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	For everyone who ever put up with me talking about a Pillar Universe.

	Thank you.

	This is only the beginning.
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	Nine cycles ago

	

	Trouble found her.

	Three teenage girls blocked Yajain’s path home on a cold nightside street of Kaga settlement. Two of the girls were empty-handed, but the one in the middle, Nira, carried a metal pipe. Yajain’s heartbeat accelerated. Adrenaline offered the usual two options when confronted with a threat of violence. 

	Fight or flight.

	And she chose a third option, one available only to humans, despite what these girls called her every day in school. Ditari, like Yajain, were just as human as they were. She stopped walking a few meters from them.

	“Nira,” she said. “Hey.”

	The girl with the pipe glared at her. 

	“Don’t act casual. You’re in trouble this time.”

	Yajain’s eyes narrowed. 

	“What happened? I breathe too much of your air?”

	Fight?

	Or flight?

	“Oh, you’re funny.”

	One of the girl’s at Nira’s side grimaced. 

	“Cannibal.”

	“I need to get home,” said Yajain.

	The pipe tapped against Nira’s palm. 

	“What’s the matter? We’re not good enough for you?”

	“No, that’s not it.” Yajain trembled, almost stuttering. “You’re nothing to me.”

	Blood pulsed. Adrenaline surged. With adrenaline came fear.

	In his martial arts classes, father always said to avoid fighting.

	Too late now, Yajain thought.

	Fight it is.

	Nira advanced. 

	The pipe swung high.

	Yajain lunged low. She shoved Nira in the chest.

	Nira stumbled backward. The pipe flew out of her hands and banged against a wall.

	She seized Nira by the collar. Yajain’s fist connected with the girl’s nose. Blood flowed.

	Nira stumbled back. Yajain released her collar. 

	“Out of my way,” she growled. “I don’t want to fight.”

	“Because we’re nothing to you?” Nira’s grunt was nasal and red. “You’re not getting away, you bitch.”

	Yajain gritted her teeth. 

	“None of you train to fight. I do. Now, get out of my way.” A bluff. Yajain had not excelled at her father’s classes on self-defense. She planted her feet, eyes on Nira and the girl behind her.

	Where was the other one?

	The pipe whistled through the air. Yajain could not tell from where. An explosion of pain screamed from between her shoulder blades down to her tailbone. Yajain stumbled forward, head jerking back. Streetlights flickered in her eyes, dancing in the aftershocks of the blow. Nira caught her by the front of her jacket. She grinned, a wavering, bloody grin.

	“Told you, you were in trouble.” She hammered Yajain’s temple with her fist.

	Flickers turned to jagged streaks of lightning in her vision. The pain from Nira’s blow would never match the blow of the pipe. Yajain flinched. Nira held onto her jacket.

	“Hit her again,” said Nira.

	The pipe cracked along the back of Yajain’s knee. She screamed. Her legs folded under her, blazing with agony. Nira let her collapse to the cold pavement. The girl with the pipe swung again. Then again. Yajain’s covered her head. Blows hammered on her thigh and shoulder. Yajain curled up, trying as best she could to protect her head and neck.

	“What the hell are you doing?” said a voice Yajain knew. Mosam.

	The girl with the pipe shouldered her weapon. Red dripped from one deformed end.

	Mosam walked toward girls. He glared at the girl with the pipe as he approached. 

	“What have you done?” His tone consisted of pure rage. Then his gaze fell on Yajain. “Yajay, are you—?”

	She wanted to tell him she was fine but only managed a gasp of pain. She looked up at him, vision swimming.

	“Step back,” said Nira. “You may not be from around here, but you’re not like her. We’re all nuinn. She’s Ditari.”

	Mosam’s eyes narrowed. 

	“I’m more like her than I am like you.” His voice was soft but carried a menace Yajain never heard there when the two of them talked. “You three should step back.”

	Nira shoved her bloody nose close to Mosam’s face. 

	“She did this to me. And you think you’re like her?”

	Mosam kept his gaze on Nira’s face. At the same time, he yanked the metal pipe from the other girl’s hand. The other girl backed off with a yelp.

	Nira’s blood ran down to her chin. 

	“You think you’re like her?” she repeated. “Screw you, Mosam Coe.”

	“No thanks.” Mosam’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the pipe. “Get out of here.”

	Nira backed away from Mosam and Yajain slowly. 

	“Come on, girls.” She glared at Mosam. “You won’t always be around,” she said. “We can wait.”

	Mosam’s eyes looked fierce. His brows bent inward. He said nothing.

	The girls retreated. Their footsteps disappeared down the street in the distance. Mosam knelt by Yajain’s aching side.

	“Is it bad?” she asked, tears running in her eyes.

	“I can’t tell. I’m not a doctor yet.” He reached past her battered shoulder, and gently brushed the back of her head through her hair. His fingers touched her neck making her spine tingle. “They didn’t hit you here. That’s good.”

	She winced as he touched her thigh just as softly. 

	“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

	Her pant leg had torn in places. Where ever he touched the skin, her flesh warmed. Tears began to flow freely.

	“It was not your fault.” His voice was firm. “It was them.” His hand ran down her spine. “Anything hurt here?” 

	She nodded. His concern remained visible through clouds of pain and streams of tears. 

	“Not too bad. They only hit me there once.”

	He frowned. 

	“Can you?”

	“I can walk. Just don’t ask me to fly.”

	“I wasn’t going to. We aren’t far from the church. My master can make sure you’re alright better than I can.”

	“Alright.”

	He slid a hand around her side, where the pain was less. He helped her up. She leaned on him. Her legs wobbled. He kept his arm around her for a long while and they walked toward the Church of Harvest.

	The pain lasted a long time, bruises deep as the bones, but Yajain cherished the memory far longer.
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	The present

	

	She looked for trouble.

	Motes of luminous green fungus clung to Yajain’s hooded poncho where she crouched, listening for a particular species of local predator. The tiny power veins in the form-fitting suit under her poncho kept her warm despite the frigid temperature of the cave all around her. Her eyes flicked for a moment to the simple wrist chronometer she wore.

	Forty seconds ago she had glimpsed her spidery quarry, a large apex predator. Five minutes before that her group had split up. Dara, the leader of the surveyors, had suggested the team circle through the cave system within the pillar to net any other specimens once they detected the large heat signature of the unregistered predator from the tumbler.

	Hopefully, the tumbler’s thrusters had not interfered with the heat sensors. Yajain knew that case was possible from her father’s stories of evading heat detection during war. She remembered fights of her own, though of smaller scale. Stealth could be valuable to hunters and warriors. And scientists.

	She who cannot be found, cannot be cornered.

	Yajain understood feeling cornered from experience as recent as this survey mission.

	She and Dara had flown on a small vessel, a ranger called Solnakite, part of the exploration fleet for the past five strands of time, just over one-hundred-fifty light-dark changes. Agricultural and biological survey excited her as much as ever but being first to confirm a creature like the one she pursued now presented the greatest thrill and more danger.

	Yajain’s gaze moved from the chronometer and she lowered her arm. 

	Her hunter’s ears picked up even the soft rustle of her sleeve and relayed it clearer than life into the speaker in her actual ear. The hunter’s ears themselves were a set of four tiny disks, two set on either side of her poncho’s collar. The disks picked up the sounds around her and fed them, amplified to her earphones. From larger rodents skittering through the tunnels inside the pillar to tiny paws that padded like thunder across the gray stone floor as the hunted scuttling insects.

	She could even hear some things from outside the caves. On the sheer exterior of the pillar’s shell, a wild byga spider herd continued their eternal climb, fur brushing and pulling on the stone. These particular spiders were wild but closer to the central clusters they were almost all domesticated for their meat. The sound of the herd moved on. Yajain took everything in and kept listening.

	She waited for the particular sound, the one she had never heard quite the same way before this expedition, the one last heard about forty-five seconds ago judging by the chronometer. The sound of the new predator.

	In the field, she was a hunter as much as a scientist. She hated to admit it. Her father’s people valued the hunt. But her mother’s people loved their experiments more. Part of her guessed father understood this kind of work, despite how he had been raised in the Ditari culture.

	The scrape of heavy claws followed by a long sighing breath made her smile. The previously unconfirmed local predator was approaching.

	Yajain checked her corners and then behind her. She had split from Dara’s group to make sure none of them interfered with her hearing. Now she wished she had backup closer at hand. Joyful adrenaline came with anticipation of seeing the creature, like a gift to a child. 

	She peered over the rise by which she crouched and into the wider cavern. The tiny cameras set beside her faceplate captured everything she saw.

	Ebarrai Pillar’s resident apex predator, classified as Animal 4512, crept toward her position on eight legs like those of any other spider. The bulbous gas sac on the animal’s back sighed out hot breath and deflated to rest atop a smooth black exoskeleton. Animal 4512’s mouth hung open, wide and mammalian. Drool ran along its sharp fangs and thin lips. The creature had to be at least six meters long, and it was almost as wide with legs hunched close to its body.

	“Dara,” Yajain said into her mask’s microphone. “I see the subject.”

	“My team is almost to the central cavern,” Dara replied through the radio feed. “Be careful.”

	Animal 4512 snorted with all five nostrils set above its mouth. Unusual to see an arachnoid with that much sensitivity to smell, though the trait appeared more often in carnivores. Yajain kept her eyes on the predator as it prowled toward her. That nose might be what had drawn it back in her direction. If that was the case, getting away might not be as simple as she hoped.

	Yajain activated her arc lifts by pressing a finger into the button at the base of her palm where her heat suit’s sleeve extended past her wrist.

	Animal 4512’s large, human-like, all black eyes widened. 

	Yajain grimaced. Apparently, the creature sensed arc changes. It detected her arc lifts from a distance. She made a mental note of the fact.

	The animal charged. Yajain launched herself to one side, swimming through the arc-charged air within the cavern as if it were liquid instead of gas using her lifts. Her spread arms kept her stable as she kicked out of reach of 4512’s snapping jaws. 

	Yajain glanced at the black orbs of the animal’s eyes. It roared. Spittle flew from between teeth.

	The hunter’s ears carried the roar so well it made Yajain’s ears ring in the aftermath. She darted higher into the cavern, looking for an exit at an upper level.

	Dara’s group would arrive at any time. Yajain wanted the situation better controlled when they did.

	Animal 4512 drew in a deep breath. Its gas sac inflated and it lifted off the floor of the cavern. 

	Yajain swallowed in surprise. 

	“Note, Animal 4512 can fly. Not sure how nimble.”

	Dara answered her calmly. 

	“Don’t get eaten, Yajain.”

	“Count on it.”

	She couldn’t fly to the roof in case the only exits were nearer the bottom of the cavern. Then animal would cut her off if it flew with any speed. It folded its legs tightly to its body and wiggled the limbs as arc fins to steer its ascent. Jaws slavered. 

	Yajain out-paced 4512 to hover near the ceiling. Her guess at their being a high exit proved wrong. A good guess isn’t a good decision, mother used to say. 

	Sometimes one has to hypothesize, mother, thought Yajain.

	The predator accelerated far faster than expected. Jaws widened in anticipation of catching her at the rooftop. She turned onto her back and kicked to dive downward at an angle, taking her far from 4512’s bite.

	She glided along the wall, still floating on her back, gaze on 4512 perched on the ceiling, all eight legs finding purchase. Yajain approached the floor when a sighing sound came from above and the animal leaped from the ceiling.

	The huge spidery form stretched out, dragging in air as it fell toward the floor a few meters from Yajain, where she had been a moment ago. 

	The animal lacked the time for the air resistance to help. A sinuous neck extended two meters from 4512’s armored thorax. Its jaws snapped at Yajain’s boots, just out of reach. 

	Animal 4512 hit the cavern floor with a crunch. Yajain grinned as the predator’s head recoiled on its long neck. A dazed expression appeared on its face as its eyes rolled in its head.

	Not very nimble.

	Too bad for you, big guy, Yajain thought. All that mass added to your impact.

	She floated to a stop near the wall a moment later and lowered her legs to the floor, then deactivated her arc lifts. From a passage lit by the same green fungus as the cavern, came footsteps. Dara Merrant and the rest of the survey team walked into the room behind Yajain. 

	She turned and nodded to Dara, who wore a suit similar to Yajain’s but with a sleeker coat than Yajain’s poncho. The rest of the team wore heavy outer suits with masks and sensor sets. Dara nodded to Yajain.

	“Looks like you found some action.” She gazed at Animal 4512’s supine form. “You don’t have to hurt all the predators, you know.”

	“Judging by how he’s moving, he’ll get over it,” Yajain said with her eyes on the dazed creature. “Don’t get too close. His neck can extend two meters further than it looks.”

	Dara smiled through her faceplate, the thin lines at the sides of her mouth folding. 

	“Looks like those hunter instincts of yours came in useful.”

	Yajain’s smile went rigid. 

	“Maybe.” She didn’t choose her father. 

	Dara mentioned her heritage blithely and thought nothing of it, but those had been rough years as bruises long-healed could once have reported. Dara clearly intended her words as a compliment. 

	“Thank you,” Yajain said.

	“Decent work. And you’re still alive. That’s always good.” Dara turned and gave orders to the rest of the team to collect samples from Animal 4512. They sprang into action, circling the stunned creature carefully to avoid its bite. Yajain waited beside Dara as the team took a blood sample from 4512’s leg, then tagged it with a blood tracking device.

	Dara waved them all toward the passage her team had entered from. 

	“Alright, people, back to the tumbler. We’ve got a rendezvous to make.”

	Yajain glanced at her in surprise. 

	“Is something wrong? We just got here.”

	“Emergency,” Dara said with a frown. “Captain Ettasil wants everyone aboard Solnakite as soon as we can get there.”

	Yajain’s brows knit together. 

	“Everyone? What could it be?”

	“This far from the central clusters? Don’t know, but he sounded worried.”

	“We need to take this opportunity. What’s more important than the survey?”

	“Who knows. But it can’t be Ettasil just getting spooked,” Dara said. “The captain has a priority transmission from Habandra. He doesn’t have any more choice than we do.”

	“Guess we’ll see.”

	“It’s annoying, but when a situation changes, sometimes so do we.” Dara shook her head. “Let’s go.”

	Yajain glanced back at Animal 4512. The great spider began to right itself slowly. Yajain followed the others into the narrow passage where they entered the cavern and the creature couldn’t follow.

	They took the passage to the pillar’s exterior where the tumbler waited hanging in the outer arc field. Cold mist hung in the air beyond the pillar’s edge. Where the pillar ended, the abyss began, an infinite distance up and down, only spotted by the shapes of other pillars in the distance, barely visible, despite their vast size, through the thick fog.

	The team’s rough weather tumbler floated in the pillar’s arc field. The tumbler’s sleek shape became jagged with small fins along the sides that moved to keep the tiny vessel stable against the winds of the mist. Yajain and the others activated their arc lifts. They swam through the hazy, bottomless void to reach the tumbler’s open rear hatch. 

