the dark. But Savar is a man, not an animal. Not a hunter.
Mosam nodded, face hidden in darkness. He reached for her. She grasped his hand. They walked through the dim room between the benches, benches Yajain realized, carved from wood rather than sculpted of metal or plastic. A small light flickered on at one side of the room as they passed the final row of benches.
Yajain squinted at the tiny white light. It illuminated a stairway leading beneath the main room. ]
“I think you were right about the water cavern.”
They followed the light and then down the stairs into the living depths of an expansive water cavern. Warm streams dripped from bony protrusions, flowed down support columns, ran along a floor covered in pale brown tiles reflecting shining lamps set throughout the room. Mosam led the way around one column and bowed his head to the hunched figure that sat on a chair between two lamps. The man cast a long shadow, despite his low, shapeless frame.
“Master.” Mosam raised his voice. “I have returned.”
“Mosam,” Savar said in a loud voice still recognizable to Yajain after all these years. “It is good you returned, boy. I am certain you have much to tell me, as does Adya as well.”
“Adya is not here, Master.”
Yajain swallowed. She stepped out of the shadows and leveled her gaze at Savar.
Savar raised his head and gazed at her face. 
“I see. You know, Yajain, I never forget a face.”
Her eyes narrowed and she released a tense breath. The coil pistol felt heavy at her belt. 
“Do you remember the face of my sister?”
“If ever I was to see either of you again, I thought it would be Linekta. Not you.”
Yajain’s fingers clenched beside the pistol grip, knuckles brushing the plasticized material. Shadows encroached, and she realized Savar had not been alone before she and Mosam had arrived. Human shapes filled gaps between slender columns. Yajain’s eyes never left Savar’s face. 
“Have you told these people what you did before you came here?”
“Some things are best left in the past.”
“What if I told them?”
Savar’s hunched frame stilled for a breath before he spoke again. 
“Go ahead. Mosam and I already bear all the guilt we can.”
Yajain bowed her head and took a breath. She pointed at Savar.
“You ordered Mosam to destroy that armory on Kaga Pillar. Both of you knew my sister was the only one working there. She lost her legs in that attack. That betrayal.”
“Yajain,” said Mosam in a soft voice.
She glared at him out of the corner of her eye. He looked pale in the lamplight. 
“Do you have any idea what it meant to her…that her boyfriend, someone she trusted, crippled her, could have killed her?” What it meant to me? What it still means to both of us?
“Is that all you wanted to say to me?” Savar asked.
Yajain’s fingers opened and she seized the pistol grip. She drew the weapon and trained it on the old man. 
“Words can’t change what happened,” she said. “Nothing can.”
A murmur ran through the people surrounding Yajain and Mosam in the shadows of the water cavern. Mosam stood beside Yajain, making no move to stop her. A tremor ran through him from head to foot.
Yajain held the pistol steady. Savar’s liver-spotted forehead nodded toward her. Wisps of white hair drifted. His chin brushed the high collar of his long coat. 
“You already know nothing can change what has happened. If that does not convince you of the futility of revenge I can do no more.”
Revenge. Futile.
“You deserve this.” Her grip tightened on the pistol and her finger moved toward the trigger. Am I really so much like Lin? Can’t I forgive? Can anyone? She blinked back the start of tears. 
She turned the pistol sideways and dropped it to the tiled floor of the water cavern. It hit with a dull thud and skidded toward Savar. 
“But I’m not the one to do it.”
Savar’s eyes fixed on the pistol at the base of his chair. He lifted his eyes to Yajain. His dark eyes moved to the men and women gathered on either side, all of them silent for that moment.
Tears ran down her face. Mosam’s hand found hers. He leaned close to her side. 
“Thank you.”
She shook her head. 
“No. Don’t thank me. Because it wouldn’t have been right to shoot him.”
A murmur ran through the crowd. A man and a woman broke away from the crowd and approached Savar. The man, tall and lanky, bent over and picked up the coil pistol. He held it out to Savar. 
“Looks like Dilinian military make, doctor.”
“These two have much to tell us.” Savar turned to the woman. “Please, send the congregation upstairs for a few minutes.”
The woman turned to the crowd. 
“Doctor Savar is safe. He wishes to speak with these two in private for now.”
Yajain, brow furrowed, glanced up at Savar. Mosam’s hand gripped hers tightly. People moved past them on both sides and up the stairs to the water cavern. She turned toward Mosam, found his face very close to hers. 
“I’m alright.” She wiped her eyes with her free hand. “Please let go.”
He nodded and released her hand, then straightened his back and turned to Savar. Yajain tried her best to remain calm as she did the same. Savar faced them with another nod. He reached up to his ear slowly and hit a silvery bulb attached to the lobe that Yajain hadn’t noticed before. 
No wonder he can hear now. He’s got an assistant for it. Too bad for him his eyes are going as well by now.
Savar leaned back. 
“I am not certain what your arrival here means, Yajain Aksari. But my scouts say Dilinia’s relief fleet is still in Yugha Cluster.”
Yajain glanced at Mosam. 
“I was with the fleet in the Shaull Cluster when Mosam’s disguise was found out. We encountered Tyrants after meeting Helle DiKandar’s Redocate. Mosam convinced us the aliens were the real reason for the rebels in the frontier expanses.” Yajain shook her head as she tried to think over all that had happened. “At Sifar…” She hesitated, remembering Ogidar’s death, so sudden.
Savar raised a hand. 
“I know of the events on Sifar. But go on.”
“After we left the Shaull Cluster and were prevented from reaching Kerida by the tyrants, the fleet went to Yugha where we tried to make an alliance with the sorai there. We failed to get Csi Patla to send her fleet to attack down the corridor. Then Agan Pansar decided we would take an experimental ship called the Razor Crow and circle around to get to Kerida and find you, Doctor Savar.”
“I think I know the rest. Thank you Yajain.”
“It’s Doctor Aksari now. I may not be a member of the Harvest, but I’m not a child anymore either.”
Savar nodded. “As you wish, Doctor.” He turned to Mosam. “Is all she said true?”
“Yes, Master.”
“If this is the case, then we should contact the Razor Crow immediately if it is still out there.”
“I’m confident they survived the tyrant attack on the Forest Station,” said Mosam. “Yajain and I destroyed the only tyrant ship we saw.”
“I may have glimpsed them from the Gatehouse’s sensors at times.” Savar’s brow wrinkled even more. “But the movements of the vessel I think could be them are erratic. I doubt they know where you are now, and likely they think both of you dead.”
“Likely,” said Mosam.
Yajain swallowed. “I wish we could contact them.”
“There may be a way to do that,” said Savar. “Our gatehouse is equipped with excellent long ranged beamers. We need only ascertain their general position from here.”
Mosam put a fist to his bearded chin. He frowned. 
“Master, where is the gatehouse?”
Savar smiled. 
“Directly below us here. Follow me.” 
He rose with the assistance of the lanky man who remained at his side. The man handed Savar a cane to support himself and they turned to a passageway leading further into the water cavern through the wall to one side of Savar’s chair. 
Yajain raised her eyebrows at Mosam. He shrugged. They followed Savar and his assistant down the passage for perhaps twenty meters before arriving at a smooth metal wall, illuminated by the glow of pale lamps. Savar stopped beside the wall, pressed his palm to a slight imperfection in the surface and then pulled it back. The wall slid aside, revealing a circular metal chamber with a slightly depressed floor and rows of buttons on the far wall that resembled elevator controls.
“This is the upper entrance,” he said. “I’ve been keeping the gatehouse under Ambana Reef to help avoid detection.”
Yajain stared into the circular metal chamber. She and Mosam followed Savar and his assistant into the metallic cylinder. The door closed behind them.

They took the cylindrical elevator down what felt like at least fifty or sixty meters to the main body of the gatehouse. There, the cylinder became transparent and Yajain gazed at the brightly lit interior of a vast and mostly vacant dock. She spotted a few more harvest ships hanging in the launch bay, sleek and dark. 
Bridges extended throughout the enormous circular chamber, passing empty ports and glimmering power conduits. At the center of the docking chamber, a glowing core as thick as that of a natural pillar ran parallel to the elevator, glowing, but not bright enough to dazzle.
The elevator descended, taking them to where one of the bridges crossed paths with another near a wall. There it stopped. Savar’s assistant hit the door control. A rush of cool air flowed into the elevator. 
Yajain shivered, but her suit was too low on power to activate in the weak arc field provided by the gatehouse’s core. She, Mosam, and Savar stepped out of the elevator. Yajain blinked in the light as she realized the whole room was lit brighter than it appeared through the tinted elevator window.
Savar put on a dark visor. 
“This way.” He motioned across the bridge to one end where a wall gleamed despite its dark steel. 
Yajain activated her lifts experimentally and found the thin arc field. She swam after Savar and his assistant, catching up with them easily, and then continuing through the air. Yajain sailed free, turning over a few times as she moved. She landed on the bridge by a square door in the towering wall.
She turned as Mosam and Savar caught up on foot. The assistant trailed behind them, impassive as ever.
Mosam smiled. 
“You always did like to fly,” he said.
Yajain flushed. 
“I didn’t realize how much I missed it until right now.”
Savar raised an eyebrow. 
“I know you have not been on the reef long. It’s important to remember that not everyone above has lifts or the skills to use them.”
“Master, I’m one of the people without the skills,” said Mosam.
“That you are, boy.” Savar grinned. “I remember when I first found you. Never used lifts right and lived on a ship your whole life. The entire crew thought you were a hilarious joke.”
Mosam’s face darkened. 
“I must have seemed that way to them.”
Yajain folded her arms. 
“You were just a kid. It wasn’t fair of them not to teach you.”
“You may be right.” Mosam shrugged. “Too late now, though.”
“Right you are.” Savar approached the door and opened it with a press of his palm. He led them into the boxy room on the other side. “This is a computer chamber. From here our we can access the core’s processing and the sensor and communications systems.” He walked to a terminal by a tinted window overlooking the core chamber between a pair of elevator tubes. “Let’s find that ship of yours, shall we?”
Yajain followed him to the terminal. The gatehouses had been built by a species older than human history, but the interface was remarkably like most of the technology humans used in the modern age. Savar hit a few keys and raised a microphone from the terminal. A hologram displayed an expanding spherical sensor region around the gatehouse, including the vastness of the reef directly above. As the map continued to expand Yajain guessed the sensors on the top of the gatehouse must be keyed to penetrate the reef’s layers without much disruption.
The map expanded and expanded. It filled the whole center of the room when Savar stopped it and pointed to a small speck hanging in the display. “There! Is that your lost ship?” He hit a few more keys and the speck fuzzed before enlarging to show the Razor Crow’s sleek shape cutting a blurry path through misty air.
“That’s it,” said Yajain.
“Let’s give them a call, shall we?” Savar’s grin wrinkled the creases around his eyes.
Mosam nodded.
Yajain took a deep breath. 
“Let me speak to them, please.”
Savar’s grin slipped and his tone became serious. 
“I trust you will not betray us?”
“I promise I won’t.”
“Good. You are welcome to say what you need to say.” He hit a few keys on the control pad, but then hesitated, his bent finger poised over the terminal. His eyes fixed on the hologram image. “This is a problem.”
Yajain and Mosam followed his gaze to the place where the Razor Crow’s tiny image flew in the white mist between pillars. 
“What’s wrong?” Yajain asked.
“There,” said Savar. He pointed toward the side of one pillar some hundreds of meters below the Razor Crow. A sleek tyrant ship hovered just above the hottest zone of the Solna burning below.

It must have been hidden by the light and radiation at first. Yajain frowned as she thought of how much tyrants fought to avoid high temperatures. However horrible the creatures might be, she could admit the dedication of the alien pilot for putting himself through so much to achieve his ends.
Mosam walked toward the projected pillar, moving like a giant through the projected abyssal mists. 
“There are more tyrant ships hidden near there.” He pointed to three other locations. “They don’t appear to have detected the Crow, but if we send a wave their way the tyrants will pick it up too.”
Yajain took a deep breath. 
“We just have to hope Pansar knows the danger and evades.”
“The sensors on the Razor Crow are amazing by Dilinian standards.” Mosam stepped back from the hologram and met Yajain’s questioning glance. “They’ll be alright, Yajay.”
She nodded. 
“We’ll have to wait to contact them.”
“Indeed,” said Savar. He tapped the silvery orb of his hearing aid with one finger. “I’ll keep their position monitored. Those tyrants clearly do not have an explorator in range of this place or they would have caught up with all of us already.”
Mosam sighed with relief. 
“Small mercy.”
“Yes.” Savar turned to Mosam. “Mosam, please take Doctor Aksari to Adya’s chamber.” 
“Master?”
“Yours and hers are still empty, but the rest have to be kept clear in case of a tyrant attack on the settlement above.” He turned to Yajain. “You and Mosam are a divine gift. I’ll need help from both of you to engineer our defense.”
“You mean?” Yajain frowned at him as her mind worked. “You think they’ll find us here?”
“They’ve scoured the rest of the reef for humans. We saved those we could by bringing them here. As far as I know, all the remaining humans who dwell on Ambana are dwelling just above us. This gatehouse cannot move without tyrants uncovering us for certain. This is where we must stand.”
Yajain turned her back on Savar. 
“If you die here it will serve you right. But I’ll do my best to save everyone, even you.”
“I understand how you must feel,” said Savar. “I appreciate your help.”
Yajain nodded but offered him no other reply this time. Mosam walked to her side and touched her forearm. She looked at him. 
“Let’s go.”
He nodded, and they walked back out of the room and into the bright light pouring over the bridge.

Adya’s chamber in the gatehouse surprised Yajain with its decoration. From what little she knew about the female Doctor of the Harvest she half-expected ballistic weapons and not much else. When Mosam showed her into the room she found a place far more accommodating than that.
The walls and floor were the same as the rest of the gatehouse. A few bright oil paintings hung on the walls. Thick rugs covered the floor where people would walk the most, leading from the door to the center of the room, then radiating outward like irregular spokes on a wheel.
In the center of the floor stood a double bed, beyond which a passage led to a bathroom.
The sheets on the bed were rumpled and covered in dust. How long has it been since anyone’s been in here? Not since Adya left, I suppose. Yajain couldn’t keep her mind from wandering to the thought that Mosam could have slept with Adya this place.
“You think you can handle it from here?” Mosam asked, not looking at Yajain.
“You tired of me already?” Yajain glanced at his face.
He shook his head, lips tight. 
“What did I tell you, Yajay?”
“Before or after you blew up the armory and crippled my sister?”
His eyes darkened. 
“Please, Yajay. I just…it’s this room.”
Her eyes narrowed. 
“Bad memories?”
“Yeah, you could say that.”
“But you wouldn’t.” Yajain stopped herself. “Forget it,” she said. “I’m fine here.”
Mosam nodded. 
“I’m glad.” He turned and left the room.
Yajain found a closet with cold weather gear on the wall opposite the bed. She was a little tall to fit into Adya’s clothes, but the overcoat went on alright. Good, she thought, I’ve been cold too long.
The gatehouse trembled as it detached from the reef to float on its own. Light spilled into Yajain’s room from a window that had been pressed into the reef just seconds before. She looked from the craggy bottom of the reef to the vacant abyss lit in blue and yellow which mingled to green in the mist.
A small caphodel forest hovered in the arc field of the one pillar at the corner of Yajain’s vision. Small shapes flitted among the branches. After her time on the reef in winter, Yajain enjoyed the sight of the green leaves sprouting from the branches at the top and bottom of each tree. She sank and sat on the bed. All the while, her eyes sought the different species that dwelt within the forest, mammal, bird, reptile. She sighed as she mentally checked off the signs of each. If only people were so easy to read.