	Arc fields only extended a short distance from each pillar and made Yajain nervous no matter how used to flying outside the shell she got. She took the grips on the inside of the rear door, then deactivated her lifts and looked back. Without active lifts, the arc field would do nothing to stop the endless fall. She recalled the truth of an old rhyme she had learned as a child.

	Don’t look too long into the mist, you’ll have an age-old problem.

	No matter how long you stare or fall you’ll never find the bottom.
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	Thrusters burned. The tumbler soared around the curved side of Ebarrai Pillar and then angled toward the Solnakite’s position, eighty kilometers away. Yajain rode in the tumbler’s cabin across from a viewer. Her poncho, damp with condensation, lay folded in the seat beside her with the disabled set of hunter’s ears clustered on the top.

	She checked the chronometer on her wrist, listening to internal climate systems.

	Fifty kilometers from Solnakite’s position the dense stands of enormous pillars that made up this part of the Abdra Cluster appeared and disappeared in the misty air outside windows of transparent steel. Each pillar could be as small as forty kilometers in diameter but many were far larger. All descended into the mist as far as anyone would ever know and climbed just as high in the opposite direction. 

	They held up the universe, according to one popular science program Yajain watched as a child.

	A single solna burned blue as it circled into view around one pillar. Yajain tracked the creature. She’d always been fascinated with solnas and other scanner organisms. The one nearby looked like a burning a blue serpent about a kilometer long, features obscured by its own luminescence, curving around a ghostly white pillar. A fiery aura surrounded the creature, burning a path through the omnipresent mist. Clouds condensed kilometers above the creature, forming a foggy halo. 

	The heat from solnas gave life to many animals and plants including humans. Another relic of her mother’s science programs for kids. Yajain may not have become interested in biology and medicine without them.

	Many kilometers from the blue solna, a flock of birds flew as tiny specks in the distance. Outside the arc field of a pillar, without wings, one would fall forever through freezing mist into the bottomless abyss of the universe. Birds never feared that.

	Dara reentered the cabin from the tumbler’s cockpit. Blessed with gentle nuinn features, the lead surveyor made elegance look easy. She fit in among nuinn far better than Yajai, whose Ditari heritage seemed obvious to most.

	Dara’s looks, coupled with her fame as a biologist gave Yajain plenty of reasons to envy her. At fifteen years Yajain’s senior, she had earned the respect of the scientific community. This was not her first long-term survey mission, unlike Yajain.

	The junior team members stopped talking amongst themselves when Dara appeared. Everyone looked in her direction.

	“We’re cleared to dock with Solnakite in a few minutes. Get ready to unload, people. We could receive new orders and I’m not gonna get barked at for being slow. Captains and admirals don’t care about farmers, apparently.”

	The rest of the team exchanged mixed glances. They were all nuinn scientists, and each at least a few years older than Yajain. No matter how slow the team moved, each of them had a safe position thanks to their races and experience.

	For Yajain this survey had been a dream leading her to the frontier. Abdra Cluster was the last expanse at the end of the great Kadarhan Corridor's vast network of paths. Everything beyond this cluster was new, not just to Yajain, but also as-of twenty years ago, to the human race. The settlements in Toraxas Cluster and beyond beckoned as recent colonies in otherwise unexplored space. 

	Their survey hung close to making history. Even someone with Yajain’s disadvantages could see a career boost from exploring further. She hoped her chance wasn’t about to be squashed.

	The survey would have to reach beyond the well-known expanses. Four clusters were heavily inhabited beyond Abdra, but all had been settled in the wake of the war. Most of their areas went completely unexplored. Life flourished wherever solna light reached.

	The survey’s mission could be in jeopardy.

	Minutes of speculation set Yajain on edge. Without the facts, there was no telling what just happened. Could another war have begun in the central clusters? An assassination in the imperial family? Anything was possible. 

	During the last great war, when Yajain still lived at Kaga with her parents, almost every armed ship from both sides had gone to fight.

	The tumbler inclined its flight path. Dara took the seat across from Yajain. The hum of the engines built as they accelerated through clear air.

	Dara leaned toward her across the aisle. 

	“I can tell you’re worried. We’re not giving up on the survey without a fight.”

	Yajain asked, “How much do we know right now?”

	“Not much,” Dara said, “But we’ll find out.”

	In answer, Yajain circled her heart, the old reef dweller sign of making an oath. Dara did the same. Despite sometimes being tactless, and despite Yajain’s envy of her, Dara was her best friend in the explorer fleet. Yajain fastened her seatbelt and chest straps.

	The Imperial Dilinum Ranger, Solnakite, picked up the tumbler on docking lines and guided it into the bay. Being tugged by forty meters of jerky cabling magnetized by electric charge did not make for a comfortable ride. However, it made for the fastest catch the Solnakite could manage outside the arc field surrounding a pillar. 

	Every second counted somewhere.

	The tumbler handled rough conditions as well as its specialty required, but the jolt of the cables still nauseated Yajain. She gripped the belts that crossed her seat, staring at her locked hands to and tried not to become sick from the lurching motion. 

	Dara spoke to the pilot as Solnakite reeled them in, directing him where to land once they entered the docking bay.

	At eighty meters-long, Solnakite was just a bit smaller than the average Dilinum Ranger deployed with fleets throughout the empire. The ship had enough space for a small crew, a few defensive weapons, and a powerful array of sensors. Rangers were among the smallest fleet vessels to use fabricated cores for power, modeled on the natural ones at the center of each pillar. As a result, they had their own arc fields for lifts to work.

	The presence of arc always came as a relief after being locked to the seat of a tumbler for safety.

	Thunderous air rushed along the length of the tumbler as cables snaked the shuttle into Solnakite’s belly dock. The charge left the cables and the tumbler settled gradually on a curtain of thruster-fired gas until landing. Yajain was grateful for relief from the uneven motion.

	She climbed to her feet and picked up her folded poncho and hunter’s ears as the tumbler’s aft hatch unsealed. The docking ramp lowered and Yajain walked down it. Her sister, Lin was more comfortable with ships than Yajain. When Lin had still had her original legs she had also been better at maneuvering with arc lifts.

	Yajain learned more than biology and medicine when she had studied at the academy. She had also made friends with an officer from the fleet program whose father served as senior captain in the survey fleet. Thanks to her, Yajain could have flown the tumbler but preferred having a real pilot at the helm even if it meant not knowing when they would change course.

	Captain Kebrim Ettasil waited in his white uniform with the heavy epaulets each in the shape of the hooked beak of a banner bird. The captain was often pale and tended to sweat, but far more importantly, had solid judgment. He nodded to Yajain as she stepped off the ramp. 

	“Doctor Aksari,” he said, “Doctor Merrant said she wanted to talk. I expected as much.”

	“She’s still inside,” Yajain said. “Captain, do you know anything about this emergency yet?”

	“It’s not war.” Ettasil puffed out his cheeks with a breath and sighed. “If it was, we’d be moving the other way. As it is, there has been some sort of disturbance down the corridor to Toraxas. At the moment, I’m not privy to exact details.”

	“Then, where are we headed?”

	Ettasil appraised her with raised eyebrows. 

	“Lambri, the transit hub for the corridor to Toraxas Cluster.”

	Yajain raised her eyebrows right back at Ettasil. If the mission was being called off, they should be recalled to the central clusters, not sent out further. Something unusual was going on. Regardless, she might yet get beyond Abdra if she stayed with the fleet.

	Dara marched down the ramp carrying a toolbox in one hand and her cold clothes over one arm. She nodded to Ettasil. 

	“Captain, why are we being recalled?”

	“Emergency beyond the Lambri Corridor.” Ettasil touched the comm link plugged into his ear. He waited for a moment, listening to someone on the other end of the wireless. “Follow me, please. Both of you.”

	Dara and Yajain exchanged curious glances, then set down their supplies on one side of the hangar. The captain led them through the ship and up two levels past the core chamber to his office near the bridge. He keyed the door open and let them inside first, then sealed it behind them. 

	He rounded his smooth black desk in the center of the bright office and sat down. He motioned for Dara and Yajain to sit. Neither did. His voice came out in another sigh. 

	“I’m sorry, but our entire survey fleet is being re-purposed.”

	Yajain’s brow furrowed.

	Dara put her hands on the desk and leaned over it.

	“The Castenlock too? Why? What’s going on?”

	Ettasil looked up at her, noticeably paler than before. 

	“It wasn’t anyone’s plan, doctor. Fleet Command contacted Castenlock and informed Captain Gattri that every imperial and alliance ship in Abdra is to report to Lambri for transit to Toraxas. I only heard an hour ago myself. Apparently, a large storm has broken against the outer clusters.”

	Yajain stared at the captain. 

	“How large?”

	“Large enough to strike all four outer clusters at once, and hard.” Ettasil pushed a reading pad toward Yajain and Dara. “All the details we know are there.”

	“So if we want to continue the survey, what are our options?” Dara’s gaze intensified on Kebrim.

	Ettasil forced out another breath and paled even more. 

	“I don’t know what you can do.”

	“You know damn well, Kebrim,” Dara said.

	“Doctor, I-”

	“You know we can appeal this, and we should. Our survey is vital. You know that too.”

	Ettasil’s brow creased. He folded his hands on top of the desk. 

	“Not this time, Dara.”

	Dara deflated slightly at the captain’s tone. Yajain looked at the senior surveyor, found her thoughtful, and then turned to Ettasil. 

	“Captain, why are you so certain?”

	“It’s an Imperial Order. I don’t know why, but the Empress personally gene-signed the transmission. She’s sent intelligence agents to join the fleet on our way to Toraxas.”

	Dara slumped down into a chair. 

	Yajain’s adrenaline pumped, perhaps another tell she wasn’t fully nuinn. Ditari customs in their own pillars were of protector and challenger, not of governor and citizen but Yajain had never lived among her father’s people. Regardless, people expected a temper from her. 

	Only one person never did. Mosam. And he was long gone, along with what peace he had brought her. Yajain kept her eyes on Ettasil’s face. She hoped her expression looked even rather than angry.

	She folded her arms. 

	“This isn’t over,” she said. “We’ll have an appeal ready by the time we reach Lambri.”

	Ettasil shook his head. 

	“I don’t know how much good it will do, but I’ll do my best to back you.”

	“Thank you, captain,” Dara said stiffly.

	Yajain nodded. Dara’s tone meant she was running low on patience at the moment.

	Ettasil tapped the comm link ear-piece. 

	“Bridge? I’m on my way.” The captain stood up from his chair, pushing it back on the roller bolted to the floor. He turned to Yajain and Dara. “We’re already moving. Lambri in twelve hours.”
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	The twin yellow solnas of Lambri circled one high above and one far below the settlement. Both shone on the side of the pillar facing Yajain as the lower one appeared through a gap in the cloud cover. 

	Lambri Pillar’s brown stone gleamed in wrinkled ruts worn by wind and dust blown from other pillars. The visible part of the pillar descended, three hundred kilometers in diameter and studded with lights and ports until mist covered the view completely. Only the dull gleam of a solna beneath the clouds filtered through.

	Here and there docking arms radiated from passages in the pillar, reaching out like steel tree branches reflecting yellow light from the solna above the settlement. Ships came and went from the docks. The view of the huge explorer Castenlock grew larger and larger before Yajain’s cabin viewer as Solnakite drew nearer.

	Castenlock, flagship of the small survey fleet Yajain joined almost six strands ago departed the center of the empire on an agricultural exploration mission. Now the mission could be at an end. Castenlock’s long shape hung in the invisible arc field of Lambri. Only the total stillness of the ship’s position gave away the presence of the arc supporting it. 

	The ship’s hull of reddish metal with steel maneuver fins was dotted with reflective window panes, domes, and silvery sensor pods. Clusters of towers emerged from the ship at four bulges, one every hundred-and-fifty meters back from the helm on a nearly seven-hundred meter-long vessel. 

	Yajain rose from her chair, stretching as she walked to the center of her room, lucky to get a full cabin aboard the Solnakite. Space in a ranger like this one always came at a premium. For that reason, even a full cabin stretched only five or six meters across.

	One of her father’s vare blades hung on the wall opposite the bunk, a slender short sword of pale metal with a black grip. Her clothes lay folded on the footlocker at the foot of her bunk. A mirror fixed in a steel frame on the wall above it reflected Yajain’s pale form, as she passed it and picked up the heat suit. She hoped the imperial agents would appreciate practicality over appearance because she didn’t have anything elegant in her locker.

	She dressed in a white shirt, light pants, and a gray jacket. The Solnakite banked and then angled upward toward the Castenlock. Below the huge explorer, the other two rangers from the survey fleet glided in front of Lambri’s gleaming side. Yajain barely glanced at the two smaller ships before turning from the viewer and walking to the door.

	It slid open at her touch of the pressure pad and she stepped out into the corridor that ran along the top deck of the Solnakite. Dara met her halfway down to the tumbler bay, along with other members of the survey team. 

	She smiled at Yajain. 

	“Ready to debate the finer points of scientific procedure with some old paranoids?”

	One team member chuckled.

	Yajain shrugged. 

	“We can always hope imperial agents will be reasonable.”

	“Oh, we can hope anything we want,” Dara said. “Reality tends to differ.”

	“You’ll do fine. You’ve argued this kind of thing before, right?”

	“A few times. Usually, my appeals work.” Dara winked, then led the way onto the tumbler, where the pilot, a little bandojen man wearing his reddish crustacean-like shell over his flight suit and standing no more than a meter and a half tall, joined them. 

	He smiled at the team.

	“Where to, Doctor Merrant?”

	“Castenlock. They’ll have a central dock waiting for us.”

	“Right then. I have a flight path to finalize.” The man bowed his head, doffing his gray flight cap. Then he scuttled off to the cockpit.

	Yajain took her seat with Dara and the tumbler’s door sealed behind them. They shot toward Lambri and Castenlock, leaving Solnakite behind. They only waited a few moments before docking again in a bulbous launch bay on the Castenlock’s midsection.

	A junior bridge officer met them at the dock, told most of the team the schedule of shuttles to Lambri, and then led Dara and through the domed docking chamber to the central corridor of the ship. They flew on their arc lifts down the length of the bustling vessel past small arc movers carrying heavy loads and people through the ship. Here and there, other crew members were performing maintenance, most of them even-featured nuinn or pale, shadowy-eyed kyteps from the central clusters. 

	Explorer-class vessels functioned as cities that traveled between pillars.

	Yajain and Dara arrived at the entrance to the forward bridge of the ship, where the junior officer led them into the conference room adjoining it. The conference room was mostly taken up by the broad ring of a black table with a holographic map display in its center. Beyond the table, by a huge window overlooking Lambri’s brown walls, Captain Firio Gattri cast his stooped silhouette against a pane of transplastic. 

	The junior officer saluted the captain, then backed his way out of the room.

	Captain Gattri turned from the window, his face darkened by a burn scar on each cheek and his hair shot with gray. His eyes found Yajain and Dara. He motioned for them to sit at the table with the reading pad he held in one hand. 

	“Doctors Merrant, and Aksari, good to see you. Though I’m sorry about the circumstances.”

	Yajain nodded to the fleet’s most senior captain, who she’d met through his daughter at the academy.

	They sat. Captain Gattri strode to the edge of the table by the window and pulled out a chair. 

	“It seems our survey is over. But I suppose you’ll require some explanation before you understand why.”

	Yajain glanced at Dara. Dara always showed respect to Captain Gattri, but Yajain had known him longer. She counted him as one of her few friends anywhere, let alone among the fleet.

	The senior biologist’s features hardened. 

	“Captain, we came here to appeal. Captain Ettasil is with us in our argument.”

	Firio looked up from the reading pad on the table before him. 

	“I wish it were possible.” He sat down. “But the Imperial Order is final. I must inform you that, as non-essential personnel for this fleet’s new mission, that you and your research team should relocate pillar-side on Lambri unless you have some skills related to the tasks ahead.” 

	Yajain looked up at the hologram before her. It showed simply the map of Lambri’s docks. She turned to look through the translucent image of a different pillar at the captain. 

	“What new mission?”

	“All clusters from Toraxas and beyond, have sent requests for relief forces due to the storms passing through their expanses. This fleet is being relocated to assist in rescue and defense operations.”

	Dara stood up and gave a stiff nod to Firio. 

	“Captain Gattri, how serious can these storms actually be?”

	“The front has been moving through the outer edges of Toraxas and fully engulfed Kerida and Shaull already. Yugha is currently cut off from transit because all corridors leading there go through the storming clusters. I’m sorry, but my orders leave only two options for you here. Your people may leave the fleet, or stay on as rescue personnel if qualified and accepted.”

	Yajain sank down in the high-backed chair and frowned over the tabletop at the display. The hologram before her shifted into a three-dimensional menu, then quickly into an image of clouds sweeping between pillars. Yajain momentarily became disoriented by the seething mass of spiraling clouds before her.

	Thick curtains of vapor dwarfed pillars three hundred or more kilometers across. Small ships caught in the storm were thrown into arc fields where some were able to use the additional power to slow themselves and others smashed against stone. 

	She stared. Storms of this power were all but unheard of in the central expanses. 

	“Captain Gattri,” Yajain said, “This is a video of one of the storms?”

	The captain nodded to Yajain. 

	“The conditions will be dangerous. I can’t recommend any of your team continue with the fleet.”

	The image switched again to the menu. Yajain glanced at Firio, but the captain wasn’t controlling the hologram. He simply sat with his hands resting the tabletop.

	Behind Yajain, an icy male voice spoke. 

	“There are more dangers out there than storms, doctors.”

	The hologram changed to show a different capture, a town square at an opening in a pillar’s side, lashed by rain and teeming with people. On a terrace above the crowd, a figure in a black coat stood with his hood thrown back. One arm hung at his side. His eyes gleamed green as he shouted soundlessly at the crowd. The capture magnified on him, a brown goatee and fine nuinn features. A chill ran down Yajain’s spine as the man raised a fist over his head and all through the crowd people did the same.

	Memories of a green-eyed boy, the first person to welcome her, returned. He gave her acceptance, peace. The memory of her sister’s legs fused together and charred into a single piece came soon after. Her breath quickened. Mosam, it can’t be you, not after all these years.

	The voice behind Yajain spoke again, just as cold as before. 

	“The man in this image is inciting the people in the Shaull cluster. Multiple settlements within the affected clusters have already reported unrest. This is no place for you scientists and your studies.”

	Yajain rose from her chair, feeling numb. She turned to face the speaker. A tall man in black flanked by two others in the same colors stood before her. The man met Yajain’s eyes. 

	“I am the Empress’s Agent, RO Agan Pansar. You have heard your options, doctor.”

	Angry adrenaline kicked in. Yajain clenched her fists. She bit her lip, but then managed to break her gaze from Pansar’s. 

	Dara put a hand on Yajain’s shoulder. 

	“We understand, sir.”

	“Good. Please excuse us. This situation will require some planning. We have yet to identify the rebel in this image.”

	Yajain calmly returned her eyes to Pansar’s face. Her anger found an outlet, though it mingled with old bitterness. 

	“His name is Mosam Coe.”

	Dara’s hand fell from Yajain’s shoulder. 

	Pansar’s broad forehead wrinkled as his eyes narrowed. 

	“Doctor Aksari, how you know this criminal?”

	Firio climbed to his feet and approached Yajain and Dara. He held up a hand to stop Pansar. Everyone looked in his direction. He glared at the imperial agents. 

	“Doctor Aksari is still in my chain of command, Agent Pansar. Until she leaves this fleet, I will act as her legal counsel.”

	Pansar shrugged his shoulders. 

	“Who said anything about legal counsel? Any information the doctor has should be shared with fleet command.”

	“Which, until this survey fleet is officially disbanded, means me, Agent Pansar, not you.”

	“Fine. But I must insist you question her.”

	Yajain turned to the captain. 

	“Captain Gattri and I have discussed this subject before.” 

	Though I never told him how much I cared for Mosam before the armory explosion, she added mentally.

	“I will handle this, Agent Pansar,” Firio said. He stepped past Yajain. “You’ll have my report on Castenlock’s readiness for transit in an hour.”

	“I look forward to it,” said Pansar. He turned with the two other agents and left the conference room. None of them looked back.

	Dara folded her arms and turned to Yajain, but said nothing. Firio stroked his beard. 

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“I think I just complicated things.”

	Firio shrugged. 

	“Nothing is going to be simple about this mission. Better to know than to miss things.”

	Yajain nodded slowly, her mind racing. 

	She tried not to go over her history with Mosam Coe, but in her mind, she saw teary-eyed Lin saying from her hospital bed, “If he ever comes back, he has to pay.”

	Then Yajain’s own cold voice answered her sister from the past. 

	“It’s not 'if he comes back,’ Lin. It’s when we find him.”
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	Yajain sat down in a transmitter booth at Lambri Port then spotted Dara through the transplastic door crossing the port floor with the other members of the survey team. She considered drawing the curtain inside the door, but knew Dara had already seen her. Yajain straightened her legs and climbed off the booth’s stool. Dara approached just as Yajain opened the door. The other team members hung back with the bags they’d unloaded.

	“Tell me what you’re going to do.” For once, Dara did not sound calm, commanding, or light. Her voice did not tremble, but its usual resonance sounded brittle.

	Yajain let the door swing shut behind her. 

	“First, I’m going to contact my family. They need to know what I’m doing. Then I’ll make a decision.”

	Dara frowned at her. 

	“You’re actually considering going with the fleet.”

	“What if I wasn’t? Wouldn’t that be stranger?”

	“Have you ever been in a real storm?” Dara shook her head. “That’s not the point. They’re not going out there to survey fauna. There may not even be clear air at the end of the corridor in Toraxas.”

	“I know it will be dangerous.” Yajain smiled at Dara. “Honestly, I’m touched that you care.”

	“You’re the best surveyor to come fresh from the academy I’ve ever worked with,” Dara said. “I saw your face when you noticed-” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “-That man in the hologram. Don’t throw your career away for some old…what? Old flame? Grudge?”

	Yajain stepped back, coat sleeve brushing the plastic door. Had Mosam really affected her so much? Dara really cut to the heart of matters. Yajain stared at the older biologist. Dara’s expression showed her worry.

	“I don’t plan to,” Yajain said, “But I have to go.”

	“Fine,” Dara said and turned away. “Be careful.”

	Yajain circled her heart, the old, familiar oath-making sign of the reef. Mosam had taught it to her. 

	“I need to tell my family.”

	“Right.”

	Dara walked toward her team, and Yajain returned to the booth. She knew she had to, but part of her didn’t want to call her family now. Mother and father would be bad enough, but what would Lin—Linekta—say if she knew why Yajain was going? 

	Yajain input the code number for direct relay to Kaga Pillar at the far end of the Kadarhan Corridor. She imagined she could see the waves shooting from the transmission tower and breaking against the emitters high above the settlement where she had grown up. She cradled the receiver to her ear.

	Mother answered expecting someone else. Yajain could tell by the tense greeting.

	“Yes? Who’s there?”

	“It’s your wandering daughter,” Yajain said.

	Mother’s voice eased, but only a little. 

	“Yajay? What is it?”

	Yajain held the phone back as she took a deep breath so mother couldn’t hear her. 

	“The fleet is changing missions,” she said. “Mother, is Lin there? I promise I’ll talk to you after.”

	Mother sighed. “Alright, Yajay. But have you seen the news?”

	“The storms are near Abdra cluster. I may be going into them.”

	“Yajay…”

	“I need to speak with Lin.”

	“Yes, alright.”

	A shuffling sound came from the end of the line. Yajain took another deep breath. Lin answered.

	“Yajain?”

	“Lin. Good to hear your voice. I’ve seen a hologram of Mosam. He’s somewhere beyond Abdra.”

	“You’re serious? You actually found him. Why are you telling me this?”

	“I want to know what you would do if you were here.”

	Lin’s breath caught for a long moment.

	“Are you still there?” Yajain asked.

	“Find him, Yajay. Punish him.”

	Yajain put her free hand to the phone.

	“I will.”

	“I’m thinking of you,” Lin said. “Please. Be careful out there.”

	“Thanks. Take care of yourself.”

	“I’m giving you back to mother now. Good luck.”
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	Kaga Pillar, 11 Cycles Ago

	

	A settlement burned in the distance.

	From the street leading to the imperial armory, Yajain watched three refugee ships glide into the arc field near the docks. Each docking bridge extended from the pillar’s side five hundred meters below and reached to the edge of the pillar’s field. In the distance, through seven hundred kilometers of hanging mist, the flames of Toltuashi Hub burned in brilliant red and yellow, collateral damage from the Dilinia and Alliance fleets’ clashes nearby.

	Those fires must disappoint the refugees, Yajain thought sadly. Father and mother took her and Lin to Toltuashi Hub a few times a cycle, it being the closest of the great trade hubs. The settlement continued to burn.

	Yajain waited for Lin’s shift at the armory desk to end, left cold and quiet by the distant flames.

	Below her, the largest of the three refugee ship was tethered to a pair of docking arms. 

	The wind picked up, a storm blowing from the short corridor that terminated in Toltuashi Hub on one end, and the Oscarat Alliance-controlled Nayita Hub on the other.

	Birds glided ahead of darkening clouds, carried by storm winds, mostly small, but Yajain noted a solitary albatross, clearly evidenced as no other feathered creature grew that large except for banner birds. Banner birds grew even larger and possessed a telltale set of forelegs beneath the wings. This bird lacked forelegs just as surely as it lacked a flock.

	Yajain watched the bird fly, grateful for its freedom, and a bit envious. The girls at school were merciless to Yajain ever since the rumors of Ditari torturing and eating prisoners surfaced. Father said there was nothing to those rumors, but the other students never listened when Yajain tried to tell them. An albatross flew alone. Better than being hated. 

	Yajain followed the bird with her gaze. The animal sailed closer to Kaga. Banner birds had been domesticated as steeds since ancient times, but the albatross could never be tamed. The albatross flew free.

	Footsteps struck pavement behind Yajain. Lin. Yajain turned and saw her sister. 

	“Hey.”

	“You didn’t have to wait for me.” Lin smiled. “We’re just going to see the refugees.”

	“I can see them from here.” Yajain glanced over the edge where the street dropped off, and down past buildings and streets that covered the outside of the pillar’s shell. The docking arms remained steady despite the increasingly strong wind.

	Dozens of people streamed down the docks from the refugee ships. Except for the curved shells of a few bandojens, they all looked the same from this distance. They all called themselves humans, but Yajain knew how different they all were because she was half-Ditari. Half a hunter.

	Lin gave an exasperated sigh. 

	“You can see them from here, but you can’t talk to them.”

	Yajain turned toward her sister, apprehensive.

	“Come on,” said Lin. “They’re from expanses that have been fighting for years. You think they’ll be afraid of us?”

	Yajain took a deep breath. 

	“It sounds silly when you say it.” She smiled.

	Lin shrugged. 

	“That’s because it is silly! Stop worrying so much.” She activated the lifts in her clothes and swam off the level of street into the bottomless arc beyond. Yajain hesitated but followed before Lin could chide her again.

	They flew down to the docks, hugging the settlement’s side. Kaga’s yellow solna bathed them with light from above as it emerged around the curve of the pillar. Yajain and Lin landed on a small terrace a few meters above the path the refugees were walking in a slow line. Here it was obvious most of them were nuinn, like mother and most of the other inhabitants of Kaga, but a few bandojens and kyteps were scattered among them. Many of them wore the fashion of the other end of the corridor. Women in Escarian-style dresses with long skirts and men with big coats that nearly matched the skirts in length. Still, Yajain saw no Ditari or saroi. The peoples of the Oscarat Alliance usually did not flee toward the center of Dilinia.

	Yajain looked this way and that as the refugees began to climb a ramp near her and Lin. First, a few nuinn families passed. Then came a pair of bandojens of an engineering family with their clan company’s red seal pinned to their large suitcase. Lin nudged Yajain as the bandojens passed. Yajain glanced at Lin, and then followed her sister’s gaze to the two figures still climbing the ramp.

	One looked at least fifty and heavyset, with a long gray coat and wispy white hair. The other had clearly been what attracted Lin. He wore the same kind of coat as the older man, but he was wiry and looked to be in his late teens, not much older than Lin or Yajain. His hair was straight and dark and he smiled as he tugged a rolling suitcase and spoke loudly to the old man.

	“…This place looks friendly enough.”

	The sound of his voice easily carried the short distance to Yajain.

	“What was that, boy?” asked the old man in an even louder voice. The two of them crested the top of the ramp.

	“I said this looks like a friendly settlement.”

	“Oh yes. Yes of course.” The old man hefted a suitcase with a strange, curved symbol on its side.

	Lin grinned and led Yajain over to them. 

	“Welcome to Kaga.”

	The old man stopped before them, looking bewildered. 

	“I’ve never had a welcoming party before.”

	Lin shrugged her shoulders. 

	“My sister and I aren’t officials or anything. We’re just here to be friendly.”

	The old man raised his eyebrows. 

	“Is that so? Good. Good.”

	The young man stepped forward. 

	“Excuse the doctor,” he said. “He’s a bit deaf.”

	Lin nodded. Yajain looked up at the boy’s face. He had green eyes.