Ambana Reef's settlement above and Savar's gatehouse below gave Yajain an uncomfortable sense of asymmetry. 
The asymmetry came from how the settlement above in the ice and snow appeared so simple, even pastoral as compared to the high, nonhuman technology of the gatehouse. 
She descended through a water cavern then took the elevator into the gatehouse.
Through smooth walls of shaped metal, she walked past crates of supplies packed for movement but left when the shift ended. Her heat layer and a new, thicker, overcoat kept her warmer than any human should be in this place, given the plunging temperatures outside. Despite the chill that persisted into the gatehouse as well, Yajain knew all too well this place could heat up faster than anyone could survive if the tyrants discovered them. 
Mosam had left her a note for her before she went to the surface for breakfast, telling her to meet him in the personal gate room early. She tried not to imagine why he felt the need for secrecy now, surrounded by Savar's people.
The personal gate room's vertical door slid open, vanishing into the seam above. She stepped inside and found Mosam by a raised platform under an archway that could have been polished bone based on its color and texture, but alive with orange power veins.
"Yajain," he said, looking up from a hunched position. "You made it."
"Out here, a Doctor of Harvest wants to meet, I meet."
"Is that it?" he said softly.
"Well, Savar maybe not. Maybe you're different."
"We've been through a lot, lately. I put you through more."
Yajain approached him, footfalls reverberating in the silence following his words.
"I know you wouldn't want to if you could help it."
"You joined that fleet because of me, even though you didn't know I was with it. You came all the way here—"
"Don't flatter yourself," she said, face flushing. "I didn't know what I was doing. I'll admit that."
"And the fact that you knew I was on the frontier didn't factor into your decision? Please, Yajain, don't leave me hanging here."
"If it was up to Lin I'd leave you falling."
"But it isn't up to her. You're the one I care about most."
Her face burned.
"Don't say that."
"How can I not? After so long, so much..." He shook his head. "Please listen."
She folded her arms.
"I'm listening."
"Regardless of what I've done to you and your sister, you're an incredible person. Even this, coming here, we made it because of you. I don't know if I'd ever have seen this gatehouse again if it wasn't for you joining the fleet. Thank you."
"Is that what you wanted to say?"
"I've said the rest already."
"Mosam...how am I supposed to respond to this?"
"Respond any way you have to," he said.
She gazed at his face with his sharp features and green eyes. Those eyes she once dreamed of gazed at her. She wanted to feel the way she once did. She sighed as their eyes met.
"I wish I could love you."
"What's stopping you?"
"You know. What happened back then—"
"That's the past. I'm not saying it was right, but Lin has legs. Lin has a life. I didn't destroy her. I don't want to destroy you either."
"You can't...you couldn't...you did."
Green eyes trembled but never moved from hers.
"I'm sorry. Yajay."
"I know. I just don't know if I can forgive you, after all the time I spent hating you, wondering about how you felt, how you could do what you did and then leave forever.”
"I had to run. Savar could have sacrificed me to so-called imperial justice. I wouldn't have talked. But he cared about me, so he took me when he flew away. I wish I could help you understand how much it hurt when I thought I'd never see you again."
He held out one arm, turned his palm up. He triggered the switch somewhere in his cybernetic system to open the biocompartment. The plate in his arm shifted slightly but remained covering whatever he'd stored in his arm.
"What is it?" she asked.
"Take it. You'll see."
Yajain reached gently, moving aside the cover of the compartment. She reached into Mosam's hollow arm and felt a cold piece of metal. Her thumb ran over smooth glass, the face of a wrist chronometer. Tears sprang to her eyes as she lifted the device, though scuffed and worn, clearly the same one she had given him when he graduated all those cycles ago.
"You kept it? I thought the authorities found this in the church on Kaga."
"They found one I left there, but this is the real one," he said. "I kept it because you gave it to me."
Her eyes streamed.
"It's just a timepiece."
"I'd always been a little late until you got that for me. It still works."
She shook her head. Clasping the chronometer in one hand, she wiped her eyes with the other.
"Mosam, I don't. You didn't have to."
"I won't say you're wrong, but I couldn't forget you."
She blinked, but the tears continued to stream tears, though more slowly.
"I'd say..." She looked up at his face, eyes seeing through tears. "...Your timing has definitely improved."
She set the chronometer back in the biocompartment, then pressed the seal shut to close the hollow once more. The seams in Mosam's flesh could have vanished completely for how fine his skin felt, though thin lines remained visible. Her fingers brushed his arm.
"You never would have done something like this back then."
"I never had the chance," he said. "I was just a kid."
"Just. Like me and Lin," said Yajain. Her hand moved up his bare arm, toward his shoulder. "We've all grown."
A low bark came from the entrance to a side room behind Yajain. She and Mosam turned to find a four-legged mammal, it's long legs digitigrade, evolved for running not climbing, standing just inside the side passage.
Her hand fell from Mosam's arm. Yajain took a step back from the creature, though its dark eyes sparkled with a kind of intelligence she associated with pets, not predators.
"Don't worry," said Mosam. "It's just a reef hound."
"A reef hound? I've never heard of them."
"I used to think they were just a legend, but here on Ambana, we found out they're real. Easily trained, good at hunting and retrieving, and exceedingly loyal. Humans have domesticated them longer than history."
The hound lowered its shaggy head and sniffed along the floor until it reached Mosam. He scratched the animal behind the ears with a smile.
"They're really quite nice to have around, though not very adapted to pillar life."
"I can see that." Yajain smiled, glad for the distraction from their previous conversation. "Do you know what this one is doing here?"
"Most of the households here have at least one. Though I suppose this means there is probably someone else in the gatehouse." He went on scratching the hound's head, then moved on to broad its back. The creature's thick tail swung back and forth.
"That's a sign of enjoyment or satisfaction," said Mosam, pointing at the tail with his free hand. He patted the hound's head. "Should we go find your family, little friend?"
Yajain followed Mosam and the hound through the side passage until they encountered a trio of young boys, the oldest no more than ten cycles old, and the other two who could be twins judging by their close resemblance to each other only six or seven. All three boys were dark-complexioned and curly-haired sorai.
"Doctor Mo!" said one of the younger boys pointing at Mosam. "What's wrong with your arm?"
Mosam laughed.
"Nothing, Turi. This is just what it looks like."
"Did you get in a fight and need to have stitches?" asked Turi.
Mosam shook his head. He extended his seamed, carved, hollowed arm.
"No. Doctor Savar thought I could use a little help keeping track of things when I travel. He helped find me some extra spaces."
The hound approached the older boy, tail wagging.
"Thanks for finding Nonan," said the older boy.
"No problem," said Mosam. "But don't let your parents catch you down here. They won't like you exploring alone."
"Ah, Doctor Mo!" said Turi.
"I'll take you back up top," said Mosam. "Come on, you three, and don't tell your parents where you were if you want to stay out of trouble." 
Yajain smiled as she followed Mosam and the children to the elevator, then up it to the cold settlement above. Once Mosam got the boys and their hound close to their parents' house, he and Yajain stood at a distance and watched the children run to the door with their pet.
"Kids," said Mosam, smiling as honestly as Yajain had ever seen. "There but for all things in life, I might be."
"You don't like the idea?" asked Yajain.
"I'm okay with being a big brother. Not sure about being a father." He turned, motioning for her to follow. "Best the parents don't see us."
Yajain folded her arms.
"You know, that sounded a little hopeful."
"I don't know," he said. "Ask me later, maybe."
They made their way toward the gatehouse entrance, walking amid falling snow.

Savar met them a few hours later in the church's main room. He emerged from the passage leading to the water cavern. Services were being kept to a minimum because of the falling temperatures outside. The settlement continued to accumulate fresh snow.
"How long have you two been here?" Savar asked in his too-loud voice.
"About twenty minutes," said Mosam, holding up the chronometer he now wore on his wrist.
Savar patted his coat, then retrieved a pair of spectacles.
"That's far too long. Surely there's some use you could have made of that time?"
"We were waiting for you." Yajain folded her arms.
Savar blinked and turned to Mosam, before nodding toward Yajain.
"Sorry to keep you so long. I must say these hearing assistants must be working, or your voice has gotten sterner, girl."
You have no idea, old man, Yajain thought. She could admit her attraction to Mosam was real. Yet, her antipathy for Savar remained, perhaps sharpened by the other realization.
"I think I've made progress in contacting your ship," said the old doctor. "But the rest will take some time to make certain no tyrants are listening in. What can I do for you right now?"
"At the moment, I'd settle for some food," Mosam said. "What do you say, Yajain?"
Yajain shrugged.
"I am getting hungry."
"I'm on my way to meet the Kortelai family," said Savar. "I'm to eat lunch with them, and I doubt they'll object if you two don't gobble up too much."
Yajain glanced at Mosam. He smiled.
"Sounds perfect. I don't know if I could keep a lot down right now."
"Then follow me, boy," said Savar.
A few buildings from the settlement, the three of them arrived at the Kortelai family house. Within the place was warm enough to quickly thaw the chill from Yajain's clothes. They sat with a young, pregnant mother, her small, bearded husband, and a two-cycle-old child. The food steamed. 
Roots and meat tasted better than they had any right to given the near-poverty and icy famine of the settlement's oppressive winter. Absent fresh fruit, the family brought forth preserved berries and a small cake-like loaf of bread for desert. Mosam and Yajain split the final piece.
She touched his hand.
"You know, this is good," she said softly.
"What was that?" Savar asked, tapping his hearing assistant’s bulb.
"I said the food's excellent."
"It is indeed." Savar set down his fork by the plate of berries flowing with juice, half his cake-bread left.
Mosam nodded.
"Thank you very much."
The mother blushed.
"I only wish I'd made it. My husband took charge." She put a hand to her round belly. "Another twenty changes and we'll have another to feed, but until we run out you'll always be welcome, Doctor Savar, Doctor Coe."
"Thank you, Hayena." Savar grinned. "This winter won't last forever. There will be another harvest soon enough."





Yajain walked down the street of the settlement with a pale Solna gleaming yellow overhead, careful of the patches of ice spread in thin white sheets over the pavement. On the edge of the reef, ice formed from pure frozen water. Mosam had told her at their meal the previous dark shift that ice was allowed to accumulate to ease pressure on water storage systems under the street, but without power for lifts to glide over it, Yajain found the practice irritating.
She cupped her hands together and breathed out to warm them. Heated gear was discouraged above the reef in the settlement. Savar thought the tyrants would be more likely to detect the place if the generators produced enough energy to give everyone optimal power for what they deemed amenities. 
The only thing of her own she wore was the scabbard of her vare blade. Unused to bundling up, unused to walking on ice, Yajain made her way down the street with care, skirting the frozen portions where possible. She passed a group of children. A little boy turned to watch her as she passed.
I wish I didn’t always stand out. Now its worse because I’m clumsy, though I suppose pointing a gun at their leader in the water cavern won’t be easy for them to forget regardless. 
She reached the entrance to a metal-domed hangar redesigned to launch all its craft from under the reef.
Over the arched double doorway, a sign read in the old nuinn language, Velis Keeping. She frowned at the sign, unsure of what it meant. Though the word for ‘keeping’ could refer to storing ships and fliers the first word, ‘Velis’ sounded familiar, she could not remember from where. The word could be a name, but Yajain could not place its race or culture of origin. She walked out of the wind and pulled one door open.
Within the highest level of the hangar, under the dome, Yajain found a single semicircular desk with dark, inactive terminals spread across the opposite side. A lone young man sat at the one lighted terminal, fingers kneading his short blond hair and a frown on his face as he stared at his terminal screen. The young man didn’t appear to have noticed Yajain, despite her being the only other person there.
She walked to the front of the desk and gave a cough to clear her throat. He glanced at her in surprise. His eyes grew wide. 
“Yajain?”
“How do you know my name?” she asked as she took a step back from the desk.
He sighed. 
“Guess I shouldn’t expect you to recognize me from back then. Even Mosam didn’t when he first got here.”
“Who are you?”
“Radun Velis,” he said. “My father moved here when the reef was first mapped. Before that, we lived on Kaga Pillar.”
“Radun.” She shook her head as she remembered the small boy who attended the Church of Harvest all those cycles ago. “I remember now.”
He gave an exaggerated sigh of relief, then grinned at her. 
“Between you and Mo and Doctor Savar, we’ve got a whole Kaga reunion going on.”
“Yeah.” She frowned. “Is Mosam here yet?”
“He’s downstairs in the hangar. Said he wanted to inspect our fighters.”
“Can you take me to him?”
“I gotta mind the front up here, but there’s a passage over there.” Radun pointed to his right. “Just follow that down and you’ll get there.”
Yajain nodded. 
“Thanks.”
“Don’t mention it.”
She started toward the passage he indicated. She reached it when the door she had entered the room from swung open. It clanked as it struck the wall. She looked over her shoulder. A pair of men in heavy coats approached the desk, both tall and gray-haired.
Unlike when Yajain had entered, Radun noticed them right away. 
“Hey, guys.”
The taller and fatter of the two men folded his arms. 
“We need to see our ship.”
“Follow the woman over there downstairs to the docks,” said Radun. “You leaving town?”
“Yeah,” said the heavyset man. “Running low on goods.”
Merchants, Yajain thought, in an isolated settlement like this?