	“You two are locals, huh?” he said. “Kind of unusual to see Ditari in these parts.”

	Yajain flushed and looked away. Lin clapped a hand on Yajain’s shoulder to keep her from moving further. 

	“We grew up here.”

	“It’s good to see some variety if you know what I mean.” He grinned. “After all, people shouldn’t be afraid of each other.”

	“Come along, boy.” The doctor turned to head down the street. “We have a building to find.”

	“Just a second, old man,” said the boy. He turned to Lin and Yajain. “My name’s Mosam. My master and I will be staying at the Church of Harvest here in the settlement if you want to come by.” He nodded to them and then turned to follow the old man.

	Lin waved after them. 

	“My name’s Lin,” she said. “Lin Aksari.”

	Yajain stood rigid as Mosam followed the old man down the street away from them. She couldn’t bring herself to say anything. She turned the boy's words over in her mind. People shouldn’t be afraid of each other.
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	Yajain looked at the uniform patch in her hand. It bore the seal of the Imperial Dilinian Fleet’s medical corps.

	Applying had been easy, with her qualifications and the desperation for personnel. She closed her hand on the patch, then went to find Dara.

	The fleet prepared for transit to Toraxas Cluster over the next seventy hours at Lambri Hub. Yajain spent most of that time helping Dara and the rest of their team unload gear at the docks. Once they unloaded all of the equipment, the other team members began to book passage back to the other end of the cluster for transit home while Yajain pocketed her new medical corps patch and walked into the settlement.

	She left the docks to spend her free time in the central chamber of the pillar where Lambri’s core, naturally generating its arc field, emerged partially from the rock. The settlement filled much of the central cavern with shops and businesses. 

	The cylindrical core shifted brightness levels from light to dark to light again over regular twenty-four hours periods, and like those in all other pillars, they provided the basis for standard time. 

	She ordered tea at a little cafe overlooking the slope the core. Her personal communicator beeped as she sipped her tea. She slid the screen out and answered the call.

	Captain Kebrim Ettasil of the Solnakite was on the other end of the line. She’d spoken with him about staying on with the crew just after being accepted as a medic. 

	“Doctor Aksari, we’re taking on another passenger for the transit to Toraxas.”

	She frowned. 

	“Who is it?”

	“An imperial agent. His name is Boskem. He seems to think he should have your cabin space.”

	Yajain closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 

	“I can be back in half an hour. Can we hash this out then?”

	“I’ll see what I can do.”

	“Thanks, captain, for letting me know.”

	“No problem.”

	Yajain finished her tea and made her way back through the settlement on foot. A few hundred meters from the center she hailed an arc mover to take her to the docks. 

	She paid the mover’s pilot as they approached, and then dropped out of the cab and descended on her lifts to the moorings of Solnakite. Ratings scurried over the ship’s concave steel hull and swept back wings. 

	Captain Ettasil was giving orders from a standing terminal near the ship. Yajain flew down to the ship’s level. Ettasil gave her a tired look. 

	“Good that you’re here.”

	“Captain, can I see this agent?”

	“He’s in the ship. I already gave him the cabin Dara left, but he says he needs both.”

	“What for? He’s one man.”

	Ettasil mopped his brow with a handkerchief. 

	“One cabin for himself, one cabin for specialist equipment.”

	Yajain raised her eyebrows. 

	“Do you know what that equipment is?” 

	Ettasil sighed. “I haven’t asked yet.”

	“Thank you, captain.” She turned toward the ship, scowling. “I’ll talk to him.” 

	Yajain flew toward the ship before Ettasil could say anything more. She climbed the forward loading ramp. 

	Wind from the open dock pestered her bare ankles and short sleeves where ship-clothes would protect. Despite the insulation of the pillar, things grew cold quickly when the solna was on the far side.

	She entered the ranger through a side hatch, then activated her arc lifts, and flew to the top deck of the ship. She found the passage outside her cabin mostly blocked by a single large crate.

	A dark-skinned rating stood before the plastic box. Yajain recognized her from the Solnakite’s crew on the survey mission, Rating Jalee Avencia, a sturdy little woman. 

	Small saroi feelers curled, almost invisible, from her brows. Her gaze was on the reading pad in her hands. Yajain approached.

	“Doctor, hello. I-”

	“Where’s the imperial agent?” Yajain asked.

	“He’s in cabin eleven.” Jalee frowned. “He had me take your effects down to cabin six.”

	Yajain started past Jalee. 

	“Please, he’s not in a good mood.”

	“Do you think I am?” But still, Yajain paused by the crate. She turned to Jalee. “Do you know his rank?”

	Jalee opened her mouth to speak, but another voice answered Yajain first. 

	“Tinar Boskem. Of our Empress’s humble Finders.” A powerfully built man in black stepped into the gap between the crate and the corridor wall. “Doctor Aksari,” he said. “What seems to be the matter?”

	Yajain knocked her knuckles against the side of the crate. 

	“Are you certain this is essential baggage?”

	Boskem’s eyebrows rose slightly. 

	“Is that anger I hear in your voice, doctor? Perhaps you do not appreciate my presence aboard this ship, or at least, half of you doesn’t. After the result of the last war, I suspect any Ditari would be bitter.”

	The slight against her Ditari heritage hung in the air between Yajain and Boskem. 

	“Your information seems inaccurate, finder.”

	“How is that?”

	“You seem to have forgotten the war has been over for ten years.”

	“I took it into account.” Boskem smirked. “Look to your hands, doctor. They’re shaking.”

	He was right, but Yajain didn’t care. 

	“Funny. I’d think you could do better than that.”

	“It’s not like you see in popular captures. In reality, an agent doesn’t often have time to compose rejoinders. Now, move aside Doctor Askari. Or would you prefer I call you DiAksa? That is your father’s name, is it not?”

	Yajain’s eyes narrowed. She carefully removed her hand from the crate and stepped to one side. 

	Boskem smiled at her and then walked past without looking at Jalee or Yajain again. 

	“See to the crate, rating.”

	Jalee saluted his retreating back. 

	“Yes, sir.” She made a rude gesture that went as unseen as her salute.

	Boskem activated his arc lifts and vanished into a passage to the lower decks. Yajain turned to Jalee. The rating gave her a wry look. 

	Yajain frowned.

	“He still thinks this is all about genetics.”

	Jalee pocketed her reading pad. 

	“Dilinia won the war. But some people think it wasn’t enough.”

	“I know that well.” The memory of a nuinn girl raising a metal rod over her head returned to Yajain. She blotted the memory from her mind and closed her eyes.

	“Don’t we all,” Jalee said. “Don’t forget, my people lost too.”

	Yajain nodded. “Thanks,” she said. “I’d better go check my new quarters.”
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	Yajain’s new quarters halved the space of the officer’s cabins above. A byga-silk and synthetic hammock hung between tight walls beside a locker door with a mirror on it. Yajain’s scripting pad sat beside her father’s vare blade, sheathed atop a travel case atop her footlocker. No chair and no desk and no room for either. Yajain sighed.

	She packed her travel case under the hammock, then changed into her ship clothes. She checked the boxy order terminal on the door. The screen switched to an emblem of the Imperial Fleet, a trident with four wings on its handle. Orders scrolled in pale letters over a black field. 

	All crew members of Castenlock and rangers Solnakite, Ebonwing, and Ruane’s Blade, prepare for immediate departure to Toraxas Cluster. Non-essential personnel are to remain in quarters for linear transit. 

	It was dated from just half an hour ago and bore a signature of approval from Captain Firio Gattri. At least Firio appeared to still have some authority over the relief fleet.

	Yajain shifted her travel case to the floor. She sat down on her footlocker, legs pulled tight to her chest. She wondered what kind of transportation Mosam took out to the furthest clusters…Not now, she thought. She had to be ready to help people more than she wished to catch Mosam. 

	She climbed to her feet and took a uniform suit from the footlocker. It was red and white, the main colors of the Imperial Fleet. On the collar, the emblem of the medical relief corps, the same as the patch she had been given, was stamped. Yajain put on the uniform.

	She opened the door and stepped into the passage of the ship’s lower middle deck. The doors of the other cabins were all sealed but a light shone in the watchroom near the central ladders between decks. Yajain walked to it and peered through the open door.

	Inside at a circular table, sat a young nuinn woman with black hair in the same uniform as Yajain. She couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. Despite that, she wore the violet badge of a fleet surgeon on her chest. 

	She glanced at Yajain from her reading pad. 

	“Hello, doctor.”

	“Medic.” Yajain nodded to the girl. “Are you assigned to this ship as well?”

	“I arrived during the last dark cycle. But just because I’m assigned here, don’t expect us to be friends.”

	Yajain folded her arms. 

	“Wouldn’t dream of it. What’s your name?”

	“You can call me Medical Officer Narayme. And you must be the half-Ditari doctor I’ve been hearing so much about.” The girl stuck out her lip petulantly. “I can’t believe we’re going to be working together.”

	“We’ll probably have to,” Yajain said, “But don’t let me ruin your bad attitude.” 

	She turned and started back into the passage. The abuse her father’s heritage earned her always stung. Apparently, the new medical officer didn’t feel like seeking common ground, and Yajain was too tired to put any time into thinking more about it.

	She returned to her cabin and settled into the hammock. She braced it with additional lines to keep it from swinging around in transit. The departure sirens sounded just minutes later. Yajain picked up her scripting pad and settled in for hours of acceleration.
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	Linear transit technology ties settlements together over vast distances. Transit drives based on synthetic cores for power allows mist ships to accelerate up to incredible speeds starting from within a pillar’s arc field. After clearing the pillar’s arc, particle burning ship-based arc fields keep acceleration constant for most of the distance of the journey. Only the few corridors where no pillars intervene for many thousands of kilometers make possible routes for transit because maneuvering at such speeds had yet to prove possible.

	Within the ship, Yajain stopped reading the treatise she had opened on her reading pad. She didn’t feel the need for comfort reading much anymore but today had been rough between the downsized quarters and her belligerent new coworker. The history of linear transit served to remind her people took these routes all the time. To think she volunteered for this. But for Lin, she would bear with it.

	The ship rocked slightly. The linear part of linear transit meant that the ship only traveled in a straight line, but headwinds sometimes affected that course. Yajain’s hammock swung slowly back and forth. She curled up her legs under her and set down the pads.

	Gradually the raging headwind soothed her through the rocking hammock. Yajain has almost fallen asleep when the sudden loud hum of the ship’s retros powering up cast her into complete wakefulness. Her eyes flew open. They’d arrive in Toraxas, near Rakati Pillar in a few hours. Linear transit sometimes took more time, but down a short corridor like this one, ships spent over half the distance decelerating.

	Yajain set her head against the pillows in the hammock. She would do her best to keep the fleet moving. She would find Mosam Coe. And yet she couldn’t imagine what she would say to him when she saw him again. She pressed one of the hammock’s thin pillows over her ears and tried to sleep.
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	Solnakite decelerated from transit. Wailing warning sirens woke Yajain. She twisted and nearly fell out of her hammock. Normally the end of transit quieted down. She climbed down from the hanging bed and pulled on her uniform. The sirens went on wailing.

	She stepped out into the hall. Officer Narayme, the black-haired girl from the watchroom, stood in the doorway of the cabin across the way. She glared at Yajain.

	“What’s going on?”

	Yajain slipped back inside her cabin and then activated her orders terminal. 

	All personnel to battle stations. Rakati Hub has requested our immediate assistance. 

	She frowned. Rakati was the pillar opposite the corridor from Lambri, so it must be close.

	Her breath quickened as she reread the orders. Yajain put on a white mist suit over her dry uniform, and stepped out into the hallway, carrying her face mask under one arm. Battle stations as a medic meant being aboard the tumbler in case they needed to deploy for rescue operations. She activated her arc lifts and flew up a deck. A group of ratings swam past her the opposite way.

	The tumbler in the launch bay was already powering up with a hum when Yajain arrived. She disabled her arc lifts and then walked up the ramp to the tumbler’s cabin. Two of the newly assigned cablers in combat armor and hoods stood at the ready inside. Both were tall. One was wiry and lean, the other bulky with muscle. Both wore their transparent masks. Yajain nodded to them. The lean one gave her a jittery smile. The big one ignored her, his face stern.

	The girl from before, Medical Officer Narayme, caught up as Yajain checked the two medkits inside the tumbler. The nuinn girl slammed into a seat in the middle of a row. The stern and big cabler turned to the cockpit. 

	“Duty Officer Harish, get us moving.” 

	“This is everyone?” Narayme asked.

	Yajain sat down and fastened her belts.

	The wiry cabler took a seat between Narayme and the door. The big one positioned himself near the ramp beside Yajain. The tumbler’s humming engines grew louder.

	Finder Boskem rounded a corner and jogged up the ramp in a black poncho. He wheezed as he took his seat next to Narayme. 

	“Open the bay doors,” he said into a receiver as the corner of his mouth.

	The tumbler’s ramp sealed with a hiss. Solnakite’s bay opened and they dropped out of the larger vessel. The tumbler’s thrusters powered with a roar and kick, and drove them toward Rakati Hub. 

	Finder Boskem sat back, eyes closed and breathing deep. He wore a liquid-coil pistol holstered at his side. Yajain stared at the weapon. “What’s the situation, Finder?”

	“A rebel fleet struck at Rakati Settlement an hour ago,” Boskem said. “There must have been spies in Ija’s administration.”

	“Ija,” Yajain murmured. 

	According to an earlier briefing, the Great Mind that governed Toraxas Cluster managed most of the local defense forces.

	Boskem nodded.

	“Apparently the independent government doesn’t command the same loyalty as our Empress.”

	“We’re approaching the landing zone,” Harish called from the cockpit. “Looks like there’s an enemy ship still on station, judging by the chatter.”

	Medical Officer Narayme’s eyes flashed, nervous. The huge cabler beside Yajain grunted. 

	“Thanks for the warning.”

	Yajain gripped her seat as they accelerated toward Rakati Hub’s hanging ring of terraces.
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	Flames licked dry air from piles of rubble and twisted metal. Rakati Hub’s charred terrace smelled of seared air. Yajain followed the wiry cabler, Banedd Loattun by a line of wreckage, pockmarked with burn marks. With lifts inactive and no cold to fight, her uniform only weighed her down in this sizzling artificial wasteland.

	The terrace extended beyond the edge of the natural pillar, supported by enormous metal struts both above and below the broad ring. A pair of nearly spherical arc fighters glided over the distant rubble, but Yajain saw no signs of any fighting at the moment. The damage already dealt made the point seem moot. One strut had been scarred by beam weapons. Some parts fused while others fell off completely.

	Behind Yajain, Finder Boskem spoke into his commlink in a low voice. “No sign of attackers on this side. Stand by, identifying movement.”