Radun shrugged his shoulders. 
“Good luck getting more out here with the blockade and the storms.”
The skinnier man grunted with a tone of agreement. The heavier man unfolded his arms. 
“It’s always about luck out here.” He turned and looked at Yajain. He lowered his voice, but Yajain picked up his words. “Isn’t she the one that threatened the doctor?”
“She’s alright,” he said. “I know her from way back.”
Her stomach churned. A single act of anger on her part and these men didn’t seem ready to forgive. 
Yajain started down the sloped passage before the men could chase her with any questions.
She reached the bottom of the tunnel and stepped onto a platform placed in a broadly carved water cavern. The hangar was supported by metallic struts and the bottom of the room broke in places filled by bay doors. The upper portion of the two-level room was crisscrossed by walkways and platforms hung from the ceiling on metal wires. A dozen small mist ships with landing gear down appeared visible from her position at the end of a walkway by the passage to the surface.
Footsteps sounded in the passage behind her. Yajain set out across the walkway toward the center of the room and looked around for any sign of Mosam or anyone else, but the room remained eerily silent except for her footfalls. 
A raucous laugh echoed through the hangar from the corner passage behind her. Yajain turned and found the two merchants starting out onto the walkway. The heavy one was in the lead, the front of his coat unzipped so it flapped at his sides.
Yajain reached a central support of the hangar and started onto a walkway straight to the opposite wall where a door to another chamber stood. The men exchanged a few quiet words, inaudible to Yajain without her hunter’s ears. 
The fat merchant laughed again. He and his skinny friend followed her across the central walkway.
She reached the door and tried to open it, but found it locked. The two men caught up with her. The fat one was breathing hard and the skinny one had taken the lead. He looked her up and down. His eyes lingered on the sheath of her vare blade. 
“The doctor let you carry a knife like that after what you did?”
“He understands I’m no danger to him.”
The fat man nodded. Skinny glowered down at her. 
“Don’t see why he didn’t punish you.”
“He’s wiser than you.”
Skinny scowled. The fat man clapped a hand on his partner’s shoulder.
“She’s right. The doctor knows best.”
“Cram it,” said the thin man. His lips trembled. “This bitch could have killed our best chance to beat the tyrants.”
Yajain’s heart thumped. Her hand shook at her side. 
“I didn’t pull the trigger.” 
“Come off it,” said the fat merchant. “You’re sorry, aren’t you girl?”
“Yes. I am.” Her shaking hand moved toward her side where the vare blade was sheathed. “Please, I’m trying to make amends.”
“You’re gonna have to do better than that.” The skinny man produced a knife from a coat pocket. He flipped the blade out and stalked closer to Yajain. “Maybe if I cut up that pretty face of yours you’ll understand.”
Yajain stared at him, hand on her vare blade’s hilt. The wall of the water cavern and the sealed door blocked any chance of retreat. Thanks to the walkway and lack of arc she couldn’t even circle.
“Cut it out,” said the fat man.
Skinny shook his head and advanced on Yajain. 
“I plan to do some cutting.”
Her fingers tightened on the blade. 
“I’m not your enemy. The tyrants are.”
The skinny merchant’s face contorted. 
“Don’t give me that!”
“I didn’t shoot Savar.”
“You need to be punished.” He took another step toward Yajain. “Gonna leave you with a souvenir.”
The door to the control room unlocked with a click. The door swung inward and Mosam stepped onto the walkway. He said nothing. His hand snaked out and seized Skinny’s wrist. They stood frozen for a moment. Skinny turned, wide-eyed and looked at Mosam. 
“Doctor Coe…”
Mosam twisted the man’s wrist. The knife fell and skittered off the walkway. Mosam leaned his face close to Skinny’s. 
“What are you thinking, merchant? If you hurt this woman do you think we’ll get our alliance with Dilinia for even a little while?”
The merchant stared at Mosam shock. Yajain took a deep breath and removed her hand from the vare blade.
Mosam raised an eyebrow at the silent merchant, then released his wrist. 
“Collect your knife and go on your way.”
The man nodded, then shuffled past his partner across the walkway the way they’d come. The heavy merchant bowed to Mosam and Yajain, then turned and followed his friend. Yajain glanced at Mosam. 
“Thanks,” she said.
Mosam shook his head. 
“I should have known better. These may be my people, but they’re only human so they don’t forgive easily.”
Yajain watched the two merchants climb down a ladder from the walkway to the floor below. Mosam followed her gaze, then shook his head again. Yajain’s eyes flicked to his face. 
“I think I probably shouldn’t go outside too much.”
“If you think that’s better. I don’t think it’ll be long before the Crow is clear of tyrant territory. We’ll be able to contact them soon. For now, I’ll walk you back to the church.”
She frowned at him. 
“You never told me there were other people from Kaga out here.”
He shrugged. 
“I didn’t think about it. But I guess you met Radun upstairs.”
She nodded.
“He’s a good kid. Don’t know if he’ll be ready if the fighting comes here though.”
“Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen then.”

For the next ten pairs of shift-changes, Yajain stayed within the gatehouse and the church, helping Mosam trace the Razor Crow’s movements using the mapping tools in the hologram chambers. By the time she woke in Adya’s chamber on the eleventh change, she felt lonely and claustrophobic. Cold air filtered through vents in the ceiling, even colder because of her lack of clothing. She had stopped wearing her heat layer for sleep a few changes after Savar told her not to power it up.
Yajain took a long shower, letting the water warm her. Afterward, she dressed quickly and tied her hair back. It had grown out since she had last had it trimmed before leaving Abdra Cluster. Her eyes met those of her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Those eyes wore an expression of nervousness, and not just from the cold in the room.
Can I trust anyone in the settlement besides Mosam?
She slipped on one of the lighter black jackets she had found in Adya’s wardrobe and went to find the others.
The silver hallways of the gatehouse felt familiar, as did the long windows that ran along their curving sides. At the same time, the halls began to seem smaller, constricting like the coils of a snake. 
Of course, if this was a snake it already swallowed me, Yajain thought. She made her way down to the largest hologram chamber, where she usually worked with Mosam and found it empty.
She activated the hologram map and found the Razor Crow on it. The tiny image of the sleek black ship cut through the mist some fourteen hundred kilometers out and one thousand kilometers up from the settlement on the edge of Ambana Reef and the gatehouse. Yajain scanned the area around it for any signs of tyrant ships and found none. She smiled. 
“Dara, looks like we may be seeing each other again soon.”
A door on the far side of the map room hissed as it slid open. Yajain turned toward it as Mosam stepped through. He stopped on the edge of the map and grinned. 
“Looks like you’ve got this handled.”
“I think I might,” Yajain said. “What can I say. I’ve been trapped in this gatehouse for over ten changes.”
Mosam walked over to where she stood beside the projection of the Razor Crow.

“You’ve really taken to this nonhuman tech. I’d be surprised if you don’t want to study the gates too.”
Yajain shrugged. 
“I’m not as good at physics. Besides, no one’s ever been able to figure out how the gates work.”
“Right,” said Mosam. He extended an arm and pointed to the Razor Crow. “Doesn’t look like there’s anything nearby at the moment.”
“You think we should try hailing them?”
“Let’s wait for the old doctor to get here. He should be on his way after I told him they were nearly clear last night.”
“Alright.” Yajain didn’t like the prospect of waiting when they had their chance, but if the Crow was really in the clear a few more minutes wouldn’t hurt. “Though, if he doesn’t get here in twenty minutes I say we do it anyway.”
Mosam smirked. 
“Sounds fair to me.” His expression slipped away as he turned toward her. “Look, Yajay I don’t think you should worry about what the people here think. Most of them aren’t crazies like that merchant.”
“How many are, though?” She turned to him. “If they shoved a knife at you face you’d worry too.”
He shrugged. 
“True. Mostly they’re not like that. The people who don’t live here all the time don’t understand what makes this place special. That merchant probably thinks the reef is all about this battle, about our lives. But a reef is bigger than all of that.”
Yajain swallowed some of her fear and anger, but more of both welled up from inside. 
“Don’t preach at me, Mosam.”
“Yajay—”
“I’m not part of your religion. And if you teach that people don’t matter I don’t think I want any part of it or you.” She met the tempest building in his eyes with a fierce stare of her own. “Why did I even come here?”
Mosam gritted his teeth. 
“I obviously don’t know.”
“It was to find you.” Yajain sagged under the weight of her words. “I wanted to know why you destroyed the armory on Kaga, why you crippled Lin. Now that I do, I know something else too. I may trust you, but I don’t have to like you. And I don’t have to like Doctor Savar, or Adya, or any other Doctor of the Harvest.” 
She took a step toward him, seething as she stepped through holograms of pillars and floating caphodel forests. 
“You can’t undo all the bad things your people do, Mosam.”
He faced her, sighed, and then shook his head. 
“I know. But I can’t bear all the responsibility for it either.”
Yajain turned away from him and folded her arms. Hunched Doctor Savar entered through another door. His eyes moved over the hologram as he paced slowly across the room.
“We seem to have an opportunity,” he said. “Let’s make the most of it.”
“We were only waiting for you to arrive,” said Mosam.
“Fool, boy. You should have taken the chance. We need that ship if we’re going to have a chance. Girl.” He turned to Yajain. “Contact them.”
Yajain sent the signal from the control terminal. In seconds a voice connection read green on the terminal before her. She leaned forward over the terminal and spoke into its microphone. “Razor Crow, this is Yajain Aksari.”
“Doctor Aksari?” said the low voice of Agan Pansar. “Where are you?”
“I’m sending you my coordinates,” she said. “I’m at the Ambana Reef with Mosam. We’ve found Savar and the gatehouse.”
“The gatehouse? Doctor, please allow me to withdraw every unkind thing I’ve ever said about Ditari in my life.”
“That’s not necessary,” Yajain said with a small smile. She hit the keys to relay the gatehouse’s location to the Razor Crow. “Just bring the Razor Crow here and be ready to adjust your plan to break the blockade.”
Mosam stepped forward. 
“Be as careful as you can. Only approach with no tyrants tracking you.”
“Is that Doctor Coe I hear?” Pansar gave a ragged laugh. “I can’t believe you both survived.”
Mosam turned to Yajain. 
“We couldn’t have made it without each other.”
Yajain pursed her lips and then turned to the console. 
“We’d better keep this brief. Is everyone else alright?”
“Boskem is still broken up about the damage to his robot. The rest of us are just tired.”
“Me too,” said Yajain. “Please tell Dara not to worry about me.”
“I’ll do that, Doctor Aksari. Over and out.”
Yajain broke the radio transmission. She looked back at the hologram as Razor Crow curved around the side of one pillar, and then angled downward toward them and the distant reef. Mosam marched out of the room, moving mechanically. Yajain watched him with a frown. 
Savar turned to her. 
“The boy seems put out, despite our success.”
“He’s angry. We...” Yajain shook her head. “We were fighting before you got here.”
Savar nodded but said nothing. 
“He likes to act tough.”
“You think it’s just an act?”
“I know it, girl. He’s practically my own son. He’ll want to get away for a little while, then he’ll come back, tough act included.”
Yajain frowned. 
“I guess so.” She walked past Savar and followed Mosam out the door. She walked with purpose, walked with her hands clasped together over her heart. All the anger from before sank beneath the surface of her thoughts as she took the elevator to the water cavern.





Warm air drafted through the water cavern between the gatehouse below and the church above as Yajain stepped out of the elevator. She peered into the shadows left by electric lamps in the corners of the larger room. Ahead of her footsteps told of Mosam’s continued movement, but there was no sign of anyone besides the two of them in the cavern.
Yajain walked between slender columns of stony, wrinkled reef creatures and others of metal, following the sound of Mosam moving toward the entrance of the church. As she drew closer his footsteps slowed, then stopped. She turned a corner and saw him in the shadows near the exit, his back to her.
“Mosam, wait up,” she said.
He turned and his shoulders shifted as he folded his arms. His face was hidden in darkness. 
“Yajain. I just need some air.”
She walked toward him, cautious of her feet on the rough floor of the cavern. 
“Look, I’m sorry about earlier.”
“You are? Yajain, you sounded pretty honest back there before Savar showed up.”
“I was angry.” Yajain sighed. “Please, don’t run away.”
“But you meant what you said. Don’t pretend you didn’t.”
“We both made it this far,” Yajain said. “Don’t you think that means something?”
“Oh it means something. I just don’t know what.” His arms unfolded and he paced toward her. “I’ve said it before, Yajay. If you had it in your heart to forgive me…Well, I don’t know if I would know any better then. Lin came between us back then too, but she doesn’t have to stay between us forever.”
Yajain stared at his face as he approached. Green eyes emerged from the shadows, blinking, tearful. He stood very close to her now. Her hands trembled as she gazed into those eyes, that however bright and strange in color, never looked more open than in that moment. 
“Mosam.”
“Yajain?”
I can’t let him just walk out when I know that’s not what he wants. Could he be afraid of me?
“You want to say something. Trust me and say it.”
He bit his lip. 
“Yajain…back when you found me out on Castenlock, with the fluids. I wanted to say something to you the moment you took off my mask.” He hung his head, beautiful eyes slipped for a moment, then he refocused on her face. 
“Yajain, you know I’m in love with you.”
Yajain’s stomach electrified, charged as by an arc field despite their distance from any pillar. She reached for Mosam’s cheek and her palm brushed the line of the beard along his jaw. She inclined her head to look at his face. She guided his eyes to hers once more.
“Mosam, I don’t want to lose you again.”
“When the Crow gets here you may not have that choice.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s a battle on its way, and the closer Pansar gets, the closer we get to that battle.”
“We can face it together.” She smiled despite tears welling in her eyes and heat rising in her cheeks. The hand not on his cheek found his fingertips and then moved up to grasp his wrist gently. “Please.” Yajain guided his hand under her jacket and to her heart.
His hands moved down her side to her waist. She breathed in deep, then kissed him hard on the lips. He kissed her back, gently at first, but then with enthusiasm, passion. His lips, his tongue became hers to taste.
 Thick cloying air and shadows all around held them as they held each other. When their lips broke apart, Yajain felt her heartbeat, his hand so close to it. She smiled at him.
“Can we go back?” she asked. “To the gatehouse.”
He leaned his forehead against hers, pressed his heart to her heart. 
“I’d love to.”

Mosam’s chamber in the gatehouse lit with distant the shine of a red Solna out a window and far away, obscured by mist. Yajain and Mosam tumbled onto the bed as one, locked together by hands and mouths. She held him tight, her jacket forgotten on the floor beside his discarded shirt and coat.
He embraced her gently, his hands rough to the touch, worn from years on the run. 
Two independently raised animals brought together, that’s what we are. 
Her breath caught in a gasp as he gently caressed her first high, then low. She pulled her shirt over her head and it pulled out the tie for her hair. Dark strands fell around her eyes, obscuring her vision.
Yajain brushed the hair back from her face and found Mosam’s lips waiting for her. They seemed to be the only part of him left untouched by his difficult living, and equally perfect in the comfort they gave her at that moment.
“Mosam,” she said as he drew back for a moment.
“What is it?” he breathed.
“I wish things were different.”
His eyes were wide and honest, like a child’s, like she had never seen them before. Even as a teenager he had been one who laughed and one who talked rather than one who stared. He waited speechless for her to continue.
“With Lin?” He sighed. “Back then I did what my master ordered. Please, let me listen to my heart instead.”
Her hand moved down his shoulder blade, feeling the lines of old scars beneath her fingertips. 
“Listen to me, then.”
Mosam cupped her cheek. 
“What good would I be if I didn’t?”
Yajain exhaled softly. 
“I want to love you, but please. We have to make things right with Lin.”
He brushed her skin, weathered fingertips. 
“If we don’t, we’ll never be able to go home again. I know.”
“So we agree.” She brought her face close to his.
His hand moved down to her chin, then her throat. 
“Completely.”
Their lips met again. Solna light flickered through the mist outside and shaded the room scarlet. Yajain swung her legs over Mosam and lay him down on the bed. His hand moved down her shoulders to her breasts to her hips. She stretched with him, not a hunter, nor a doctor for a time. The Solna light began to fade behind a distant pillar. Yajain kissed and felt and held him against the approaching shadow.

Razor Crow emerged from the mist above the settlement while Yajain and Mosam walked the grounds around the church together. The black blade of the experimental mist ship angled upward and it descended perfectly. Yajain peered through the open gate of the church as the Crow’s thruster cushion allowed it to descend to one of the nearby docks.
“Now they’re here.” Mosam glanced at her. “Time for a reunion, I guess.”
Yajain brushed a few strands of overlong hair from her face. I’m going to have cut it eventually. She returned Mosam’s look with raised eyebrows. 
“Why am I not surprised you don’t sound excited?”
“Things are going to get more dangerous again.” He grinned. “And, I was getting used to having you to myself.”
Her face flushed. She smiled back at Mosam. 
“It’s only fair. We’ll both have to share.”
The Razor Crow sank out of sight behind the low rooftops. Mosam turned to her. 
“You know, this sorta reminds me of back then, on Kaga. You’d be sitting by the armory watching the ships fly in.” He sighed and his breath misted in the air before him. “I guess I ruined all that.”
She wrapped her fingers around one of his hands. 
“We have a chance to set things right. Besides, we’re here now.”
“Yajay,” he leaned toward her, his shoulder pressing to hers. They kissed gently. “We’d better go meet them.”
“Alright.” Yajain drew away from him but kept her grip on his hand. 
Mosam motioned down the icy street outside the church. They walked through the winter settlement to a dock with an entrance similar to the Velis Keep but raised from the reef, rather than lowered into it. Pansar’s ship needed to keep ready for quick transit in case tyrants had followed them somehow. Yajain hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
They entered through the front of the complex. Mosam told the manager on duty they were there to meet the new arrival. He and Yajain went to the Crow’s hangar. A sheet of sheltering metal extended across the top of the landing dock and sealed it tight. If it wasn’t for the cold Yajain might have wondered how the ship had gotten inside.
The black length of the Razor Crow cut a shadow across the floor. Yajain gazed at the ship, half-surprised it even had landing gear that worked through the thruster cushion. Some panels down the side appeared burnt in places, but otherwise, the vessel looked the same as when she had last seen it.
“Yajain,” Dara said from off to her right. “Yajain is that you?”
Yajain turned and smiled as Dara approached, flanked by the two dark-skinned bandojen technicians, Joth and Enna. Omos Thraid stood behind the others, an uncharacteristic smile on his usually stoic face. Dara’s eyes lit up. She and Yajain embraced. 
“Don’t make me worry like that.”
“I couldn’t help it this time,” said Yajain. They separated. “How is everyone?”
“Cramped, tired, a little rattled from the trip.”
Yajain glanced at the Crow. 
“With Pansar flying evasion, I believe it.”
Dara chuckled. 
“Don’t say that around him. I’ve heard enough of his ranting about security.”
Joth shook his head. 
“At least you don’t have to be in an engineering passage when he boosts, Doctor Merrant.”
“Brother just likes to complain.” Enna smirked. “The Crow is the nicest ship either of us ever worked on.”
Mosam laughed and turned to Joth. 
“Glad all of you made it.”
“No thanks to you.” The bearded bandojen gave an irritated grunt. “Once again.”
Pansar approached, tall, dark form hunched, plastic hand holding a cane which he leaned on in one direction. On his other side, Gellen Chakal walked looking tiny and exhausted. Behind her, Adya walked, followed by Boskem. Yajain frowned as she looked at Pansar. 
“What happened?”
Dara lowered her voice. 
“Too much fluid. It’s part of how we kept getting away from the tyrants.”
“Where is lord DiBaram?” asked Mosam.
“He didn’t want to disembark without his armor,” said Pansar. He gave a shudder and shake of his head. “I think he doesn’t trust my piloting to keep our flight path from being followed.” The hunched officer stopped beside Dara and looked at Mosam. “Make sure no one boards my ship, Coe.”
“Why would I do that, Agent Pansar?”
“The technology of that vessel is unique as far as I know. I will not let the Empress skewer me for losing secrets.”
Mosam scowled.
“You can trust us, Pansar, but we don’t order our people around, so I can’t promise anything.”
Pansar stared down at his cane for a long moment. Yajain realized he was looking at the artificial hand that held the improvised length of metal. 
Mosam took the original from him. I shouldn’t expect him to forgive any more easily than Lin.
“I’m tired, Coe. Don’t make me angry.”
“Why worry? In the state you’re in you are in no position to make demands.”
“So is this the alliance we’re forming here?” Pansar spat on Mosam’s boot. “I hope your senior traitor, Savar, is more respectful than you. Back in Dilinia, you’re the kind of man I would challenge to duel.”
Mosam folded his arms. 
“And what then? Lose your other hand?” 
Pansar’s grip on the cane tightened, pinching muscles together under the transparent skin. His eyes narrowed. 
“When this is over, Coe.”
Yajain stepped between Mosam and Pansar. 
“Cut this out, you two. Neither of you is killing the other on my watch.”
“Yajain.” Mosam sounded surprised.
Pansar’s grip on his cane remained tense. 
“Doctor Aksari, this is a matter of honor.”
“And what about logic?” Yajain asked. “We need to work together to fight the tyrants.”
Pansar’s stance and grip relaxed. 
“You are right.” He swallowed visibly. “Take us to see Savar.”
Yajain glanced at Mosam. He stepped back from Savar. 
“This way.” 
He led the group toward the exit of the hangar. Yajain waited as they streamed past her. Senn DiBaram emerged from the Razor Crow in his hunter armor. He strode to Yajain and offered her a set of small disks she recognized as her hunter’s ears. 
“These certainly come in handy.” His face turned dour as Kidann Odyide scrambled past them to catch up with rest of the group. “But I hope those two can keep from killing each other long enough for us to save everyone and everything out here.”
Yajain looked after Mosam as he got further and further away. 
He’s putting on a show, a tough act. I can’t let him do the same thing to Lin again like he did back on Castenlock.

Yajain sighed, took the hunter’s ears from Senn, and then turned to follow the group.

“Me too.”





The scythe-shaped harvest corsair banked on its thrusters and then glided in a low circle over Ambana Reef’s last settlement. On the bridge of the vessel, Yajain belted herself in at the navigation and communication terminal and watched Solna light play and clash on the ice below from the bridge windows. At the helm, the skinny young Radun Velis guided the ship, while behind him, near Yajain, Mosam sat in the command chair. Behind them, the Razor Crow flew, flanked by two squadrons of four fighters from the harvest fleet.
The sleek mass of Savar’s lone banner ship flew near the rear of the formation, visible on Yajain’s scanners as a green oval flanked by two small ovals, two more scythe corsairs. The fleet flew past the reef’s edge and angled downward, Yajain’s corsair in the lead. She took a deep breath as they hit mist.
“Helm,” said Mosam. “More power to thrust. Give the core a workout.”
“Aye, doctor.” Velis adjusted a few controls. “Thrust building.”
Mosam nodded to him, then turned to Yajain. “Yajain, any trouble on radar?”
“Not yet, but…” The massive pale silver shape of the gatehouse’s upper dome emerged from the reef behind them. It appeared adrift, freshly unmoored from the reef, but Yajain could guess how massive the power it used to move now must be. She frowned down at it out the window. Dara and Kidann, as well as Joth and Enna along with all civilians from the reef settlement, were now on board the ancient ship. 
Dara, in particular, returned to Yajain’s mind. She and Kidann were to transport themselves, using the gatehouse’s smallest portal, to contact the fleet waiting in the corridor to transit once the harvest fleet disrupted the tyrant blockade. The plan was risky, but it was all they had, and at least Dara would be safe until the larger allied fleet began its transit. 
I’m the one of my friends going into the heart of the battle. But what about that huge sphere we saw in that blocked corridor? That sphere controls storms. It, forget the fleet around it, could be enough to crush us all. 
Yajain focused on her breath for a moment.
Time for fight, not flight.
The corsair’s thrusters received cruising power and the ship shot away from the reef, followed by the rest of the fleet. Their course took them straight toward the blockade from the opposite side it was prepared for an attack. Beyond that blockade awaited Firio’s fleet, and with them, Lin and the Ghost Hammer. Yet all those ships, the entire DiKandar Redocate and whatever reinforcements the Empire had been able to scrape together to send, would be doomed if Yajain and Mosam and Savar’s tiny fleet couldn’t disrupt the blockade effectively.
Yajain’s scanners picked up the rear units of the fleet that formed the blockade, among them the form of the former-Dilinian Governor Tirel Sovilan’s massive personal battleship, which appeared on the sensors as a red triangle marked with the name, Ectoros.
Further ahead, several other large ships spread across the end of the corridor, red circles and ovals, with clusters of red dots, small escorts and the specks of fighters at their sides.
A ring of corsairs and banner ships circled just over the hot zone of Calaim Hub’s yellow Solna, currently on the side of the pillar facing Yajain. The corridor read clear of storm clouds, but a vast front already moved over Ambana Reef behind the harvest fleet. That storm must have been sent by the tyrants, and it would arrive in less than the three hours at its current rate of approach. The combined fleet’s transit down the corridor would take less than half that time from their current position at Quelentra Hub. 
We need to hurry.
Mosam stood up from the command chair. 
“We’re about to close with the blockade. Yajain get me Savar.”
Yajain hit a few keys to call the banner ship behind them. A static-laced connection established between the two vessels.
Mosam glanced at her, face grim. She gave him a small nod. He spoke into his headset. 
“Master, I am prepared to engage.”
Savar’s voice returned, distorted and blanketed in noise, completely unreadable. Mosam took the message as the permission he needed. He returned to his seat corner to Yajain. 
“Break the connection,” he said.
She did without a word, but couldn’t help wondering if Savar actually gave them the order or if Mosam, like Yajain, simply saw no other way but to fight. Mosam pulled the main beam weapon’s sights toward his eyes. 
“Take us closer, Radun. I’ll aim for Sovilan’s battleship,” he said. “Firing in ten seconds.”
The corsair swooped under a slender strand of drifting float trees.
Yajain swallowed. She hurriedly typed a message to the Razor Crow and then sent a copy of it to Savar’s banner ship as well. It read simply, engage large ships first. Then she returned her gaze to sensors as the corsair flew past Calaim Hub at a distance of fifty kilometers. Two enemy rangers floating in defensive loops around the pillar broke from their routes to pursue.
Mosam gritted his teeth. 
“I’ve got a firing solution, keep us steady.”
“Will do,” said Radun.
Yajain checked one of the exterior viewers on the navigation terminal that showed the battleship Ectoros. The ship’s long central peak blossomed with fire in the wake of a stream of burning blue light slashing from the corsair across the larger vessel. Mosam released both beam triggers with an audible click as they snapped back into firing position. The corsair sliced through the air over the burning battleship.
“You missed the bridge,” said Radun.
The two rangers accelerated after the corsair.
“I intended to.” Mosam sat back, brow furrowed. “Sovilan is a politician, not a commander. If he is afraid for his life he’ll call more ships to defend him.”
Yajain scanned the echoes and radar and found Mosam was right. Two dozen ships from Sovilan’s personal fleet moved from the blockade toward them. Added to the ones circling Calaim Hub, she couldn’t help but think Mosam had just bitten off more than the whole harvest fleet could chew. 
“What now?” she asked.
“Send word to the gatehouse. Tell them to get Dara and Kidann on their way.”
Yajain nodded, then turned to the communications portion of her terminal. She activated her connection with Savar’s Gatehouse. A beam blazed past the corsair’s viewing window. Yajain grimaced.
“Dara, you there?”
“I’m here,” said Dara.
“Get going. It’s time.”
Dara took a deep breath. 
“Good luck, Yajain.”
Yajain forced a smile though Dara couldn’t see her. 
“You too.”
Their connection terminated. More energy shots flashed around the corsair. The ship shuddered with impacts. 
“Radun, bring us around. We’re going to lead them back toward the banner ship.”
“We won’t be able to hold for long, doctor.” Radun flinched as another blast rocked the corsair. “Aft armor is gone.”
Yajain and Mosam glanced at each other. Mosam exhaled visibly. 
“Angle toward Calaim Hub and climb. Make us look like we’re headed for the settlement. Yajain, call Adya’s corsair to cover us.”
“What are you planning?” Yajain switched the communications to the next closest corsair before Mosam could reply. “Adya, we’re in trouble.”
“You look pretty cooked,” Adya said. “I gotcha covered.”
Yajain turned to Mosam. He grinned as the ship hurtled toward Calaim settlement. Yajain held onto the terminal despite the belts. They entered the arc field around Calaim Pillar. Two rangers still pursued them, but a flurry of coil fluid from Adya’s corsair melted one and sent it spiraling out of control. The other ship closed with Yajain and Mosam’s corsair. 
Mosam glanced at Radun and then turned to Yajain. 
“Time for phase two.” He hit the warning klaxon and addressed the crew. “People, prepare to abandon this ship. We’ve got the trap set. Now we just need to get out of it ourselves.”
Sovilan’s ailing battleship turned toward the pillar, lights flaring along its bow as weapons powered up. Ballistics and flickers of coil fluid shook and seared the corsair. The transplastic dome of the bridge cracked in places. Yajain hunkered down as reports of the crew’s evacuation filtered in over the text filler.
Mosam surged out of the command chair. 
“Helm, set this ship to neutral in this arc field.” He chuckled. “So ends my short captaincy. Radun, Yajain, let’s get off this ship.”
Yajain glanced at him. Their eyes locked. 
“You first, Mosam.”
He shook his head. 
“I wasn’t thinking of going down with the ship, Yajay.” 
The ship shuddered again. Sections of the dome broke free and air whistled into the bridge.
Radun scurried from the controls. 
“Let’s go you two. Now is not the time.” He activated his lifts and kicked off down the passage leading off the bridge.
Mosam inclined his head and grinned at Yajain. 
“These past few shifts have been amazing.”
She smiled but looked down at the sensors. The display had cracked. The enemy ranger was closed in. Her eyes returned to Mosam. 
“Let’s beat these tyrants, then go for the future.”
His hand clapped to her shoulder, rough skin. He activated his lifts with a press to his opposite palm. 
“Let’s fly.”
She activated her lifts and they swam down the passage to the ports on either side of the ship just behind the bridge. Yajain hit the controls on one. The door flew open and a burst of flame erupted in front of her. She stumbled backward a step into Mosam’s chest, hands raised to hold off the flames and turned her head. 
“Other side,” she said.
He slapped his palm against the opposite door control and the door flew open. The white stony side of Calaim pillar appeared. Yajain took his hand and kicked off. The corsair listed. They shot upward through the port as the ship rolled onto its side. A trailing shard of debris flew along Yajain’s shoulder. Pain flared and her ship suit tore. A trickle of blood emerged from the cut. She winced but stayed on course.
They glided free of the ship and swam higher toward the bottom terrace of the settlement. Below them, the dimming core of the corsair flared and stuttered against the brilliance of the yellow Solna circling the pillar below.
Mosam flew awkwardly at her side, still using both arms and legs to climb through the arc. The shapes of other crew members from their corsair shot past all around them, too small for the targeting solutions of the battleship to lock on anyone. Blasts of hot coil fluid spat through the sides of the corsair below. The ship broke apart from core to hull down its entire length. 
The enemy ranger climbed toward the evacuated crew, trailing burning fire on its sides. About four hundred meters below them, a  missile from Adya’s corsair connected with the ranger’s center. The fifty-meter long ship burst along its sides even as it continued to streak upward. Blackened material and smoke blotted out the light below as the ship spiraled into pieces.
Yajain grabbed Mosam around the waist with both hands and jerked both of them out of the path of the wreckage. Debris scattered from the ranger into the abyss. The crew from the doomed vessel streamed out of its escape ports on their lifts.
Yajain’s hand fell to the coil pistol at her belt.
“Look for the tyrant,” Mosam shouted over the roar of the dying ranger. “If we kill it, these people can become our allies.”
Yajain nodded. They flew to the ship together as the ranger began to stall from flying vertically on thrusters. They raced alongside the ship, climbing higher and higher. The cracked transteel viewer of the ranger’s front bridge came into view parallel to Yajain and Mosam. Within, the tentacles eel-like shape of a tyrant remained latched to the controls.
“My pistol won’t get through that armor,” Yajain said. Her cut shoulder ached. Perhaps the wound there went deeper than it looked.
“Just hold me steady,” said Mosam. He stopped his movements to fly with his arms and pulled back the sleeve of his ship suit. The freshly reloaded biocompartment in his arm sprang open, revealing a red glowing core. 
Debris from one of the ranger’s wings scattered through the air. Yajain kicked twice and maneuvered out of the way. Fragments of blackened metal and plastic hurtled through the air, but none of them struck either Yajain or Mosam.
A beam of red energy shot from the miniature core attached to Mosam’s arm. The light pierced the ship’s armor and the tyrant beyond. An eruption of pale red steam filled the ranger’s bridge. The ship stopped climbing and began to sink, now lacking the tyrant’s direct thruster control.
A cloud of survivors from both the corsair and the rangers swam began to alight on the terrace above. Yajain and Mosam flew over the edge and landed on the terrace. The red uniforms of Sovilan’s fleet surrounded them. The core beamer snapped back into Mosam’s arm, but Yajain kept her hand on her pistol. The ranger’s crew continued to land all around.
Mosam stepped forward, arms raised and palms out. 
“People, this terrace is about to get hot. We need to move inside the shell of this pillar.”
They stared at him, in the daze that came from being relieved of tyrant control. Yajain walked past Mosam. 
“Listen to us. We’re on your side here.”
More crew from the corsair began to land all around the terrace, including young Radun with gray dust in his blond hair. A man with a tei officer’s markings on his uniform stepped forward. 
“We’re going people.” He glanced at Yajain and Mosam. “I have a feeling we’re about to get some answers.”
Yajain nodded to the tei officer and the whole group started across the terrace. As she walked, Yajain looked back. The blockading fleet circled the harvest fleet as Savar’s ships approached Calaim Hub. She waved more crew on ahead of her to shelter and hoped their distraction would be enough.