	She scanned for signs of life. Screams came from near a burning watchtower close to the terrace’s outer edge, audible to Yajain only through the hunter’s ears she wore on her collar. Yajain pressed a finger to her palm to activate her lifts. 

	“Do you hear that?” she said. “Someone’s over there. I’m going to respond.”

	Yajain crouched and prepared to swim into the air. Boskem clapped his hand on her arm. 

	“Stay low. There could be enemies out there.”

	She glanced at him, a grimace forming at his touch. She nodded. 

	Boskem released her arm. 

	“Take Cabler Loattun with you. Radio if there’s trouble.”

	The wiry young cabler turned and looked past Yajain to Boskem. 

	“Yes, sir.” His arc lifts activated.

	He and Yajain swam low over the terrace, darting between wreckage and broken light posts.

	The tower stood at the far end of a field of tall plant stalks. Yajain didn’t recognize the crops at a glance, but their dense rows provided good cover. She and Loattun shot down parallel rows, each half a meter above the terrace’s soil. The tower’s top cracked. The burned shell of a turret was all that remained at the peak.

	Yajain and Loattun reached the wall and landed beside it, crouching low. Any youth in Dilinia could have performed the same maneuver by the age of fifteen. Yajain pressed one palm against the wall. Her glove came away streaked with soot.

	Another scream came from the tower’s far side. Yajain winced and switched off the hunter’s ears. 

	“Keep watch,” she said. “I’ll check this out.”

	He raised the sleek black liquid-coil rifle in its shoulder sling and scanned the area through its scope. Yajain circled the tower on foot. Her steps sounded dull on the pavement, and her heartbeat felt loud in her ears. 

	She clutched the medical kit tight as the empty mist of the corridor appeared before her. An infinite fall, billowing with white clouds awaited five meters from where she stood.

	Lying at the lip of the bottomless maw of the corridor was a man with one arm blackened and sticky with residual fluid from a coil shot. What remained of the rifle he’d been holding had bubbled from heat, stock melted to his armored shoulder. His agonized gaze turned to Yajain. 

	“Medic, damn it. My arm.”

	Yajain scurried to his side, staying low. His entire right side sizzled with tar-like discharge. The bitter stench made Yajain gag, but she controlled herself for the soldier’s sake. She’d never seen a wound like this before. She lacked experience as a medic.

	“It’ll be alright. Just let me clear this.”

	She cracked open the medical kit and removed a dispersal gun. Trained it on the wound. Pulled the trigger. The stabilizing gas quickly popped the bubbles that remained and made the sizzling stop where it touched the armor and burnt skin. 

	Her eyes grew teary from the dry backwash of heat. She slid the dispersal gun back into the kit, then realized she didn’t have anything to cut off the armor or separate the rifle from the man’s shoulder.

	“Hang on,” she said. “I think the worst damage is done.”

	He grunted, fingers of his glove still fused to the grip of his weapon. 

	“Do your arc lifts work?”

	“Burnt out,” he said.

	She met his eyes. 

	“Can you stand up if I help you?”

	“I’ll try.”

	Yajain buckled the medical kit to her belt. She crouched beside the man and slid an arm around his unburnt shoulder. 

	“Let’s go. Ready?”

	He heaved himself upright, leaning on her. In a straining moment, she dragged him to his feet. 

	Yajain stepped back from the edge and together they turned toward the tower. Loattun, met them halfway toward the far side. 

	“I’ll take him from here, doctor.”

	“Thanks.” Yajain transferred the man’s good arm to the cabler’s grip. “We’d better get back.”

	Loattun nodded. 

	“Doesn’t look like we’ve got any hostiles local to us.”

	The wounded soldier shook his head. 

	“No. They’re coming back.”

	Yajain glanced at the charred man. 

	“Are you sure?”

	His face tightened with pain. 

	“They’ve been circling the hub for hours. Don’t know what they want.”

	Loattun grimaced. 

	“I’ll radio ahead. Doctor, you should go first. I’ll cover you.”

	“Alright.”

	Yajain stared at the field. Smoke rose from a patch of burning grain stalks along the curve of the terrace’s outer edge. At the top of a strut several kilometers away, a silver figure flashed into view. She carried a rifle. One of the round-bodied arc fliers bearing the Rakati defense force insignia drifted overhead, slowly in retro. 

	A projectile weapon fired loudly from high on the strut and cracked the spherical cockpit at the center of the flier.

	Yajain ducked reflexively as the sound of the shot whined over the field. Loattun crouched and set down the wounded soldier behind the wall. He took cover and raised his rifle. 

	“Go, medic.”

	She nodded and powered up her lifts. Then she accelerated into the field, skimming so low she narrowly avoided clipping the terrace. Her medical kit bumped against her thigh.

	Another gunshot echoed over the field. Yajain grimaced as she approached the edge of the rows of plants. A burst of ballistics roared from behind her. The hiss of a salvo of coil-fluid followed. She was moving to fast to risk looking back.

	The earpiece connected to Yajain’s commlink chimed. 

	“Aksari, what is going on over there?” Boskem asked.

	Yajain landed by the edge of the field, just hidden by dense rows of plants. She answered Boskem with one finger on her earpiece. 

	“We’ve got a survivor. He says the attackers are coming back, but I think they’re already here. There is a sniper on the nearest strut.”

	“Damn. They’ve deployed assault troops? Who are these people?”

	“I’m almost to your position. Can you spot the sniper for me?”

	Boskem’s voice vanished from her ear. She crouched in the field and waited for him to reply. Another gunshot rang out. Boskem’s voice returned. 

	“We’re drawing her fire. Get moving.”

	Yajain took off on her lifts again. Another series of shots were exchanged both projectile and energy. She dodged through rubbled past burn marks to the wall where Boskem, Narayme, and the big cabler had set up. 

	A shot punctured the cabler’s armor high on one shoulder. He held his rifle one-handed. Blood trickled from the broken plates and torn cloth. Narayme looked up at Yajain from her medical kit, eyes wide. Boskem knelt on the other side of the cabler, speaking into his headset.

	“What happened?” Yajain asked.

	“That sniper is good,” said the big cabler. “I’ve never seen anyone shoot like this before.”

	“Damn it, where did they find someone that skilled?” Boskem said.

	So much for Finder’s being intelligence officers, Yajain thought. She deactivated her lifts and crept toward Narayme and the cabler she was frantically trying to patch up. Halfway there an explosion shook the field.

	Boskem swore. 

	“You’re shitting me. She just took out a combat flier with a ballistic weapon!”

	Yajain turned to Narayme and the wounded cabler. Narayme was trying to pry off the damaged plate of the man’s armor. She grunted and it came loose. The man gritted his teeth.

	Yajain gave the young officer time to patch the wound before she slipped past her and the cabler to Boskem. 

	“Loattun is still pinned down on the other side of the field.”

	“That’s where that flier went down.” Boskem’s teeth chattered. “He’s most likely dead already.” The Finder’s eyes clouded. “I’m calling the tumbler doctor. We’re getting out of here.”

	Yajain glared at him. 

	“No way we are! That sniper just shot down a combat flier. Our tumbler isn’t armored at all.” 

	“It’s our only chance,” Boskem said. “We’re not getting back up.”

	Her eyes narrowed. 

	“What happened?”

	“An enemy banner ship was sighted. The rangers are pulling back to protect Castenlock.” 

	“And the hub?”

	“Most of the settlement will survive another raid. But we won’t if we stay here.”

	Yajain’s eyes locked on Boskem’s.

	“You are not calling in that tumbler. You’ll just get the pilot killed.”

	“It’s our only chance.”

	“I don’t accept that.”

	“I’m in command here.”

	Yajain didn’t take her eyes from the Finder’s. Boskem’s face pinched. His hand flew to the pistol at his side. He raised it and trained it on Yajain. 

	“Don’t countermand my authority.”

	She raised her hands slowly. 

	“Put the gun down. We’re on the same side.”

	“Damn it.” Boskem lowered the weapon. His other hand flew to his ear. “They’re saying its too hot.”

	“They’re right.” Yajain took a long breath. “Sorry, Finder.”

	“It doesn’t matter. Not now,” he glared at her. “We’re all going to die here.”

	“If we can get inside the pillar itself we’ll be safe.”

	“That’s over two kilometers away across open terrace. And that damned sniper won’t give us half that distance.”

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“We try or we give up.”

	Boskem’s eyes look white and watery. 

	“Fine. I’ll try to contact Loattun one more time, then we’ll move one way or another.” 

	With his retreat cut off, he appeared to have found a bit of courage. If the bastard hadn’t just pointed a coil pistol at Yajain she might be able to appreciate that. 

	She lowered her trembling hands and turned to Narayme and the wounded cabler. 

	“Can you move?”

	“Soon,” Narayme said. “Thanks.”

	Boskem touched his ear. His voice was deadened. 

	“Loattun and that soldier are still alive. They’ll be here in twenty seconds.”

	Yajain turned to him. 

	“That’s a good thing, sir.”

	“Yes.” Boskem nodded and then pointed over the wall to the distance. Yajain turned. The massive silhouette of a banner ship rose over the terrace in the distance, shadow cast against shifting cloud layers. Boskem’s eyes found hers. “That is not.”
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	Kaga Pillar 11 Cycles Ago

	

	In the corridor at school, Yajain walked with her head down, reading pad pressed to her chest. Sixteen cycles old, she kept up with the other top students in her class, though many of the teachers ignored her whenever they could find an excuse. The wave of refugees arriving in the middle of the term a few weeks before brought many new students, new faces everywhere. Almost all of them were nuinn, just like the natives. And almost all of them ignored Yajain, or looked at her with distrust.

	Lin, two cycles older than Yajain and with far milder features, fit in better. Yajain never saw her sister during the day, though they were in the same building. Yajain rounded a corner in the hall and glimpsed Mosam emerge from an office ahead. She immediately glanced down at her reading pad, but couldn’t stop her eyes from drifting up to peek at him.

	He saw her and walked over, his bag hanging from one shoulder. 

	“Hey,” he said. “I didn’t catch your name before.”

	Yajain glanced down at her pad, then back at Mosam. 

	“Oh, I’m Yajain.”

	“Yajain? Good to meet you.” He offered her a hand.

	She grasped his hand, warm and firm, and shook it. 

	“Is this your first day at school?” she asked.

	“Yeah,” he said. “Just got registered.” He held up his ID card. “My master thinks I ought to attend, to broaden my knowledge.”

	She nodded, unsure of herself. 

	“How old are you?” she asked.

	“Nineteen. I think.”

	“You think?” Yajain frowned in the slight way she did when puzzled. She thought it made her appear less fierce. “You don’t know?”

	“Nobody kept track for me early on.”

	“You didn’t have parents?”

	He shrugged. 

	“We all have parents. I just didn’t know mine.”

	Yajain dropped her gaze to Mosam’s feet. 

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Nothing to be sorry about.” Mosam touched her arm. “But I guess we’d better get to class.”

	“Not for another few minutes.” She looked up at him, searching his face for a reason, an answer to the question she was burning to ask him. Yajain took a deep breath as his hand fell from her arm and past her wrist. “Why aren’t you afraid of me?”

	Mosam’s eyebrows rose. 

	“Is there some reason I should be?”

	“I’m—Can’t you tell I’m half-Ditari?”

	“I figured you were when I first saw you. Didn’t know how to ask before, and my master, the old doctor was in a hurry.” He smiled down at her. “You’re awfully pretty, Yajain.” 

	Heat rose in her face and she looked down at the floor. 

	“I’m—I’m sorry.”

	“Don’t be sorry about it. My master taught me all people are one. Ditari may be at war with nuinn now, but the time will come when we’ll all need each other.”

	Yajain frowned, but this time more with intent than puzzlement. 

	“What kind of doctor is your master?”

	“The oldest kind there is,” said Mosam. “He’s a Doctor of the Harvest.”

	“Harvest? What’s that?”

	“It’s the time when people used to gather their crops, before the cold season on the reef.”

	“What’s a season?” Don’t ask that, what if he thinks you’re dumb?

	“On the reefs, seasons are times when the weather changes.”

	“I’ve heard of reefs,” Yajain said. “But people have lived on pillars for so long. It doesn’t make sense anymore.”

	Mosam shrugged. 

	“Tradition can be important even when it doesn’t make any sense. Personally, I have a tougher time with technology. I’d really better get to class.” He maneuvered around her and walked off fast down the hall.

	Yajain checked her chronometer. Class starts in less than a minute. She glanced after Mosam. 

	“I’m pretty good with tech,” she called after him. “Ask me if you want help!”

	She flushed with embarrassment at her own outburst as he paused. 

	He looked over his shoulder at her and smiled. 

	“I’ll remember that.”

	Yajain didn’t really believe him. But the next day he asked for her personal pad number and then they started studying together. Over the course of the next cycle, she met him at the Church of Harvest where he lived with the old deaf doctor. She almost got used to his smile and his laugh. Almost.
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	Loattun and the wounded soldier sailed over the barrier and landed behind Yajain. No shot sounded from the sniper. Yajain cringed against the wall, clutching her medical kit. The banner ship ascended over the terrace. 

	Far smaller than an explorer like Castenlock, banner ships provided immense firepower in a package tougher than any ranger, named for a practice in ancient times days when leaders would fly into battle on banner birds. 

	Turrets and larger weapons turned slowly, scanning over the terrace. They searched like hungry eyes.

	Loattun crouched, setting down the wounded soldier. 

	Yajain approached them, staying low.

	“How is he?”

	The wounded soldier grunted. 

	“I’m still alive.”

	Loattun nodded. 

	“Let’s keep you that way,” Yajain said. “What’s your name?”

	“Devrim.” He looked up at the banner ship. “We’d better go.”

	Yajain looked upward. 

	“It hasn’t spotted us.”

	Loattun shook his head. 

	“A banner ship won’t miss us for long, not with all the arc we’re disturbing.”

	The big cabler stepped to Yajain’s side. 

	“He’s right. We need to find shelter.”

	“The terrace has service passages,” Devrim said. “There might be an entrance nearby.”

	“Where?” Yajain asked.

	Devrim pointed across the scorched thoroughfare behind Yajain. 

	“There was a building with a cellar that leads to a passage. About fifty meters that way.”

	Yajain nodded. 

	“Good. Now we just need to get there.”

	“Just?” Boskem’s voice returned. He stared across the open space where Devrim had pointed. “We can’t do it, not under fire.”

	“Are there any other defenders left?” Yajain asked Devrim.

	The man nodded and winced at the pain in his rifle-fused arm. 

	“Commander Chakal had the underside of the terrace secured last time I was in contact.”

	Yajain glanced at Boskem. She tried to keep her voice steady. 

	“Can you try to call them?”

	Boskem took a deep breath. 

	“I can.”

	The big cabler turned to Yajain. 

	“I’ll give covering fire. I owe that sniper.”

	“Thanks,” Yajain said. “Narayme—” She turned to the young medical officer. “—Can you help Loattun move Devrim?”

	“I’ll try,” said the girl.

	Yajain’s gaze went back to the banner ship as it passed overhead. Boskem spoke into his commlink. He listened for a moment then turned to Yajain. 

	“The squadron is on their way. I warned them about the banner ship, but they’re flying out regardless.”

	Before he finished speaking, a rush of wind distracted Yajain. Six arc fighters with spherical bodies and swept back wings darted over the edge of the terrace. Bolts of burning white coil-fluid scattered from them across the side of the rebel banner ship.

	“Move!” the big cabler said.

	Yajain powered her arc lifts as the banner ship turned on its axis, using the pillar’s arc field to maintain flight, and opened fire on the tiny fighters. Explosions of shrapnel and bursts of hot energy lit the air. Yajain and her group flew over the terrace toward the place Devrim had indicated an entrance to the service passages. 

	The wounded soldier shouted a warning. A sniper’s bullet whined through the air and a spray of blood shot from Boskem’s forearm. He screamed and folded his arm to his side. He wobbled but kept flying using his legs for motion against the arc.

	Devrim waved them toward the ground with his one usable arm. The team landed by a collapsed building. Boskem fell to his knees, cradling his shattered arm.

	A pair of fighters swept in low over the terrace nearby. They sprayed coil fire at the strut where the sniper took her shots. Yajain scrambled over a pile of rubble. A ramp in the wreckage led to a darkened passage through the terrace.

	“Everybody in,” she said. “Wounded first.”

	Boskem nodded to her, an expression of surprise and gratitude on his face, as he descended into the tunnel. Loattun and Narayme followed him, supporting Devrim. The streak of motion of the big cabler shot over the ground and landed beside Yajain. She motioned down into the tunnel.

	“Go ahead, I’m right behind you.”

	The fighters continued their bombardment on the strut. The sniper must be hidden well if she was still alive. 

	Another shot rang out over the hisses of the fighter’s coil-fluid, echoing from a different strut across the terrace. The spherical cockpit of the fighter nearest the rubble cracked and the machine bloomed flames.

	Yajain ducked into the tunnel, but couldn’t keep her eyes from the falling arc vessel. The fighter’s hull ground into the terrace. A small, limp figure ejected from the back and sailed upward on an arc ripple. The pilot made a sitting target for the sniper. 

	Yajain crouched, then launched herself toward the unconscious pilot. The fighter exploded between herself and the pillar. Heat washed her face and she averted her gaze to shield her eyes. Her hand snaked out and blindly seized the slack arm of the flying pilot.

	She flipped over and kicked, driving herself and her new burden down toward the passage entrance.

	Fire overwhelmed the shattered cockpit of the fighter. Yajain and the unconscious pilot angled down the ramp into the safety of the tunnel.
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	Yajain caught up with the other rescue team members in a narrow passage within the terrace. The group strung out in a line against one wall. Yajain’s legs ached from the shock of landing after the last kick she had used to propel herself down. 

	She carried the unconscious small, fighter pilot in both arms, gliding on her arc lifts every few steps to ease tension on her limbs.

	She used this technique for carrying heavy loads when collecting samples with Dara, having learned it helping her family on Kaga. Yajain set the pilot on the floor of the passage beside the big cabler. 

	He glanced at her, faceplate pulled back. 

	“Spotted another life to save?”

	Yajain shrugged. 

	“She saved us. It seemed right.”

	“You make a good medic, Doctor Aksari,” said the cabler.

	She smiled at him. 

	“My name’s Yajain.”

	“Ogidar.” He pointed his thumb at his chest. “Looks like this mission isn’t going to be all search and rescue. It figures they wouldn’t tell us grunts.” He looked down the passage. Narayme finished patching up Boskem’s wounded arm and bandaging his side.

	“You think he knew?” Yajain whispered.

	“He might have.” Ogidar looked down at the woman between him and Yajain.

	She wore a white flight suit with a sensor mask covering her eyes. A black burn marked the chest of the suit down to the navel, but it didn’t appear to have gone through. Yajain found a pulse in the woman’s wrist. 

	“She’s still alive.”

	Ogidar nodded. 

	“That’s something.”

	Yajain reached down and felt at the metallic sensors on the mask. Black wires ran to the back of the woman’s head over either shoulder, almost hidden by dark hair, though several were broken. She felt the wires at the back of the neck where they connected to a small box.

	“What is this?” she said.

	“A command implant.” Ogidar frowned. “Some great minds require this kind of thing in their officers.”

	“Ija must be one of them,” Yajain said. “That would make this woman an officer.”

	Boskem walked over to them, arm bound to his side. 

	“That’s Gellen Chakal,” he said. “She’s the commander of the flight corps here at Rakati Hub.”

	“How do you know that?” Yajain asked.

	“I’m an intelligence officer,” Boskem said.

	She nodded.

	“Well, we’re all stuck here now. Devrim, do you know a way to get off the terrace while staying underground?”

	The soldier sat against the wall, ruined arm extended to the floor. 

	“There’s a way.” He gritted his teeth as he looked at his arm. “Or at least, there was.”

	“Lead on,” said Yajain. “We don’t have a lot of options.”
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	The tunnel led into the settlement’s lower atrium fifty kilometers from the core. Yajain stopped at the edge of the tunnel’s mouth. Empty streets and deserted windows greeted her. Birds squawked here and there. Somewhere, a lone power generator hummed. Aside from those few sounds quiet ruled.

	She motioned for the others to climb out of the tunnel. 

	“Where is everyone?”

	Devrim limped forward, supported by Loattun. He broke his gaze from his maimed arm to glance at Yajain.

	“The civilians must still be in the shelters.”

	Yajain nodded to him, grateful for the knowledge, especially given his condition. She hung back as the group passed and waited for Narayme to reach her. 

	She spoke in the medical officer’s ear, “Devrim needs help. I don’t think we can treat him here.”

	“Castenlock has the facilities,” Narayme said. “But who knows when we’ll get back there?”

	Ogidar passed them, carrying Gellen Chakal. Yajain glanced at them, then turned to Finder Boskem who was right behind the big cabler. The agent’s eyes were downcast and he shuffled in his step. 

	“We need to do something,” said Yajain.

	Narayme nodded. 

	“If that sniper stopped shooting we’d have a chance to call the tumbler.”

	“There’s at least one other sniper too,” Yajain said. “One with a bigger weapon that shot down Chakal’s fighter.”

	The medical officer shuddered. 

	“They’ve got to send more ships.”

	“I bet the captains weren’t counting on an attack here,” Yajain said. “It could take a while to get help."

	“Then what’s your plan?” Narayme asked.

	Yajain frowned. 

	“My plan?” 

	“You’re the one who took charge out there. You got any other ideas?”

	“Not really, Officer Narayme.”

	“Call me Sonetta. That cabler sergeant goes by his first name.”

	Yajain smiled slightly. 

	“Alright.” She looked up at the tunnels spaced here and there over the ceiling of the atrium. “Maybe I do have a plan. Follow me.” 

	The group met up with each other in the center of a deserted food court. Ogidar set Chakal on a long table top. Yajain approached in the rear. Boskem glared at her.

	Yajain took the unconscious woman’s pulse and the wires at her linker. 

	“She’s in some kind of neural shock.”

	Boskem’s eyes closed, pain wracking his face. 

	“Detachment failure. She needs to link to a core or she’ll die.”   

	Yajain looked from Chakal. 

	“You’re certain?”

	“Ninety Percent,” Boskem said.

	“How fast can we get to the core from here?” Yajain asked.

	“With a flier, minutes,” Devrim said. “I think I can find one if I get some help moving around.”

	“Sonetta, can you go with him?” 

	“Sure.”

	Yajain turned to the big cabler. 

	“Ogidar, carry her.” The command in her own voice surprised her. 

	Her time with Dara had accustomed her to authority more than previously realized.

	Boskem’s eyes opened. He stared down at Chakal. 

	“I’ll go with them. I might be the only one here who knows how to make the connection properly.” 

	Yajain nodded. 

	“Loattun, that leaves you and me.”

	“I understand,” the cabler said. “We need to take out those snipers.”

	Yajain folded her arms. 

	“Do you think we can get the drop on one of them?”

	“Maybe. But their fields of fire probably cross if they’re on adjacent struts.” 

	Yajain took a deep breath. 

	“We’ll need to attack them each simultaneously to keep from being shot by the other.”

	“With all due respect, I thought you were a doctor?” Loattun said. 

	“My father taught me how to hunt.” Yajain released her breath. “Can you hand me your sidearm?”

	Loattun took a liquid-coil pistol from its holster. 

	“Know how to use it?”

	Yajain took the weapon. She lowered the barrel toward the floor. Her fingers moved over the surface, feeling the safety catch and the trigger, the smooth workmanship of a Dilinum forge. She nodded to Loattun. 

	“I’ll be alright.”

	Sonetta turned to Yajain as Ogidar lifted Chakal from the table. Boskem wrapped his good arm around Devrim’s shoulder to support him. The young medical officer met Yajain’s eyes. 

	“Good luck.”

	Yajain circled her heart with the point of her finger. 

	“See you later.”
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	Loattun and Yajain made their way through tunnels to the higher atrium and then split up. She went through passages of white stone, past empty homes, down vacant streets, heading toward the strut where they’d seen the first shooter. 

	Loattun followed her directions toward the spot from where the big gun fired. She kept in contact with him through her headset as she switched her hunter’s ears to maximum sensitivity. She held the pistol at arms-length.

	The sniper could be just outside a passage in the pillar’s shell. Yajain’s heartbeat quickened as she advanced toward the exterior. She kept her hands steady and listened with care, analyzing each sound that came to her through the hunter’s ears. A low female voice reverberated softly down the passage as she stepped carefully into it. 

	Despite the sound of her feet on stone, Yajain didn’t dare activate her lifts. Any arc sensors the sniper used would notice that. She slipped around a corner.

	The light of Rakati’s Solna bathed the passage. The outside of the pillar and the top of a strut appeared. The female voice came from outside, audible but indistinct against the hum of the nearby banner ship’s flight systems.

	The banner ship hovered over the terrace. Turrets aimed high. Coil-shot sizzled into the distance. 

	Yajain fell into a crouch and crept toward the tunnel’s exit. Her thumb switched off the weapon’s safety. Her father’s words returned unbidden to her mind. Taking a life is no easy thing.

	She raised the pistol and stepped out onto the strut just as the sniper turned. Yellow hair gleamed in the solna and fire-light. Long strands drifted over silver armor. The sniper carried a rifle as tall as herself. She leveled it at Yajain, then hesitated, blue eyes icy.

	“Who are you?” The sniper’s nose wrinkled.

	Yajain trained her weapon on the sniper’s chest. 

	“Don’t move.”

	The sniper smiled. 

	“You either.”

	A loud hiss erupted from Yajain’s right. An explosion echoed from the adjacent strut.

	The sniper cursed. 

	“It’s just us now,” Yajain said. “Put down the gun.”

	The sniper said nothing, but her smile broadened. Her eyes brightened with recognition. 

	“It’s you. He said you’d be here.”

	Yajain’s grip tightened on the plasma pistol. 

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Doctor Coe told me he misses you, Yajain.”

	Her hand made a vice on the weapon’s grip. Her trigger finger barely kept still.

	The sniper’s eyes fixed on Yajain’s face. 

	“You came out here to hunt him. You must hate him.”

	“Shut up.” 

	Yajain pulled the trigger. Darts of searing coil fluid sliced through the air over the sniper’s head.

	The woman ducked and swung her rifle’s long barrel across Yajain’s legs. 

	Yajain tumbled backward, clutching the pistol in both hands. The sniper straightened and leveled the rifle at Yajain. 

	Yajain’s second coil shot went straight into the barrel. 

	The woman pulled the trigger in the next instant and the rifle whined, but the shot never left the weapon’s fused muzzle. Yajain surged up and grabbed the gun out of the sniper’s hands. She steadied her feet, pistol in one hand, rifle barrel in the other.

	“How do you know Mosam?”

	“My name is Adya.” The woman smiled, head turning in profile away from Yajain. The banner ship ascended higher. “You can imagine the rest.” 

	Arc lifts activated. Adya kicked off the strut. She sailed to the lower shuttle port of the banner ship just as Yajain raised the coil pistol again. The ship drew back from the strut. Yajain lowered the pistol and dropped the rifle. She activated her arc lifts.

	She launched herself after Adya. The sniper drew a blade and hurled it at Yajain in one motion. The knife tumbled end over end, slashing across Yajain’s outstretched arm. An energy charge in the weapon activated, expanding the blade half a centimeter with a sheath of hot energy, its edge slicing deep.

	Adya tucked into a passage on the banner ship’s side.

	Agony cost Yajain her flight form. She angled toward the strut, vision blurring. Yajain fell, and the banner ship climbed. She rolled onto the strut midway down its side and looked up, hand clapped on her bleeding arm. The banner ship darted away from the terrace, away from Rakati Pillar.

	[image: Image]

	
[image: Image]

	

	Sonetta bandaged Yajain’s slashed arm as the tumbler flew toward Solnakite. Though the cut hurt, it had not been as deep as she first thought. She sat back. 

	“Thanks.”

	“You’re lucky it wasn’t worse.”

	“Probably.” Yajain flexed her fingers, testing the nerves in her arm and hand. Everything worked. “But I couldn’t just let her get away.”

	She looked along the cabin of the tumbler. The smaller of the two cablers, Banedd Loattun, sat by the sealed rear door. Beside him sat a dazed, but conscious Gellen Chakal. On the Chakal’s other side sat Ogidar. 

	The cabler sergeant didn’t look much worse for wear despite his missing armor plate and wounded shoulder. Devrim lay on a stretcher between the seats with his arm still fused to his rifle now bound in a brace and dosed on painkillers. Last of the group, Boskem sat on Sonetta’s other side, his head down and silent, wounded arm still tied to his side.

	Solnakite caught them, giving Yajain the usual lurch in her stomach. Somehow it seemed smaller after hearing Mosam’s name spoken by Adya as if it no longer mattered. Yajain leaned back in her seat, gaze on the ceiling. She sighed.

	“Did you know her?” Sonetta asked.

	“No.” Yajain frowned. “But she knew me.”

	Sonetta gazed at Devrim’s still and misshapen form. 

	“You know that sounds suspicious right?”

	“Yeah.” Yajain turned to Sonetta. “I guess I didn’t know what we were in for.”

	Sonetta nodded.

	Ogidar stood up, bracing himself against his seat. 

	“None of us knew, Yajain DiAksa.”

	Yajain’s eyes widened and she met his fierce gaze. 

	“That’s not my name.”

	“It might have been,” Ogidar said. “If your father had not been exiled.”

	Yajain stared at him. 