Crouched by the open passage leading to the open air outside, Yajain gazed over the terrace at the battle. Burning strands of chemical propellant and threads of cooling fluid from coil discharges arced and hung and floated in the mist. Thunderous sounds of ballistics echoed in the air, counterpointed by the sizzle of energy weapons. Burnt air tinged the entryway with bitter scents.
Ships fell under fire, plummeting into the abyss, others reared back under fire, caught in the arc fields of two other nearby pillars visible from Yajain’s vantage point. The tyrant controlled fleet appeared reluctant to break enough ships from the blockade to clash with the harvest fleet. In the passage behind Yajain, a collection of crew members from both Mosam’s corsair and the ranger that destroyed their ship clustered. The rest went with Mosam to the interior of the pillar to investigate the place further. Yajain began to worry after the first few minutes, and soon wished she had gone with them rather than staying to watch for the combined fleet.
Adya’s corsair descended over the barren terrace and Yajain’s communicator chimed with a message. She turned down the sound in her hunter’s ears, which she’d plugged in after the crash. She waited. 
Senn DiBaram spoke over their connection. 
“Doctor Aksari, my team is preparing to drop onto the terrace by your position.”
“It’s all clear.” Yajain scanned the air for signs of encroaching enemy fighters. She spotted two approaching, having broken through a stream of fire from Savar’s banner ship. “But hurry. Enemy fighters are on their way.”
“We’ll be quick.” He terminated the connection.
Yajain glanced behind her to a team made up of former enemies. 
“People, we’re getting reinforcements. Anyone with a rifle, follow me to help cover them.”
Two of the ranger’s former crew nodded and raised long-arms. Yajain led the two of them out onto the terrace, keeping low. The drop doors of Adya’s corsair opened and four troopers from Ambana settlement descended, guiding a boxy arc mover between them. Senn DiBaram in his three-armed armor and with his sol blade sheathed at his hip flew beside them. Fighters swooped in as Adya’s corsair moved again to peel off from the terrace.
Yajain tracked the fighters with her finger. 
“Give them something to dodge.”
The two riflemen opened fire on the screaming fighters high on Yajain’s left, searing them with bursts of fluid. Yajain ducked and drew her pistol as Senn’s team swam past to her right. The fighters returned fire with flickering beams, each weapon-port dividing into a splintering curtain of hot beams of light. Yajain didn’t have time to raise her pistol before the lasers raked the terrace in front of her and made her step back to avoid a spray of molten dust.
The riflemen on her immediate left took a bolt in the leg. His uniform blackened. He staggered, then fell. 
“Get out of here,” Yajain shouted to the other rifleman.
She reached down and grabbed the wounded man by the forearm. She kicked on arc lifts and dragged the man toward the passage the led to safety off the terrace. Senn and his squad vanished inside. The fighters swept past, unable to turn to continue strafing at such high velocity.
Yajain and the two riflemen slipped into the passage. She landed beside Senn, blood pounding in her heart, and starting to well in the dressed cut on her shoulder. She set down the wounded man, and turned to a medic from the ranger. 
“Beam burn in the leg. Help him.”
The medic approached and, with the help of a crew member from the corsair, carried the wounded man off to one side.
Senn’s team powered down the arc mover and settled it onto the floor of the passage further back from the opening.
“What’s your cargo?” Yajain asked.
“A gift for you.” Senn flipped open the doors on top of the mover, revealing the shape of the four-armed antique Ditari battle armor he had brought on the Crow for Yajain. “We may need another armed hunter,” he said.
She frowned down at the armor. 
“I’ve never practiced with enhanced muscles.”
“You’ll be fine. Hunter armor is a natural extension of the body, even without plugins.”
Yajain thumbed on the safety and then handed Senn her pistol. 
“Hold this while I get into this armor.”
He nodded, taking the weapon. She walked to the box of the arc mover. He circled to the side and tipped the box upright with as much strength as the four unarmored men could have managed. Yajain slipped inside the armor from behind where its back unsealed. Her pressure in the boots moved something and the back sealed behind her. 
She looked through the mask at the team before her as her arms slipped into the plated sleeves down to the gloves. Her bulky shoulders with additional arms attached inhibited peripheral vision. She hoped her hunter’s ears would be able to keep that from inhibiting her reactions.
Father’s martial arts and self-defense classes emphasized unarmed combat and small blades. Hunting emphasized shooting. Two long blades waited, sheathed on Yajain’s armored sides. She settled her head against the cushion of the armored helmet. As she pressed her head to the back all the muscle enhancements throughout the suit of armor constricted to fit her body from the neck down.
Senn walked stepped in front of her. 
“Are you prepared?” he asked.
Yajain took a step forward, feeling awkward only because of the lengthened movement. She looked down at her hands. A vare gauntlet wrapped around one wrist, where her other short blade lay hidden. Despite Senn’s asking her permission to deploy the armor before the battle, Yajain had not understood how far he would go. She flexed her fingers. 
“I think I’ve got it.”
“Arc lift controls are in the helmet,” said Senn. “Just say ‘lift’ and they will activate. Unfortunately, the old armor lacks optical camouflage.”
“Understood.” Yajain stepped out of the box and turned toward the passage leading further into the pillar. Her personal communicator chimed with Mosam. She connected to him. “Mosam?”
“Yajain,” he said. “I can see into the core chamber.” He took a deep breath. “It looks like they’ve wrapped a scanner around the core.”
“Like the one from Sifar?” Yajain asked.
“Most definitely.” Mosam’s voice fell. “It’s under guard. We have to clear it off. Bring as many fighters as you can. If they activate this pillar as a weapon when the fleet arrives we won’t be the only ones that get fried.”
She thought of Ogidar and the battle with the tyrants by the core of Sifar. 
“I’ll be there soon. Be careful, Mosam.” Yajain turned to her team. “Any of you who have weapons and aren’t hurt, follow me. We have work to do.”

The settlement’s interior streets filled with people who stared at Yajain and Senn and the others as they led the way toward the core. She ignored their stares, hidden within her armor. They reached a narrow, sloping passage marked with “core access” at its top.
Mosam’s team had reported passing through it.
At the end of the passage, the light of the core gleamed through a transparent access door, casting the shadows of the figures within on the walls and floor. Yajain and Senn led a half-dozen crew members from two wrecked ships to meet up with Mosam’s team. 
Mosam looked from the core chamber to Yajain as they approached. He double-glanced at her in surprise.
“Well, that should come in handy. Glad you joined us, Lord DiBaram.”
“It’s my honor.” Senn walked past Mosam to the access door. “How many are down there?”
“At least five tyrants and fifteen or twenty slaved humans.”
Yajain glanced around at Mosam’s team. 
“I suppose they’ll have us outnumbered then.”
“The rest of the crew members are making sure nothing else gets in. But now we have to stop them from turning this pillar into an inferno.” He jerked his thumb out the access door at snakelike shadow curving around the cylinder of the pillar’s core. “That scanner probably only needs a few more minutes before it can overcharge everything.”
Yajain nodded. 
“I’ll deal with the scanner. Can the rest of you handle the guards?”
Mosam and Senn glanced at each other.
“Of course,” said Senn.
Mosam shrugged. 
“We’ll do our best.”
Yajain smiled at him, hoping he could tell she meant to reassure, though he couldn’t see her face. He looked at her, took a deep breath, and then hit the control for the access door. 
“Move, people.”
Senn went through the door first, armor flickering. He vanished under optical camouflage. Mosam leaned over the edge of the opening leading into the core chamber, a beam pistol in hand. He retreated a step and glanced at Yajain. 
“Remember, don’t damage the core. If it breaks, this whole pillar will end up lightless.”
Yajain nodded at him.
“Lifts,” she said under her breath. 
She kicked off and flew toward the core. Behind her, Mosam opened fire, beam lancing into a man patrolling at the base of the core chamber where the great glowing cylinder vanished into the floor. A pair of tyrants surged into the room, tendrils and raised beamers. Below, Senn materialized momentarily and cut through one of the reinforcements with a single blow. The tyrant’s front half crumpled inward, armor rent apart by the blow.
Yajain sailed overhead, trailed by a string of crew members led by Mosam. More enemy troops appeared from passages below. Two more tyrants opened fire with beams from a position on the ceiling of the chamber. One beam sliced close to Yajain. The other hit a man behind her. She winced as the crewman plummeted, already dead.
Mosam dropped toward the floor, unable to shoot due to his awkward flight motion. Senn fought the remaining tyrant below, cutting through armored tendrils as the alien retreated. The alien’s stinging tail already dragged lifeless on the ground. Clouds of tyrant pollen belched from each creature’s stacks. 
They’ll get out troops on their side if we don’t stop them.
“Aim for the tyrants!” Yajain called. “They’re the real enemy.”
Mosam echoed her words as he led troops down toward the floor. Beams and coil fluid sliced and seared the air. Yajain reached the core over the scanner. Just a few more meters.
She angled herself and darted toward the serpentine creature. A tyrant flew toward her from the chaos below. The alien interposed himself between her and the scanner. Long blades extended from the end of each tendril. 
Yajain’s extra arms reacted automatically, batting the tyrant’s blades away before they could cut her. She triggered the release for the arm blade. Her wrist-mounted short sword shot forward. She punched into the tyrant. Armor buckled and her blade cut through. The tyrant bellowed in pain. She circled and kicked both legs into the alien’s side. The tyrant plummeted toward the floor. 
She approached the scanner as it shifted in color from dark gray to pulsing red.
It’s going critical. She swung her arm-mounted vare blade toward the scanner. The blade glowed red and shock ran through even her muscle-enhanced arm as the strike sliced the creature in two. A spurt of red and blue fluid coated her armor and the color drained from the scanner. It unwrapped from the core and tumbled toward the floor below.
Yajain circled the core. The tyrants above floated still, their bodies blackened by fire and fluid. The remaining tyrant troops below threw down their weapons. Bodies riddled the floor and the air was full of drifting dust and blood.
“Mosam!” Yajain called as she descended. 
He limped toward her, supported by one of the corsair’s crew. One leg was blackened down the side from knee to ankle. Yajain’s eyes lingered on the wound. Another burn. Another scar.
“It’s not serious,” he said. “But it hurts.”
“Right,” she said. The pillar rumbled with a flurry of sounds like thunder. “I don’t think we’re out of this yet.”
More sonic booms rocked the pillar. Senn approached them. “That’s the combined fleet,” he said. “They’re here.”

Yajain supported Mosam as they gazed from the terrace. Ships of the combined fleet shot down the passage and then scattered through the fractured tyrant blockade ship by ship. Weapons blazed and tyrant vessels fell. Others moved to disengage. The tyrants retreated from the end of the corridor and from Calaim Hub.
Combined Ditari and sorai vessels raced through the air, many not fully decelerated from the transit, prows still burning. Redocate and colony ships led the charge, but among them flew vessels with Ijan markings. The combined fleet stormed toward Calaim Hub. As warships forced the defenders back from the corridor, Yajain glimpsed Castenlock and DiKandar Hall
split from the battle and sail toward the hub where the embattled harvest fleet held position. Along with the two massive vessels flew Solnakite and the other rangers of the rescue fleet, along with a single banner ship, the Ghost Hammer.
She gazed at the approaching ships, Mosam’s arm around her armored waist. 
“I know what you meant,” he said. “When you said we weren’t of out of this yet.”
Thunder rumbled in the direction of the reed where storm clouds moved fast. Yajain looked at Mosam’s sweat-streaked face. 
“Let me face her first. You worry about the battle.”
He nodded and gripped her tighter.