	“You’re Ditari,” she said. “Why do you bring this up now?”

	Sonetta cringed in her seat and stared at Ogidar. 

	“You are too?”

	Ogidar bowed his head. 

	“Formerly of the DiSayul Family,” he said. “I should have known you were the child of a hunter, Doctor Aksari. It explains your courage.”

	Yajain forced herself to soften her expression. 

	“It’s alright. But please don’t call me DiAksa again.”

	“Of course, doctor.” 

	The ramp creaked down. Ogidar and Banedd carried Devrim’s stretcher down the ramp. Sonetta glanced at Yajain, then followed the cablers. Boskem limped after them without a word. Yajain walked to the edge of the ramp, arm at her side. Gellen Chakal, standing a head shorter than Yajain, nodded to her. 

	“Thank you, for saving my life, Doctor Aksari.”

	“I was returning a favor.”

	“Nevertheless, I can see why the cabler recognized your courage.” Chakal’s lips curved into a little smile. “Not many would have attempted to catch me.”

	Yajain shrugged. 

	“I can accept that.”

	“Wise.” Chakal turned to the ramp and walked down. “Please excuse me. I must speak with the captain.”

	“Right.” Yajain followed Chakal out of the tumbler. 

	Sonetta might need help separating Devrim’s rifle from his arm. She made it to the base of the ramp and found the ship’s Tei-Officer, Cava Sogun, talking to Finder Boskem. Gellen Chakal was already on her way to the bridge. Yajain wondered where Mosam Coe was now. She clenched her fist.
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	Solnakite rejoined Castenlock in the arc field of Rakati Pillar. While more rescue forces deployed, Yajain got a day to recover. Her orders terminal informed her when she woke. She showered in the stall adjacent to her cabin, careful of her bandaged arm. Dressed in an ill-fitting second uniform, Yajain walked down the passage and stopped in the watchroom.

	Sonetta and Loattun went to help on the terrace and inside the pillar’s settlement, taking Devrim with them. His arm might never work again. Time to consider replacements. Time to consider… Like Mosam had told Lin all those cycles ago. The other members of the rescue team were still aboard as far as Yajain knew. She wanted time alone.

	Adya.

	Mosam.

	Adya.

	She sighed. The names made a small poem in her mind. Of all the times to remember her classical bio-poetic training at the Fetayun monastery above Kaga’s settlement. She’d left the place behind for the academy but never forgotten it. 

	The shine of dual solnas lit memories of her and Lin, back when Lin still had legs, before Mosam came. 

	As children they ran along the terrace-top paths, gazing up at leaves falling from caphodel trees floating kilometers overhead like green clouds. Before the war, others accepted them without apprehension. 

	No one could go back to childhood, but at that moment Yajain felt she could taste the fresh air around Kaga.

	Another figure entered the watchroom. The Tei Officer of the Solnakite, second in command to Kebrim Ettasil. Cava Sogun stood beside the table. She held a reading pad. 

	“Doctor Aksari, the captain requests you join him on the bridge immediately.”

	Yajain nodded. 

	“I suppose it’s time.”

	Sogun looked stern.

	“The captain wished me to inform you that Captain Gattri will be present as well.”

	“Good.” Yajain rose from the table. “I know the way there.”

	Sogun stepped out of the doorway and Yajain left the watchroom for her interrogation.
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	The ready room of Solnakite didn’t have excess room to pace while she waited.

	Yajain took an uneasy seat on one side of the narrow oval table. The captains arrived together. 

	Pale and nervous, Captain Ettasil took a seat across from her. He looked as if Dara had been laying into him again, though Yajain knew her friend was no longer aboard. Scarred, gray, Firio stood opposite Ettasil, hand on the back of another chair.

	He took a deep breath. 

	“Yajain,” he said. “We need to talk.”

	“I knew we would,” she said. “That woman, Adya knew Mosam Coe.”

	“That’s for starters,” Firio said. “But I also want to know why you went to confront her in the first place. You are here as a medical assistant. I shouldn’t need to tell you not to do anything so dangerous.” His eyes were soft, his tone hard. 

	Yajain couldn’t help the frustrated shake in her hands where they sat in her lap. 

	“Excuse me, captain, but landing on that terrace wasn’t supposed to be dangerous. It was a matter of survival.”

	“Maybe so, but whether it was or not, you are too involved to see clearly,” Firio said.

	Captain Ettasil nodded. Yajain shot him a scowl.

	Firio glanced at the junior captain, showing Yajain the long pale scar that cut his face just over his bearded jawline. 

	“Captain Ettasil requested my presence to question you. He needs to know what I know about you and Mosam Coe.”

	Yajain clenched her fists, then forced them to release. She turned to the Captains. 

	“He’s a doctor, but not one trained purely by the academy. He was traveling with his master when he came to Kaga Settlement eleven cycles ago.”

	“What kind of a doctor?” Ettasil asked.

	“His master, an older man named Savar, and he are Doctors of Harvest.”

	Firio released his chair and turned to Yajain. 

	“These Doctors of Harvest, they were helping refugees right?”

	“Yeah,” Yajain said. “It was at the end of the war. A lot of people got uprooted in the later battles. Mosam’s master worked with older kids a lot. I first met the two when they arrived on Kaga.”

	Firio closed his eyes. 

	“Mosam Coe destroyed the imperial armory there just over two cycles later.”

	“He nearly killed my sister in the process,” Yajain said. “She clerked there at the time.”

	Ettasil wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. 

	“The woman you mentioned in your report, Adya, might well be working with Coe. It’s rumored Harvest is code for revolution.”

	“Don’t tell anyone else about this,” Firio said. “Yajain, we trust you, but not everyone will.”

	Ettasil nodded. 

	“Don’t tell the imperial agents about this. They’ll trouble you for being a compromised civilian on this mission.”

	“Right.” Yajain planted her palms on the table. She stood. “I understand. Is there anything else?”

	Firio folded his arms. 

	“Locals have confirmed the identity of the pillar’s attackers. They belonged to Ija’s forces until recently. Now they fight for a warlord. We think Harvest might have something to do with it. If you see anything unusual, tell us immediately.”

	Yajain bowed her head. “Yes, Captain. I will remember.” 

	I will remember when I find Mosam.

	Ettasil stood up. 

	“We depart for Sirol, Ija’s central pillar at the beginning of the next dark cycle.”

	“I’ll prepare for it, sir.” 
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	The flight to Sirol took far longer than transit between the Abdra and Toraxas Clusters. The fleet wove between pillars rather than shooting down an empty corridor in linear transit. The difference turned a journey of minutes by transit into over a week of flying. 

	Rain fell through most of the journey, slicing through already misty air and dappling the viewers.

	Yajain’s arm recovered by the third shift with help from precise coats of morpeal spray. During the healing process, she found herself spending time in the watchroom with the shutters wide open to let in the light and shadow of the outside world.

	They often passed darkened pillars without any local solnas, but as often burning serpents appeared in red, blue, yellow or green. 

	In spite of Adya’s taunts about Mosam, watching the solnas and pillars pass brought peace to her thoughts. Seventy-two hours into the journey with another hundred hours left to fly to Sirol, she joined Ogidar and Sonetta at the table in the watchroom for a game of Eferesa.

	The simple game of wagers and cards played on a black cloth mat, nothing like the digitized interfaces the bandojen clan companies manufactured over recent centuries. Eferesa used physical pieces to represent the players’ bets. 

	Yajain remembered playing this game with Lin and Mosam back on Kaga.

	Banedd joined Yajain, Sonetta, and Ogidar. 

	“Looks like the hunters aren’t going to outnumber us after all,” Sonetta said.

	It was a joke and everyone knew but in her few past times playing Eferesa, Yajain never wanted to win so much. She took her cards and played a few hands before understanding it again. Her memories changed the faces at the table into Lin and Mosam. After a few more hands she stopped picturing Mosam across from her, face half-hidden by cards.

	Sonetta raised the stakes, moving her proxy toward the center of the black mat. Yajain’s proxy met it there. Yajain held a good hand. The two of them played better than Banedd, but Ogidar remained inscrutable. Banedd folded. Ogidar moved his proxy forward to join Yajain’s and Sonetta’s.

	“Feeling lucky?” Sonetta asked.

	“Feeling good,” Yajain said.

	“Feelings don’t win games,” Ogidar said.

	Yajain’s smile broadened and she showed her teeth. 

	“Well, I think I know who’s folding next.”

	“Care to bet on that?” Sonetta said.

	Yajain moved her proxy into a circle at the center of the mat. The game didn’t feature all-in bets. A single hand was capped by the center bid. Ogidar pushed his piece into the circle. Sonetta did the same.

	“We can’t all have good hands,” Sonetta said.

	“Don’t be so sure.” Yajain’s eyes moved to look at Ogidar.

	The big cabler said nothing.

	“That’s it. Show ‘em or fold ‘em,” said Sonetta.

	Yajain locked eyes with the medical officer. 

	“Show.”

	Ogidar folded silently.

	Sonetta laughed. 

	“Sorry, Ogi, but I knew you were bluffing.”

	Ogidar shrugged.

	“I’m too open. It’s a weakness.”

	They showed their hands and Sonetta crowed in victory. 

	“Lucky me,” she said. “Lucky me I’m going up against a guy like you and a girl with the most honest face I’ve ever seen.”

	Yajain frowned. 

	“You think I’ve got an honest face?”

	“I bet everyone here knows where your head was this game.”

	“You think?” Yajain fished a note from the bag by the table to record Sonetta’s winnings.

	“Oh yeah,” Sonetta said.

	“Care to wager on that?”

	“Sure. Now I’m the one feeling good.”

	Ogidar shook his head, his expression amused. 

	Banedd grinned. 

	“Can I get in on this?”

	Yajain shrugged. 

	“If you get it right, I’ll throw in confirmation with a little credit. But if you get it wrong, you’re gonna each give me twenty. I’ll be honest.”

	Banedd leaned forward, elbows on the tabletop. 

	“Got it. I’m in.”   

	“Me too. Done.” Sonetta tapped her chin.

	“Okay, go,” Yajain said.

	“Hold on, hunter lady,” Sonetta said. “I gotta have time to think this out.”

	Yajain rolled her eyes. 

	“Okay, Banedd.”

	“You’re thinking about how lucky you are to be playing cards when a few dozen hours ago you could have gotten fried, and how you’re lucky to be alive. You’re going over how nice it is to do something so normal.”

	Yajain smiled. 

	“Wrong.”

	“Oh come on!” Banedd shook his head. “You’re pushing me.”

	“Nobody’s pushing you,” said Ogidar calmly.

	“You think?” Banedd asked. “Man, you got a funny sense of humor, big guy.”

	Ogidar’s hands lay flat on the table. 

	“Some have said.”

	Yajain turned to Sonetta. 

	“You ready?”

	“Sure,” she said. “But you’re not gonna like it.”

	“Try me.”

	“You were thinking about that woman who was shooting at us. She got away and you can’t stand that.”

	“So much for my honest face.”

	“You’re telling me I’m wrong?”

	“Definitely.” Yajain sat back. “That’ll be twenty each.”

	“What were you thinking about if it wasn’t your near miss?” Banedd asked.

	Yajain sighed. 

	“Don’t ask me if you don’t already know.”

	“It’s not like it’s my job to know stuff,” Banedd said. “Jump, slide, shoot. That’s me.”

	“And you play your part well,” said Yajain.

	“Handsome too. That’s a bonus for you ladies.” Banedd grinned.

	Sonetta shook her head with a grin of her own. 

	Yajain rolled her eyes again. 

	“Don’t worry. I’ll keep the knowledge that your nose is off center to myself.”

	Banedd chuckled. 

	“Ouch, doctor.”

	“It’s right there,” Ogidar said, “for everyone to see.”

	“Hey, big guy, don’t you start—”

	“Not you,” Ogidar said. “Yajain. You were thinking about that man the captains called you in about, weren’t you?”

	Yajain’s face grew hot. She stared at Ogidar. 

	“How did you know that?”

	“The Tei Officer told me a criminal might be involved. And your face is honest.”

	Yajain nodded slowly. 

	“Too bad for you, you didn’t bet anything.”

	“Wouldn’t have been fair.” Ogidar rose from the table. “Wrap up the mat and pieces when you’re done,” he said. Then he left the watchroom with a yawn.

	Yajain watched him go for a moment as light from a blue solna began to circle into view around the edge of a pillar outside. She shook her head, the color in her face slowly returning to normal. Sonetta stared at her.

	“How do you know a criminal, Yajain?”

	“I met him when I was younger.” Yajain sighed. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

	“Got the message,” Banedd stood up. “Thanks for the game.”

	Sonetta smiled at him. 

	“I’m the one who’s richer for it.”

	Banedd left, and Yajain rolled up the mat. Mosam had been on her mind. She could have sworn he was right here. She remembered unwillingly the last thing he’d said to her when they’d spoken before he left that day. 

	“It could’ve been you and me, Yajay. Don’t think Lin was my first choice.”

	And three hours later, Lin had lost her legs in the armory explosion.
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	Kaga Pillar 10 Years Ago

	

	Yajain met Mosam in Kaga’s core chamber, just outside the Church of Harvest’s entrance. Though she usually arrived a little early, as she tended to do when they met for homework, this one time she detoured. Nearly a year after his arrival in town, she stopped to buy a chronometer for him to celebrate his approaching graduation. 

	He wore the same battered old device every time she saw him for the past year. And soon he was graduating. After today he could do anything he wanted, go anywhere he pleased. Yet, he planned to stay to help the old doctor.

	Today we aren’t going to study.

	Yajain’s heartbeat quickened at the thought. She looked down at the bag holding the new chronometer and smiled. Ripples of pressure in the arc field announced Mosam swimming down from the higher level of the church. He used all four limbs to control his descent. 

	Some habits died hard, and no one ever taught him proper arc flight as an orphaned child serving as a privateer ship’s cook. Yajain recalled his stories, happy he decided to share them. Those stories made her grateful to live on Kaga, even if the other girls, the full-nuinn girls, hated her.

	She smiled and waved as Mosam floated past the smooth carved wall of the church. He powered off his lifts and landed on the stone street beside Yajain. His impact made a soft thump, much more than a skilled arc swimmer would make.

	“Congratulations!” Yajain said.

	Mosam smiled. 

	“That’s not our normal greeting. You know, usually, you ask if I’m ready to work. Then I say, sure.”

	“Well we’re not working today,” Yajain said. “You’re graduating, Mosam.”

	“So you think that warrants a change in custom.” Mosam grinned. “I like it.”

	Yajain flushed. Her fingers tightened on the grips of the bag. She raised it and held it out between herself and Mosam.

	“This is for you.”

	Mosam took the bag with a smile. 

	“Yajay, thanks.” He held the bag to his chest.