Trails of gas streaked behind the retreating tyrant fleet, vanishing into the storm clouds over Ambana Reef. The vanguard of the combined fleet skirted the storm front. Yajain watched from a forward compartment of Castenlock as the storm rumbled toward the main body of the fleet. 
Explorer ships like Castenlock could handle most wind without much trouble, but many of the smaller military vessels would struggle to maneuver when the storm reached the fleet. Clouds and winds closed in from every direction now, filling the corridor behind as well as the space ahead. The fleet would be where all fronts converged.
Behind her in a swivel chair bolted to the floor sat Mosam, his freshly treated leg propped on a second chair. He saw her glance and raised an eyebrow. 
“This is starting to look like one huge trap,” he said.
“That’s what I think it is.” Yajain frowned out the transteel window as their forward ships began to circle back toward the fleet.
“The tyrants almost certainly have ships in those clouds. Electrical storms don’t scare them.”
Yajain nodded. 
“That sphere from the corridor we took in the Razor Crow I think its how they control these storms. I’ve never heard of anything like that before, and the clouds wouldn’t go near it. What are we going to do?”
“We don’t know for sure what that sphere was, but it looked like it was made of the same material as the gatehouses.”
“You think the gatebuilders made it?” Yajain stared into the dark clouds as lightning began to flicker between them. “If they did, I can believe it controls the weather.”
Mosam swung his wounded leg down from the seat and got tentatively to his feet. He limped between seats to Yajain’s side. He put a hand on her shoulder. 
“If you’re right, and they use the sphere to control storms, then we need to find it right away. I’d gamble on them wanting to protect it from us.”
Yajain her thumb to her lip. 
“Where do they not want us to go?”
“Paradise,” said Mosam. “The thing they came here to find and fight for.” He looked at Yajain.
Yajain frowned. Rowuz, the captive Tyrant from Sifar had mentioned one place like that. 
“Vilmanorin, the dark machra pillar where it’s always cold.” 
Mosam’s hand lifted from her shoulder and pointed through the clouds. 
“That’s here in Kerida, in the expanse furthest from the corridor to the rest of human space.”
“If it’s on the other side of those clouds, how are we supposed to get there?” Yajain asked.
Mosam smiled.
“You forgot about the gatehouse. It can’t handle the large ships, but rangers and banner ships should be able to fit through the largest gates.”
Yajain turned toward him, and glimpsed her empty suit of Ditari armor across the room out of the corner of her eye. 
“We should aim as many ships as we can for those gates then.”
“We have to hurry.” Mosam peered out the window. “Those storms are moving toward us faster than the gatehouse.”
“A race.” Yajain started toward the door. Mosam fell into step behind her. Yajain donned her armor. The two of them left the forward observation area for the central passage of the ship. There, they turned toward the bridge. Yajain’s armor carried her faster than her usual stride thanks to enhanced leg muscles.
She and Mosam reached the bridge where two MPs stood. Yajain stepped forward. 
“We need to speak to Captain Gattri.”
The MPs exchanged nervous glances.
“I’m Doctor Yajain Aksari,” she said. “Please, we’re short on time.”
One of the MPs nodded. 
“Go on, Doctors.”

The domed bridge of Castenlock swarmed with officers and engineering crews. Yajain and Mosam approached the raised central walkway of the bridge. Captain Firio Gattri looked exhausted as he turned toward them. Yajain stopped a few meters from the captain and saluted.
“Captain, Doctor Yajain Aksari reporting.”
“That’s you in there, Yajain?” Firio’s look of pure exhaustion became a weary smile. “You made it.”
Mosam folded his arms. 
“Captain Gattri, Doctor Aksari and I have a message we need you to relay to the fleet.”
Firio scowled. 
“What is it? We’re in the middle of a battle.”
One of the lower officers approached the side of the walkway from below. 
“Captain, we’ve detected a large number of core signatures within the clouds over the reef.”
“Ships in the mist,” Mosam muttered.
Firio massaged one of his temple with. 
“They can’t be human ships. Those storms are too intense.”
“Captain,” Yajain said. “The tyrants are controlling the storms. There’s a device on the far side of this cluster they may be using to do it.”
His eyes widened slightly. 
“What can we do?” 
“That’s our message.” Mosam gazed through the bridge’s viewers. The combined fleet fanned out in places and began to cluster near pillars on the edge of the formation. “Savar’s Gatehouse can send smaller ships instantly to where the tyrants are controlling the storms. We need to start sending ships through right away.”
“How small will the ships have to be?” Firio asked.
Mosam turned toward him. “One banner ship at a time through the large gate. One ranger through each of the next to largest.”
“That few?” Firio scowled. “If the tyrants are attacking us with such power here, I can only imagine how their base will be defended.”
“We’ve seen their fleet.” Yajain folded her arms. “They have hundreds of ships, but we’re out of options. Those storms won’t let us win here if we don’t stop them. Captain, we need to launch the attack. Fast.”
“As soon as possible.” Firio nodded his graying head.
“Are there any small ships nearby?” Mosam glanced at Yajain. “I want to see this through to the end.”
Firio closed his eyes. 
“Solnakite should still be in Calaim’s arc.”
With one armored hand, Yajain took Mosam’s wrist, careful of her suit’s powerful grip. 
“I’ll go too.” 
I can’t let you go alone, Mosam, and I want to see this end as much as you do.
Firio turned back toward the front of the bridge, eyebrows furrowed. 
“Yajain, tell Captain Ettasil, good luck.”
“I’ll tell him. And don’t worry, we’re all coming back.”
In reply, Firio motioned for a bridge officer. 
“Get me the Solnakite, then contact fleet command on DiKandar Hall. We have information they need to know.”
Yajain turned to Mosam. 
“Are you ready?”
“Ready to risk my life again?” He sighed. “I always am until I look at you.”
She released her grip on his wrist. 
“If you get in trouble, don’t worry. I’ll be there to save you.”
Firio turned to them. 
“Doctor Aksari, the Solnakite is in the closest starboard docking bay.” He muttered something under his breath, words audible only through her hunter’s ears that brought tears to Yajain’s eyes.
“Thank you, captain.” Yajain blinked back her tears.
She and Mosam marched off the bridge. He glanced at her as the doors closed behind them. 
“What did he say?”
Yajain turned to Mosam.
“He said he’ll pray for both of us. Even you.”

Yajain and Mosam boarded the Solnakite through a flight port, swimming to the entrance on Castenlock’s arc field. Captain Ettasil’s crew must have detected their entry, because as soon as the hatch sealed, the ship accelerated again. The ranger glided further into thickening mist. Yajain led the way from the port along the middle deck passage and then to the tumbler bay.
Tei Officer Cava Sogun met them there. 
“Doctor Aksari, I didn’t expect I’d ever see you again, let alone dressed in Ditari battle armor.”
“Hello to you too,” said Yajain. She glanced at the armed tumbler. Its sides were blackened and the small wings and steering fins looked stripped of plating in places. “Any serious damage?”
Sogun shook her head. 
“We were lucky. She’s ready to fly.”
“Good.” Yajain motioned to Mosam. “Once we’re through the gate we’re going to need every weapon available.”
“Weapons, huh?” a voice said from behind Yajain. She turned. Banedd Loattun stood in the entrance to the tumbler bay, Sonetta beside him holding a fluid coil rifle. “Guess we’re right on time.”
“Don’t joke,” Sonetta said. “We’re useless ship to ship.” She looked at Yajain, frowning. “Yajain, I hope you know what you’re doing.”
I wish, Yajain thought. 
“We have to get to the sphere. If we don’t, the whole fleet will be fighting in storm conditions and we won’t win.”
Solnakite banked and they all swayed. Captain Ettasil’s voice came over the speakers in the tumbler bay. 
“We’re almost to the gatehouse. Fleet banner ships are covering us.”
Yajain frowned. 
“Does anyone have a communicator to the bridge?”
Sogun unhooked the headset from behind her ear. 
“Use this.”
Yajain put on the headset and spoke. “Captain, use one of the smaller gates.”
“Second row from the bottom,” said Mosam.
Yajain repeated Mosam’s words, then added, “Captain Gattri wished us luck.”
“I’ll thank him when we get back,” said Kebrim. “Brace for acceleration.”
Mosam was talking on a communicator to Savar’s Banner ship, directing the Harvest Fleet back toward the gatehouse. The Solnakite burst forward on a pulse from the main engine. Yajain braced against one wall with one armored palm, and Mosam hung onto her side. The others shifted to the opposite wall.
“We’re getting interference,” said Kebrim over the headset. “It’s the Ghost Hammer.”
Yajain scowled. 
“Lin?”
“She’s racing us to the gatehouse.”
“Not us,” Yajain murmured. “Savar.”
“Gates are open.” Mosam grimaced and lowered his communicator. “One transfer per five minutes.”
“Twenty seconds to the gate,” the captain said. 
Yajain imagined the sweat dripping from Captain Ettasil’s pale face.
The ship rocked and bucked, then banked into a downward curve. Yajain’s armor kept her steady. Banedd, Sonetta, and Sogun barely held to the braces on the wall.
Ettasil laughed. 
“We’re through the gate. Sensors are coming up.”
Yajain held her breath.
“We’ve got company,” said Ettasil. “It’s the Ghost Hammer.”
Yajain took a deep breath. Lin, I know why you’re here. And you can’t kill him, not before or after the battle.
“Mount up,” said Sogun. She turned to Sonetta and Banedd. “On the double.”





Ghost Hammer shot through the mist in front of the tumbler. Yajain sat in a copilot seat behind Tei Officer Sogun and the pilot, Harish, and watched the banner ship angle toward Solnakite. Beyond the gleam of the Ghost Hammer’s nose, darkness and shadow blanketed the pillars. A single massive pillar glimmered with reflected light, but only a handful of distant solnas cast their shine into the misty air.
“They look like they’re going to fire,” said Sogun.
“Can you contact their bridge?” Yajain asked.
“I can try.”
“Do it, then let me talk to my sister.”
Sogun hit a few keys, then nodded to Yajain.
“Lin, this is Yajain. Do you know why we went through the gate?”
Lin’s voice filtered into Yajain’s headset. 
“The aliens have a strong point on this side. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it once you hand over Doctor Coe.”
Yajain scowled at the Ghost Hammer, as the banner ship’s weapons powered up. The whine and glow within the main beam cannon’s barrel. 
“Is your revenge really more important to you than the rest of the human race?”
“I told you my priority, Yajain. Now let me contact the ranger so they can hand him over.”
“He’s not on the ranger,” said Yajain. “He’s with me on this tumbler.”
“Yajain, what have you done?”
Yajain took a deep breath. 
“I’ve made peace, Lin. We need to fly together.”
“You’re letting him go. After what you promised me?”
“Please, don’t you see we have to forgive or this won’t end?”
The Ghost Hammer circled past the tumbler, trailing droplets of freezing rain. Yajain suspended the voice input on her headset and glanced at the Tei Officer piloting the tumbler.
Sogun turned to Yajain. 
“They’re following us.”
“Good,” said Yajain. “We need to head for the largest pillar in the dark ahead. That’s Vilmanorin, where they’re hiding the storm sphere.”
Sogun’s eyebrows narrowed. 
“Doctor, this is a risky move at best. Possibly suicide.”
Harish whistled.
“I’m getting used to taking risks.” I only hope I’m right about Lin. “She won’t fire on us, but she’ll use those weapons on the tyrants if we give her no other options.”
Sogun grimaced. 
“Seems like we’re already committed.” 
Yajain nodded.
“My apologies, Tei Officer.”
Sogun guided the ship toward the dark and shook her head. 
“I should have known you’d get us into trouble out here.”
“Why is that?”
“You seemed so reasonable at first, too reasonable really.”
Yajain laughed. 
“When we get back you’re gonna have to tell me how I ever seemed reasonable at all.”
The tumbler sliced through the air and Sogun hit the searchlights to cut paths through the darkness.
“Air temperature outside is falling,” shouted Sonetta from the passenger compartment. “Negative 10 degrees.”
Sogun muttered something under her breath. The beams of their searchlights fell across the side of an enormous metallic sphere hanging in the distant mist, silhouetted against the massive breadth of a pillar at least ten times broader than any Yajain had ever seen, and lacking any Solna. 
Ice clung to the side of the pillar in huge vertical sheets. The searchlights illuminated what looked like tiny pinprick gaps in those sheets. Yajain judged by the distance that each of those passages into the pillar could be at least large enough for the Solnakite to fly through. That’s it, she thought, the tyrant paradise.
“A machra pillar,” breathed Sogun. “Guess you were right about the sphere’s location, doctor.”
Yajain nodded. 
“Take us closer to the sphere. We need to find a way inside so we can stop the storms.”
Captain Ettasil spoke from the Solnakite through the cockpit speakers of the tumbler. 
“Sogun, Yajain, what are you doing?”
“We’re going to board the storm sphere,” Sogun replied. “Doctor Aksari has an idea of how we can save the rest of the fleet.”
Yajain leaned forward to speak to the captain.
“Even if we destroy the sphere, the Tyrants will win the main battle if we don’t take control of the storms ourselves.”
Ettasil hesitated, then said, “I’ll cover your approach.”
The tumbler streaked through the icy blackness. Condensation formed across the windscreen then streaked away thanks to their speed, leaving the view mostly clear. Oblong tyrant ships became visible between them and the sphere. What had been specks in the distance resolved into vessels the size of the Solnakite or larger.
Sogun glanced at Yajain. 
“Get that rail gun armed, doctor. It may come in useful, yet.”
Harish gave his head a shake, jaw set.
Yajain scanned the controls and quickly found a jury-rigged targeting system with a gun sight eyepiece. She raised the eyepiece with one armored hand and started to aim the massive weapon attached to the tumbler’s bottom.
“Warn us before you fire.” Harish’s hands flew over the controls.
Sogun glanced at the pilot. He stared at the closing alien ships.
“Right.” Yajain scanned in a circle with the gun turret’s targeting camera. In the mist behind the pursuing Ghost Hammer she glimpsed three more shapes cruising after them. Savar’s Banner ship, Adya’s Corsair, and a Ditari ranger she didn’t recognize. 
“Looks like we’ve got back up.”
“Eyes forward,” Sogun said. “We’re about to meet our hosts.”
Yajain whirled the cannon with an easy twist of the controls. Her suit’s second set of arms braced on either side of her seat. The gun sight squared on one of a pair of tyrant ships similar to the scout from the forest station. Yajain steadied her aim. 
“I’m going to fire.”
“Do it,” Sogun said.
Yajain squeezed the trigger. A flash of bright metal exploded from the cannon and cut straight through a tyrant ship, still a thousand or more meters ahead. The ship fell in pieces. The tumbler’s nose bucked up slightly from the recoil, but Harish and Sogun kept it under control. Someone in the passenger compartment cursed out loud.
Where one tyrant ship fell, four more swooped into formation with the survivor. 
A salvo of beams and missiles from Ghost Hammer smashed all five to pieces. Blazing fires and floating streams of fluid lit the darkness between pillars, casting the shadows of dozens of tyrant craft ahead of the tumbler and to all sides. 
Solnakite and the newly arrived ships behind it followed the Ghost Hammer and the tumbler as they formed the tip of the spear.
Yajain gritted her teeth as flames blossomed along tyrant ships in all directions.
“Two thousand meters to the sphere and closing.” Sogun’s eyes narrowed. “No more ships have come through our gates.”
Mosam slipped into the cockpit of the tumbler from the passenger compartment. He steadied himself on the backs of Sogun’s and Yajain’s seats and gazed out at the sphere. 
“Head for the sphere’s equator,” he said. “I think I know how we can get inside.”
“Equator?” Sogun asked.
“Midsection,” said Mosam.
Sogun grunted. 
“I’ve got us aimed at its widest point.”
Mosam nodded. 
“Good, I have a feeling about that spot.”
Yajain scanned with the rail gun’s sights, but all the tyrant ships close enough to threaten already burned from other attacks. She frowned as her view passed over the sphere’s sparkling middle where it glittered in the darkness. 
“It looks solid, Mosam.”
“Trust me. That thing looks like it was built by the same people who made the gatehouses. They had means beyond our ends.”
“You’re crazy,” said Sogun.
Harish whispered a curse in his religion’s prayer language.
“Stay on course,” Yajain murmured. “I think I see where he’s going with this.”
“One thousand meters out. Ghost Hammer is still on our tail.”
“But we have four more ships behind them.” Yajain swung the turret to point forward. “Lin won’t fire on us, not with me on board.”
“Glad to hear you aren’t totally suicidal.” Sogun checked an instrument, then spoke into a microphone. “Captain Ettasil, we are closing with the sphere. Standby for more—”
An explosion cut the air behind them and the shock rippled through the mist. The tumbler shook but held course. Yajain glanced at Sogun. 
“Captain, are you alright?” Sogun asked over the communicator. “Damn it, Captain.”
Yajain’s eyes widened. She turned the turret back. A trio of tyrant ships rose from the abyssal darkness, each one large as a banner ship and covered in glowing weapon bays. Solnakite dove into the shadows surrounding one pillar to the side of Vilmanorin. Smoke billowed from the ranger’s crippled flank. Yajain looked up from the viewer.
Before the tumbler, the midsection of the sphere split in places, opening to reveal lights within and to release swarms of small tyrant ships. Yajain scowled and turned the rail gun forward. 
“See those ports, Harish?” asked Mosam. “We’re aiming for one of them.”
Sogun nodded but said nothing. Harish gritted his teeth. The tumbler accelerated toward the sphere.
Lin spoke in Yajain’s headset. 
“Yajain, turn back. There are too many enemies.”
“We can’t escape now if we don’t win,” Yajain said. “Lin we have to fight to the inside of the sphere.”
Lin growled. 
“If you’re leading me into a trap, Yajain—”
“It’s not a trap. It’s our only chance to save the fleet.” Yajain took a deep breath. “If we don’t stop those storms, none of us are ever going to leave this cluster.”
“Suppose I believe you? What do we need to do to get inside?”
“There are ports around the sphere’s midsection. Aim for one of those.”
“Alright, Yajay.”
“See you on the other side, Lin.”
Yajain turned to Sogun, then to Mosam behind her. Swarms of tyrant ships emerged from the ports around the storm sphere. The tumbler drew closer.
Sogun’s eyes never left the forward view. 
“Fire at will.”
Yajain returned her eyes to the gunsight and trained the gun on the nearest tyrant ship. She shot down one, then aimed again and hit another in the side. The second ship cracked in half vertically. Dozens of tyrant ships closed in. Behind the tumbler, Savar’s banner ship Adya’s corsair and the ranger following them broke off and circled the three tyrant capitol ships that crippled Solnakite. 
“Let’s make this count,” said Lin. “Ghost Hammer is taking a lot of damage.”
“Two hundred meters to the port,” said Sogun.
Yajain missed the next tyrant ship with the rail gun. Ghost Hammer’s fusillade vaporized the vessel before it could return fire against the tumbler. An impact rocked Yajain’s gunsights. She looked up from the viewer.
“Just debris,” Mosam said from behind her.
“One hundred meters to the port.” Sogun grimaced.
Harish stared straight forward.
Thirty or forty tyrant ships flew toward them, weapons blazing. The tumbler darted between blasts of heat and searing bolts of coil fluid. The anti-glare visor of Yajain’s armor let her see everything clearly. The tumbler sailed through an open port, out of the heat of the tyrant’s barrage, through a dark tunnel, and into the bright light within the storm sphere.
Yajain laughed. On the inside, the sphere looked like a miniature version of a universe. Holographic pillars floated in clusters and arcs throughout the cavernous sphere. Only at the center of the chamber did a transparent bubble float beside the holographic tower of the pillar Vilmanorin, its icy face gleaming in light form. But here, the sphere appeared as a mere speck in the center of shifting chaotic clouds. Yajain glimpsed Ambana Reef and Haxos Mirror, Sifar and the Bahami Forest, Ija’s pillar and even Toraxas Hub, all recognizable along with countless other slender pillars engulfed in varying levels of holographic mist.
She glanced at Mosam, as he blinked and regained his sight. 
“It’s the entire frontier,” Yajain said. “They’ve mapped everything at once in this room.”
Mosam’s eyes slowly widened. 
“They’ve been watching everything from this ship.”
“I can’t believe it. We’re getting a full arc field everywhere.” Harish guided the tumbler between shimmering pillars made of projected light.
“Why would they do this?” Sogun asked.
“It’s a control room,” said Yajain.” She pointed toward the liquid eddying bubble suspended by six bridges near the image of Vilmanorin at the center of the room. “That looks like the place they’re operating from.”
She examined the bridges as they flew closer. Each one connected to a blue-glowing artificial core on the edge of the mapping area. Yajain stared, dazzled by the scale and scope.
Mosam nodded toward the central bubble. 
“We get there, the storms will be ours.”
Yajain glanced at him. He nodded at her.
Ghost Hammer rocketed into the sphere from a tunnel to Yajain’s right. Lin’s ship raced toward the center of the sphere, trailing gouts of smoke and strands of cooling coil fluid. The banner ship cut through holographic pillars as it listed sideways. Yajain stared as Ghost Hammer began to spiral out of control. The tiny shapes of evacuating crew ejected from the sides. 
“Lin!”





Yajain left the cockpit of the tumbler for the passenger compartment, bulky in her armor. Mosam followed her. 
“You can’t go down there alone,” he said. “Tyrants will be all over the crash site.”
“Are you volunteering to come with me?”
“You know I am. I just don’t have to like it.”
They reached the rear door. Yajain turned toward him. 
“One way or another, I’m going. She’s still my sister, Mosam. We have to make things right.”
“The bubble is right there.” Mosam sighed. “But I understand.” He flexed his arm, the one Yajain knew contained the miniaturized core weapon he’d used to kill the tyrant on the bridge of the blockade ranger.
“Let’s go,” said Yajain.
Sonetta and Banedd were right at their back. Yajain shook her head. 
“You two stay here. Someone needs to get to the bubble.”
“Got it.” Banedd saluted. “Good luck.”
Sonetta took a step toward Yajain. 
“Don’t die out there. Either of you.”
Mosam smirked. 
“We’ll do our best.” 
The rear door of the tumbler opened with a metallic whine as they circled toward the crash site where Ghost Hammer fell beside an artificial core at the edge of the vast control room. Yajain wrapped one arm around Mosam’s waist, activated her lifts with a whisper in her headset, and then stepped out of the tumbler. 
They descended in core light toward the enormous bowl of the sphere’s floor. At ports around the middle of the sphere where the bridges held up the central bubble, small tyrant ships began to reenter the chamber.
Cold air rushed around them as they glided among palls of drifting smoke. Mosam flexed his fingers. The core weapon emerged from his arm and he looked this way and that. 
“Three…four…five. Five little ships came back. But this place must be crawling with tyrants even without them.”
Yajain scanned the silver-paneled floor of the sphere for movement as they descended. Small structures protruded from the inside of the sphere in places, amid the towering slender holograms of pillars and the billowing semi-transparent images of storm clouds. She landed on the slope near Ghost Hammer’s charred crash trail. She set Mosam down. 
He immediately glanced behind them at a nearby cluster of structures. More structures stood along the slope and a few more beyond the bulk of the wrecked banner ship at the end of the trail. Muted sounds of battle echoed from outside and the howling of internal wind filled Yajain’s ears.
One of the core columns on near the crash site diminished its glow, then flared even brighter than before. Yajain glanced at the core and made out the shapes of small scanners like the ones killed at Sifar and Calaim. Clusters of stony serpents circled each core as if it were that of a real pillar and the creatures were miniature solnas. Her eyes narrowed.
“Why do they have scanners in here?”
Mosam glanced at her. 
“Those scanners could be bred in here, for all we know. Nobody ever recorded seeing one before Sifar.”
She nodded, then turned toward the wreck of the Ghost Hammer. 
“Let’s go, before we get a welcoming party.”
He answered by swimming upward. His silly four-limbed arc movement looked more than ridiculous now. His lack of skill could get him killed. Yajain activated her lifts and then kicked into the air and easily caught up with Mosam. She treaded air to maintain position and looked ahead before checking behind them. Two wisps of steam rose from one group of small structures. 
Yajain squinted at them and tried to gauge the distance between her and the edge of their cluster. She kicked with both legs to move sideways, slowing herself so she fell behind Mosam’s awkward movement by a few strokes. 
Where is that steam coming from?
In her hunter’s ears, she picked up voices coming from around the wreck thirty meters away and closing. Most were deeper and more masculine, but none matched Lin’s commanding sound.
“The core is cracked. No time to see what we can salvage. Everyone, get your weapons. We’re climbing.”
Gruff voices assented. 
Yajain picked out the magistrate, Lask, saying, “this may be a little too much excitement.”
She and Mosam flew low over the smoking remains of the privateer banner ship. A group of surviving mercenary crew, some thirty or forty people, mercenary crew members or Dilinian cablers, all of them, stood by the cage of broken windows and bent frames of destroyed terminals that had been the ship’s bridge. 
They glided down, drawing attention from several mercenaries, as well as Lin. Her sister scowled. 
“Did we lose your tumbler too?”
“Not least,” said Yajain. “And when we want to get out of here, we’ll need it.”
Lin nodded.
“Tell them to stay close to our crash site. We can help cover them from the floor.”
“They’re headed toward the bubble right now.” Yajain pointed at the center of the sphere. One of the additional arms on her shoulder extended its sword blade to point in the same direction. “We think it’s the control center for this entire sphere.”
“How sure are you about that?” Lin asked.
Mosam folded his arms and nodded.
“Positive,” said Yajain. “This sphere is gatebuilder tech.”
“Alright, we fly for the bridges.” Lin turned to her crew. “My orders stand for each of you. Head for that core.” She pointed at the nearest of the glowing pillars that stood out among the holographic phantoms that filled the room. “From there we take a bridge to the bubble.” She glanced at Yajain and Mosam. “You two. Stay in front of me.”
Lask waved a tattooed arm to direct the mercenaries. He held a coil rifle by its midsection in his other hand.
Mosam glanced at Yajain with raised eyebrows.
“Alright,” Yajain said. “Lin, thank you.”
“Thank me when we’re done here and Coe is headed to prison.”
Yajain grimaced. 
“Focus on the tyrants. They’re the real enemy.”
The tumbler swung in low overhead, gun swiveling on its underside, long barrel moving to trace tyrant ships as they began to circle the crash site. None of the alien vessels fired. Faint rasping sounds like sandpaper being scraped over metal reached Yajain through her hunter’s ears. She turned from Lin, trying to pin down the source of the noises. 
Three five or six-meter-long tyrants crept along the sphere’s wall from the cluster of structures where steam still rose. They carried beam weapons in their tendrils. Yajain’s eyes narrowed.
“Lin, we’ve got company.”
Lin walked around Yajain. She followed Yajain’s gaze to the tyrants. Her brows knit together. She turned to a group of nearby mercenaries. 
“You four, set up here and protect our flank. We’re flying. Right now.”
Yajain turned to Mosam. He tapped a finger to his communicator and spoke to Tei Officer Sogun. 
“Cover us, and we’ll cover you. Over and out.” He motioned to Yajain. “Let’s go.”
“Stay close to me,” she said.
They kicked into the air, leading two dozen mercenaries toward the glowing core before them. Halfway there, a tyrant ship turned in their direction. A thunderous crack echoed through the sphere as a shot from the tumbler’s rail gun smashed the tyrant vessel to pieces. As the wreckage of the ship plummeted toward the floor of the sphere, a score of tyrants flew past it on arc lifts. Each alien wore black and silver armor, with blades at the tip of each tendril.
Mosam slowed his flight. The glowing red core weapon emerged from his arm. The tyrants closed. A searing bolt of energy cut through them. Alien screams of pain filled the air, soon matched by the crackling and spitting of return fire matched by the mercenaries searing streams coil fluid.
Yajain met three tyrants as they descended around her. The swords held in the armor’s additional arms slashed and cleaved through tyrant limbs once aimed at her head and chest. Blows over the rest of her body recoiled from the armor. She kicked forward, angled between two tyrants.
Her vare blade fell into her hand and she cut one tyrant along the gas sac. Forced to maneuver on arc alone, the wounded alien sank past Yajain. She whirled to face the other two, her automated sword arms still cutting apart their sharpened tendrils. 
One tyrant’s tendril wrapped around the wrist of a mechanical arm. Before she could strike them off with her vare blade, the tyrant cut all flight power. Yajain kicked hard to maintain aerial position. The falling alien’s bulk wrenched the mechanical arm out of position. A warning readout flashed in Yajain’s helmet, telling her the arm was broken. The sword fell from its grip and sliced the into floor of the sphere many meters below.
Yajain twisted and her other automated blade thrust into the dragging tyrant’s exposed belly. Blood splashed up the length of the sword and the tyrant released its grip. The alien fell away. 
Blades from the third tyrant slashed along Yajain’s armored joints but found no weak point. She darted to one side, dragging the awkward bulk of her armor’s broken arm. The tyrant tracked her movements, then gave a roar and charged at her. She raised her vare blade and slashed along the alien’s side while tumbling past. Tyrant blood coated her right arm.
The surviving mercenaries ascended with her, Mosam, and Lin, and they reached the midsection of the core. There, a bridge connected to a ring of control stations around the twenty meters-in-diameter core. 
The power each of these outputs must be insane, she thought.
Yajain landed on the bridge, Mosam at her side.
Lin and about fifteen mercenaries landed around them. Lask flexed his fingers on his gun stock. 
So few made it. My armor is probably all that saved me.
Yajain turned and started walking toward the bubble. 
“I’ll lead the way,” she said. “This armor can handle it.”
The bloodied mercenaries watched her as she passed them. Lin fell into step beside her. Mosam joined at her side. 
The mercenaries followed, weapons shifting to aim at the tyrants and four remaining small ships that glided around the interior of the sphere. The tumbler flew under the bridge and then angle upward, flying toward the bubble.
Two tyrant vessels swooped over the bubble, weapons charged to fire on the bridge. Mercenaries dove into the air on either side. Their arc lifts kept them from falling far. Yajain sprinted under the first volley. Both small ships turned toward her as she neared the bubble in the center of the sphere.
Mosam called a warning as tyrant ships opened up a second time. Flashes of coil fluid spattered the bridge, charring the silver surface black. Yajain’s automated arm move with her real right arm to protect her face. Burning fluid burned through the metal of the artificial arm as Yajain rolled to one side.
Pain erupted through her right forearm. Blinded by flares of light, she stumbled and fell to one knee. The rest of the volley streaked over her head. She ducked to avoid the stream as it moved. She gazed at the tyrant ships through a haze of pain. The tumbler’s gun shot one down with the thunderous sound. The other ship circled over Yajain.
Mosam skidded to a halt beside her and raised his arm. The core weapon discharged a bolt of red energy and the tyrant ship above exploded. Yajain and Mosam leapt from beneath it as it crashed onto the bridge. The whole structure shook as the fallen scout ship tore off an upper layer of blackened metal, before rolling from the bridge and plummeted away. Yajain and Mosam huddled together, just ten meters from the central bubble of the storm sphere.
Her armor’s joints did not respond to her movement. She groaned at the pain in her forearm, but couldn’t see how bad the damage there might be. 
“Let me out,” she said. 
The armor cracked open at the back. She limped out of the paralyzed suit and onto the bridge beside Mosam. She retrieved her vare blade and held it in her unhurt left hand.
He put an arm around her shoulders. They steadied each other. Yajain turned toward him. 
“Thanks.”
“I’m out of energy for the moment.” Mosam released a wheezing breath. “Let’s get to that bubble.”
They limped to the center of the sphere together. A dark shape moved within the fluid bubble, the form of a large tyrant, dancing like a music conductor using all six tendrils to direct the storms. Yajain stared into the bubble as the smells of burnt air and charred flesh drifted in the great map room, filling the holographic pillars with a stench.
Lin caught up with them. Mosam turned toward her. Yajain recognized Lin from the iron-hard footfalls. 
“We’re so close,” Yajain said softly.
She and Mosam walked toward the bubble until they stood close enough for her to touch the surface with her palm.
“That’s enough, Mosam,” said Lin. “Step back from those controls.”
He squeezed Yajain’s aching shoulder, then turned to face Lin. 
“Why? Do you think I’ll help the tyrants win the battle out of spite?”
“I don’t trust you.” 
Yajain turned to see Lin holding a plasma pistol, trained on Mosam. 
“Lin, we have to act now. The fleet won’t last in the storm.”
“I couldn’t make things worse if I tried,” said Mosam. “You know that, Lin.”
Her hand shook. 
“Stay where you are.”
“Lin!” Yajain said. “Please, think about the others.”
Mosam held up a hand between them. 
“Yajain, go on.”
“What?” Lin said.
“Someone has to save us.” Yajain took a deep breath and then stepped into the bubble with the massive shadow of the tyrant.

Within the bubble, the tyrant seethed. Tendrils lashed as the alien turned to face Yajain. She inhaled and found her lungs did not fill with liquid. The air inside the bubble, felt heavy, like the smoke of chaos and order fluids Yajain breathed at Haxos Mirror. The same sort of narcotic warmth filled her despite the chill within the bubble.
The tyrant floated in the air before her, completely unarmored and unarmed. She stared at the creature as it stopped directing the storms. 
“Are you the leader here?” she asked.
The tyrant did not answer, but alien eyes moved to the vare blade in her left hand.
She took a step toward it, sending ripples through the bubble from base to top.
“Were you the one that wanted to invade this space? Were you the one who was after your version of paradise?”
The tyrant’s beady black eyes focused on her, watching her every move. She tightened her grip on her sword. The tyrant did not speak. Instead, its tail raised, injector poised like a scorpion. Yellow pollen began to drift from the stacks on its back. Yajain glared at the tyrant. 
“I’ve killed tyrants before,” she said, “and I’ll kill you if you don’t stop these storms now.”
A harsh hiss issued from the tyrant’s mouth, followed by a wheeze and a shudder that ran through its entire body. It laughed at her. She walked closer, not feeling any of the confusion that came with breathing in the tyrant’s pollen. She stared at the massive creature. 
“Call back the storms or you die.”
The tyrant’s harsh laugh became a leathery speaking, distorted voice. 
“I could die in every moment but my order will not lose.”
The tail hovered over the tyrant’s back, poised to strike Yajain. She tensed her left arm, ready to block the creature’s blow, but the tyrant waited. Yajain paced closer, still not smelling pollen.
A heavy tentacle lashed out, striking at Yajain’s side. Yajain’s vare blade cut the end of the tendril clean from the rest. At the same moment, the tyrant’s tail stinger stabbed into her other side. She gasped and stumbled. The creature lifted her, pierced and burning with pain, on the tip of the stinger. The wounded felt shallow beneath her layers. She glared at the tyrant.
“Now you know. You will lose,” said the alien.
“I’m not the only one here.”
“You are the only one to enter this chamber.”
Yajain winced. Her vision swam at the edges as the tyrant’s mind-controlling poisons pumped into her system. The pollen smelled sweet in her nose. Her eyes focused on the tyrant, her friend, who needed to be obeyed. 
No, he must be stopped. I have to stop him.
She slashed at the tail with a weak blow. The edge of the vare blade cut a bloody line along the curve of the tail, but it barely drew blood. The vare blade slipped from her fingers. The tyrant’s laughter filled her ears. The alien set Yajain back on the floor of the bubble and drifted into the air overhead.
“My storms are upon your people, human. Now watch, as I destroy them.”
He motioned and Yajain turned toward the outside of the sphere. She watched as clouds gathered at the end of the corridor where the fleet fought for survival near Calaim Hub. Lightning flickered. Tyrant vessels of all sizes emerged from the storm. They tore through gaps among the ships of the combined fleet, firing at will.
Yajain’s eyes welled with tears at the sight of so much death, so many people struggling in vain. 
I can’t betray them now.
She turned despite the vice-like pain in her head. 
“No. I won’t watch this happen.” 
She raised one arm and reached to the edge of the bubble. She shoved at the liquid and it resisted, but clouds shifted around Calaim Hub. They’re at my command, not just his. She smiled despite the pain of her wounds and the splitting agony in her head as she resisted the tyrant’s control.
The tyrant roared and surged toward her. Its jaws flew wide and tendrils lashed to seize Yajain’s arms and legs. Yajain kicked upward, lifts active. The combined movements dragged the lightly constructed alien with her toward the edge of the bubble. Its jaws approached her face, breath hot despite the alien’s love of cold. A bolt of coil fluid cut the tendril holding Yajain’s wounded arm and allowed her to duck the bite. The tyrant shrieked with agony. Its teeth sank into Yajain’s shoulder. She felt every tooth in the alien’s small mouth cut into her flesh. She screamed. 
The scent of burning flesh choked Yajain’s nostrils. Her head cleared as the tyrant’s jaws relaxed. Blood ran from the wound in her shoulder, but it all seemed more or less intact. She staggered backward as the tyrant let her go. 
Lin lowered the coil pistol, it’s barrel steaming. Mosam stood beside her. He extended his right hand and a blade popped from his forearm, curved like a scythe. He launched himself at the tyrant. The scythe blade buried in the alien’s head. The tyrant thrashed and rolled and screamed, then fell past Yajain out of the bubble. Mosam released the blade from his arm and dropped to the floor beside Yajain.
Clouds roiled in chaos in the battle space around Calaim Hub. Chaotic winds sent ships, both human and tyrant, spiraling out of control. Yajain turned to Mosam, eyes still teary, and shoulder still bloody and throbbing, but mind clear.
“We’re not done,” she said. “We have to set things right.”
“How?” Mosam asked. “How do we control the storms?”
Yajain clamped a hand to her shoulder. 
“They respond to movement on the edge of the bubble. Pressure on the bubble moves clouds.”
Mosam glanced at Lin.
“Maybe three of us together can account for the control of one tyrant.”
Lin’s face was steady and expressionless, concealing what Yajain knew must be frustration at Mosam being right.
“We have to give it our best. Yajain, can you fly?”
“I don’t know.” Yajain reached into the wall of the bubble and pulled a storm system back from the battlefield, exposing tyrant ships to a barrage of allied fire. “I’ll work down here.”
“I’ll take the middle,” Mosam said.
“Then I’ve got the top.” Lin nodded. “Alright, you two.” She kicked off, mechanical legs impelling her lifts as well or better than living ones. “We need to take the storms off the fleet for all our sakes.”
The sphere rippled as the three of them worked. Yajain guided the pressure changes to disperse clouds below the fleets, reversing the storm toward the tyrant ships. She did not fully understand every motion, but the interface responded intuitively. Despite the pain from the tyrant's strike and her other wounds, she grinned.
The storm clouds broke apart. Fleet ships caught favorable winds. DiKandar Hall raced into the heart of the fray, closely accompanied by the relic ship Crimson Sorrow on one side and its sister vessel Scarlet Glory on the other. The tyrant fleet's fire tore breaches and scarred across the three massive vessels. No damage prevented them from reaching the center of the tyrant fleet thanks to interceptors and armor as well as fire support from the trailing battleship, Red Pride. DiKandar Hall, hull shimmering with fresh rain, reached the central point.
The three capital ships opened fire as one. Beams of energy and streams of coil fluid sliced in every direction, accompanied by the roar of ballistics and the flicker of tracers. Had they been firing upon a human fleet, horror at the might on display would have dwarfed Yajain's awe. She stared.  
The closest tyrant capitol ships virtually disintegrated in the firestorm. Small craft burst apart. Ruptures sent splintering metal flying from larger vessels further away. Red Pride surged forward, the haft connecting the forward ships' spearhead to the body of the fleet. 
The tyrants struggled. Some of their vessels maintained orderly functions. Others began to descend to escape the battle space.
Calaim Hub's settlement erupted in flames, burning through the streets and passages. Smoke billowed from ports and terraces, drawing Yajain's attention from the terrible destruction elsewhere. She directed rain clouds toward the pillar to douse the sudden inferno.
As rain began to fall, the tyrant fleet retreated. The relic ships hung in the abyss of sizzling mist. Wrecked enemy vessels with functional cores limped and drifted around them. 
Lin pushed the storm higher. Mosam brought in rain in sheets to cool the fury of the combat. The united human fleet sailed deeper into Kerida Cluster, moving toward Vilmanorin's frozen heart.
Yajain felt Mosam's touch on her arm.
"That’s. We need to leave before the tyrants get here."
Alien warriors swarmed below the control bubble. The tumbler circled, occasionally taking a shot to keep the tyrants back. Mercenaries reached the bubble, led by Magistrate Lask.
Mosam Lin and yajain joined the others. They flew toward the gap where a smoking Solnakite waited. The ship’s thrusters roared as the bay doors opened. A team of cablers opened fire from the ship, dropping tyrants behind Yajain, Mosam, and the mercenaries. The newly arrived fire team moved forward, scattering an alien counterattack. Yajain hung onto Mosam on one side while Lin supported the other. They watched as more human ships arrived at Vilmanorin from the gatehouse’s portals, their shapes mirrored in the control bubble’s side.
Humanity claimed the source of the storms over the next three hours of fighting while Sonetta treated Yajain’s wound in Solnakite’s medical bay. It meant victory for the moment. How long will the tyrants stay in retreat? Yajain put the thought away. However long the moment lasted, she savored her safety.





Kaga Pillar, 8 Years Ago
Yajain’s transport to the central expanses and the academy arrived at the end of one light shift. She watched it approach, sitting at Lin’s bedside. Her sister lay, legless and crippled, but Yajain was finally free.
Lin touched Yajain’s wrist. 
“Go. This is for you, not me.”
Yajain bowed her head. Tears welled in her eyes. She rose from the chair and turned to Lin. 
“Thank you, Lin.”
“It isn’t me you need to thank,” said Lin.
Within an hour Yajain went out the door and headed to the docks, luggage dragged behind her.
She moved on.

The present
In the distance, beyond the curve of the storm sphere’s side, tyrant ships retreated down the shadowy corridor behind Vilmanorin. The lights of each ship flickered and then vanished as they powered up and then went to transit. Mosam sat at Yajain’s side in the watchroom of Solnakite, arm wrapped around her and gentle on her bandaged shoulder. More and more ships from the combined fleet appeared, transported to them by the gatehouse.
The remaining mercenaries from Lin’s ship were packed aboard the Solnakite, but for a few moments in the watchroom, Yajain and Mosam were alone. He leaned over to her and nuzzled his head into her hair. 
“Yajay,” he whispered in her ear.
She leaned into him. 
“What’s wrong?”
His face emerged from her hair, and he pointed down at the tops of towers emerging from the icy wall of Vilmanorin in places. 
“We’re not the first humans to have this view,” he said. “Someone settled here once.”
“How long ago, do you think?”
“Sometime after leaving the first reef, but otherwise, no idea.”
“You think they were human?”
He chuckled. 
“I guess I assumed, but you’re right. Could have been anyone.”
The intercom terminal on the wall beside them buzzed. Mosam reached back for Yajain and hit the button, sparing her the need to move her wounded arms. She smiled at him.
“We’ve got a message for Doctor Aksari,” said the voice on the intercom, an exhausted Captain Ettasil.
“Send it right here,” said Yajain.
Dara’s voice replaced Ettasil’s. “Yajain, are you alright?”
Yajain touched Mosam’s face with one hand.
“I think I am, Dara. And I’m glad you’re safe.”
His hand found her cheek with no need to say anything.
“Right back at you, Yajain.” Dara’s voice carried a smile. “I heard you were hurt.”
“It’s not bad. The fleet went through a lot more than I did.”
“The fleet is a lot bigger than you. Authorities are going to have questions when we get back to the center.”
“I know,” said Yajain. Her heart stung with worse than tyrant venom when she thought of what might happen to Mosam when they went back. “I’ll have things to ask them too.”
Footsteps in the hall behind them, made both Yajain and Mosam turn. Lin stood in the doorway of the ward room. She nodded to them once, then walked away. The words were written in her motion. 
She still wants revenge.
Yajain held Mosam tighter and watched as the frozen city on Vilmanorin’s side appeared more clearly with the lights of each new ship. 
“Dara,” she said. “I’ll need your help back there.”
“You can count on it.”
“Thanks.”
“There’s a lot of hurt people here. I’ve got to go.”
“Here too. Bye for now.”
Yajain turned to Mosam. 
“I guess we qualify as hurt people,” he said.
“Who doesn’t?” Yajain smiled at him. “But at least we have friends to patch us up.”
They leaned on each other and watched the ancient city appear.

You can get a free story from Yajain’s past “First Flight” by signing up for Tim’s mailing list at the link below. No spam.
http://www.timniederriter.com/list/
You’ll be notified so you can be first to read Book Four of the Pillar Universe “Imperial Rain” once it releases.
Thanks for reading!



Tim’s Note
Thank you for reading!
Yajain’s journey is far from over.
As a young writer, I never imagined the power I could eventually feel from my own work. Cheesy as that sounds, I think a good story well-told has an effect on me, even if I wrote it myself. I really hope all of you enjoy these stories. I couldn’t be more grateful for each and every one of you, especially for having gotten to this point in the series.
I am really enjoying the process of writing again, lately. After over half my life spent writing, I feel like I’ve finally reached a point where I can just relax and tell my stories as every stage of a given book.
So, friends, as this series continues, expect tension and drama to grow as more of the Pillar Universe appears on the page. Look for more books in 2019, not only in this series, but in others of all sorts. I’m crafting work faster lately, so expect releases regularly, though I won’t try to nail down any exactly at this point. Watch these end notes for updates.
This is not the end. Far from it.
Thanks for reading.
Tim Niederriter, February 22nd 2019
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