	“I’m sure you’ve gotten a lot of graduation gifts,” she said.

	“A lot yeah. I think this is the first.” Mosam grinned at her.

	“Doctor Savar didn’t get you anything?”

	“He thinks paying for school was plenty. He’s probably right.”

	She frowned. 

	“This is a big deal, though. School’s over. Now you’re free.”

	“Some freedom.” Mosam shrugged. “I’m kinda sad we won’t be studying together anymore.”

	She looked down at her feet. 

	“We’ll still see each other.” But we don’t have that excuse now. “Well, open it.”

	“Sure.” He pulled apart the handles of the bag and lifted the chronometer out. Its swirl-patterned metal was polished so much it reflected the lights from the street around them. 

	He smirked. 

	“I guess I am late. A lot.”

	“It’s not that.” Yajain looked at his other wrist. The old, battered device he wore looked as shabby as ever. She flushed. “I just thought that one you wear is pretty old.”

	He turned to her. 

	“You’re right,” he said. “I’m just surprised, that’s all.” His face brightened as he slid his arm through the looped handles of the bag. He unfastened the old timepiece from his wrist and then dropped it into the bag. “Thanks, Yajay.”

	“You’re welcome. I’m so happy for you.”

	He fastened the new chronometer onto his wrist. 

	“You’ll graduate in a few years. When you’re free, who knows what you’ll do.”

	She shrugged. “I haven’t thought about that.” Their eyes met. “I really, really don’t want to think about that.”

	“What’s wrong with the future?”

	“Asks the guy who’s always focused on the past.”

	Mosam looked down at the bag on his arm, where his old timepiece lay. 

	“I used to go on a clock that always ran slow,” he said.

	“That’s not what I meant.” She giggled.

	“I know. The Harvest is an old idea. Guess you’ve got a point there, but if I want to be like Doctor Savar, eventually, I have to study how the order began.”

	“You want to be deaf? Work with some loud machines.”

	He chuckled. 

	“Yajay, you know what I mean. Being a Doctor of Harvest is like being a priest, and a lucid prophet and a healer rolled into one. Maybe you should come to a service with me sometime. We do more at the church than celebrate people’s birth hours. That’s just one thing we do.”

	She looked at him with a growing warmth in the pit of her stomach. 

	“Any time,” she said. “I’d love to go with you.”

	“I think you’ll like it.” Mosam raised his new chronometer on the arm not holding the bag. “Looks like we’ve got some time right now. Care to go for a stroll, Yajain Aksari?”

	She gave him a playful shove. 

	“You know, I would, Mosam.”

	He laughed and they set off. Yajain eventually got used to seeing him wear her gift, but it took some time.
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	At the end of the ship’s weaving path, still surrounded by rain and storm, Sirol Pillar loomed, pale stone swirled with patterns of pink and blue. The pillar stretched five-hundred kilometers across, one of the largest Yajain had ever seen. Yet, it looked near-uninhabited from the watchroom window of the Solnakite. 

	Few lights shone on the pillar. A small terrace clearly built by humans a dozen kilometers down from her position gleamed in growing yellow solna light.

	“People do not live close to Ija’s core,” Gellen Chakal said from behind Yajain. “She does not allow it.”

	Yajain frowned. In her classes, Great Minds had not normally been referred to as having gender. 

	“Ija seems like a strict ruler.”

	“She governs with reason,” Chakal said. “But she must protect herself.”

	“You keep calling her she,” Yajain said.

	“That is how she appears when she converses with us.”

	Yajain nodded. 

	“I’ve never met a great mind before.”

	Chakal walked to the window beside Yajain. Her smile reflected in the transplastic pane.

	“Some are deserving of the moniker than others. Now let us go. Ija will want to speak with both of us directly.”

	Yajain’s eyes narrowed. 

	“Why me?”

	“Ija thinks you may have information she does not.”

	“I want to help.” Yajain turned from the window. “I’ll tell her what I know.”

	They went to the tumbler and launched at the same time as one of Castenlock’s tumblers. 

	Chakal explained, “Captain Gattri wanted a close escort for you, but don’t worry. There is nothing to fear on Sirol.”

	Yajain nodded, unsure if she agreed. Great Minds, inhuman intelligences formed from the modified core of a pillar remained virtually unknown in the central clusters close to the heart if Dilinia and throughout most of the Kadarhan corridor.

	The tumbler entered one of the pillar’s lit cavern mouths. Yajain and Chakal disembarked. A figure stood waiting to receive them, a woman in a simple white robe circled by golden bands at the waist, wrists, and ankles. The woman glowed with inner light as Yajain and Chakal arrived at the bottom of the boarding ramp.

	“Gellen,” she said. “It is good to have you back.”

	“Ija.” Chakal bowed to the woman.

	Yajain started. 

	“Ija… But you’re-”

	“Insubstantial, but present.” Ija folded her hands together in front of her. “You are Doctor Yajain Aksari. I fear you will find it strange here. But you often feel like a stranger, do you not?”

	Yajain shivered. As if the great mind would have missed accessing her files. For all Yajain knew, Ija had been listening in on her conversations in the ship for the whole journey from Rakati to Sirol. 

	“I am,” she said with forced calm. “I wish to help you and your people, Great Ija.”

	“Your respect is much appreciated, but the formality of titles is unnecessary.” Ija floated off the floor a few centimeters with more grace and ease than even the most skilled human on lifts could manage. “Follow me to the conference chamber. We have much to discuss.”

	Chakal raised her head. She and Yajain started after Ija’s fleeting image. They passed through arches and down ramps and corridors until they came to a room separated from the hall by a patterned curtain colored in red and blue, streaked with gray. Ija floated to the curtain and vanished. Chakal pushed it gently to one side, allowing Yajain through.

	The room on the other side was vast and circular, a smaller core chamber. Yajain stepped inside, eyes fixed on the glowing central cylinder that went through both floor and ceiling. It was too slender to be the pillar’s natural core, which meant it must be one of the smaller artificial cores that allowed Ija to process the vast amount of data necessary for a pillar core to gain sentience.

	The image of the woman appeared on the far side of the chamber and the light from the artificial core dimmed. Here the processing power of the natural core was focused and could be channeled and used for more than the natural shift between light and dark cycles over the natural periods.

	Chakal led Yajain further into the room. Yajain stared at the core and the complex patterns blooming in the shadows along its length as she walked. The core itself darkened further, and more projected holograms arose around it. 

	The holograms formed the shape of not one pillar, but the cross-section of many pillars. Dark clouds billowed at one corner of the three-dimensional map.

	Ija floated over to Yajain and Chakal. 

	“This is the Toraxas Cluster. My domain.” She pointed to a pillar with a pure white-stone shell near the storm clouds. “That is Ganshol, where Governor Perdine, once my friend, now rules as a king. I thought him wiser than that.”

	“You were mistaken?” Yajain said with genuine curiosity. “How?”

	“My mind has much processing power, but do not mistake that for understanding, doctor.” Ija’s image turned toward her, almost as if looking through her rather than at her, though. “I did not foresee Perdine’s betrayal because I thought I knew him as well as any person knows another person.”

	“But you were wrong. When did you discover he had betrayed you?”

	“When he sent his message to me telling me that my rule no longer suited him. In all things, he seemed himself. In tone, he modulated five percent more than usual. But I did not dedicate processes to pondering that at the time. Now I believe he may be acting against his will.”

	“You can’t be serious.” Yajain rounded on the mind’s image. “More likely he grew power hungry.”

	Ija folded her arms. 

	“If you knew him before, you would know his scholarship exceeds his ambition. He is a kytep raised in the old traditions, to seek knowledge rather than power.”

	Yajain furrowed her brow. Chakal put a hand on her shoulder. 

	“Be calm. Ija has contemplated this far longer and more thoroughly than we ever could.”

	“Alas, it seems not. Perdine’s motive is lost to me now. And his forces seek to destroy me.” Ija shook her head. “He sent me this warning just after the storms struck the outskirts of the cluster. The further the clouds move, the further his fleet moves ahead of it.”

	Yajain sighed. 

	“Why did you want me here?”

	“I wanted to know about the harvest.”

	“Harvest?” Yajain’s stomach turned. “I don’t know anything about any harvest. Except…I once knew a man who would do anything for something he called by that name.”

	“And you cared for him.”

	“No!” Yajain pulled away from Chakal. She glared at Ija.

	“I understand human nature as an outsider might,” Ija said. “And though I do not wish to pry, I fear when this man passed through my domain he left in his wake the seed of an idea. And that idea has turned someone I counted as friend against me.”

	“Perdine governed for Dilinia,” Yajain said. “He couldn’t have always sided with you in the past.”

	“We differed professionally, shall we say, but never to the point of war.” Ija’s voice remained infuriatingly calm. “Something similar must have happened to you. Otherwise, why would you turn against this man you once loved?”

	“I never loved him. Ija, you have a lot to learn about humans.”

	“Indeed I do. But you have much to learn about minds, doctor.”

	“I think I know about all I can stomach.”

	Ija floated toward her, wrinkles creasing her previously smooth face so deep Yajain felt they could contain the entire abyss between pillars. 

	“Do not insult me, doctor.”

	“I’m sorry. Offense was completely intended. But I was wrong.”

	“I’m glad you can acknowledge that.” The hologram of the cluster faded into nothingness and the lights returned to normal. “Calm yourself. Then we will continue this conversation.”

	Yajain nodded. 

	“Is there somewhere I can sit?”

	“Go to the lounge a level below this one. Gellen will lead you there.”

	“Thank you, Ija.”

	“Consider how you will speak to me next time,” Ija said. “I fear time is short. So consider quickly if you can.”
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	Yajain drank from a cup of water, sitting on a comfortable chair in Ija’ lounge. 

	That great mind truly is strange. Not nearly as omniscient as I thought she would be. Yajain drained the cup and set it on a tray suspended in arc field beside her chair. Chakal walked over to her from the far side of the room.

	“You should not have insulted Ija.”

	“Ija shouldn’t have accused me of loving someone who crippled my sister.”

	“Doctor, your attitude is understandable but flawed. Do you not understand that Ija governs us in both peace and in war? She is stretched thin at the moment, giving orders to defense officers. People like me, who are trying to save lives.”

	Yajain put her forehead in her hands. 

	“Commander Chakal…”

	“Gellen, please.”

	“Gellen, I’m sorry. But I can’t take it anymore, not like this.”

	“Not like what?”

	“The past. I can’t handle it. I can’t handle remembering it, knowing what happened. And to think he could be doing it again.”

	“Doing what again?”

	“The Harvest,” Yajain said. “It’s an old reef-dweller term.”

	Gellen’s eyes widened slightly. 

	“Reef-dwellers. They who lived on living masses between pillars.”

	“Yes.” Yajain nodded. “All humans may be descended from them. That’s where the harvest comes from. Because on the reef there are times to plant and times to harvest on a far wider scale than on terraces or pillars. In ancient times there was a group of officials, trained in law as well as biological science. They would inspect the harvest, make sure it was pure. And they carried the title of ‘doctor’ like I do.”

	“How do you know all this?” Gellen asked.

	Yajain sighed heavily and looked at her empty cup of water. 

	“It was passed down through history. Mosam once told it to me, but there are others in Dilinia who believe the same as him.”

	Gellen stared at her. 

	“Who else have you told this?”

	“No one.” Yajain smiled slightly and circled her heart. “But even in this age, the Doctors of Harvest still exist. That’s the important part. Mosam Coe and his master swore never to forget that fact. Not ever.”

	Gellen swallowed visibly. 

	“I must tell this to Ija. You know that, don’t you?”

	“I figure she already knows.”
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	Yajain and Gellen returned to Ija’s chamber a few hours later. Ija’s image was absent but the core at the center of the room hummed. Gellen walked to the center of the room, but Yajain looked around, frowning.

	“Where is she?”

	Gellen turned with a frown on her face.

	“She’s present. But her attention is elsewhere.”

	“I thought she could communicate simultaneously?” 

	“She can. Something must be wrong.”

	A static charge hung in the air between them. Unspoken discomforting thoughts passed through Yajain’s mind. 

	Could someone have attacked so quickly? It doesn’t seem possible.

	An image flickered from the core in gold and white. Ija’s white-robed form coalesced in the air. She floated down to a spot between Gellen and Yajain. 

	“Excuse me,” she said. “There was disturbance near Katraska Pillar. The commander there requested my assistance. That aside, I am surprised you made up your mind so quickly.”

	Yajain stared at the great mind’s image. 

	“Are you really?”

	“Perhaps I chose the wrong word. I wished to convey my understanding.”

	“I know it’s not polite to say so, but I don’t trust you.” 

	“Honest, though.” Ija smiled. “Thank you.”

	“It might be something to do with my training. I’m good at guessing, predicting what animals do. It’s harder with people. I don’t even know where to start with a mind.”

	Ija drifted over to Yajain. 

	“Tell me about Mosam Coe.”

	Yajain did her best to repeat what she’d told Gellen. 

	“He was a friend. Until he betrayed the empire, my family, my sister, and me.”

	“You harbor bitterness toward him.”

	“I didn’t have to be honest for you to get that.”

	“True. But your confession is helpful in other ways.”

	“I hope so.” Yajain turned to Gellen. “If that’s all you need I think I should get back to Solnakite. We’re to continue moving toward the next corridor out as soon as we can.”

	Ija nodded. 

	“Gellen, escort Doctor Aksari back to the tumbler.” The image swept over to the tiny woman. “Your actions in defense of Rakati were commendable.”

	“Thank you.” Gellen lowered her head in a deep bow.

	Ija bowed back and then the image vanished.

	“You think she really got all she needed?” Yajain asked.

	“I believe she wouldn’t have told us to go if she had not.” Gellen smiled. “Thank you for cooperating.”

	“I want him caught. It makes my job a lot easier,” Yajain said. 

	Despite her words, her mind wandered back to past touches and conversations and the walk to the church with his new chronometer.

	Gellen led her back to the tumbler. She walked up the ramp with Yajain. 

	“I will report to Captain Ettasil to thank him,” she said. “Then I will return to Ija. This war will not get easier when the storms arrive from the Shaull Corridor.”

	“Good luck,” Yajain said.

	“Thank you, doctor.” Gellen bowed.
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	Yajain pored over poetic biology piece on her reading pad, reviewing the screen of the spider-cattle, byga. 

	They are dangerous in numbers.

	Prodigious in appetite.

	And cowardly in nature.

	Such is the way of the herd.

	The lines written by monks hundreds of cycles ago had once been well-known, but few people received classical training in biological poetry any longer. Each line could be read as a single number, the sum of all the characters in it. Each number corresponded to the classifications of the animal in question in a sequence that described the creature’s genetic construction. Those nuances had been hidden by the monks for millennia because of the power that knowledge could unlock, the power to modify the genes of animals.

	She put aside the pad and sipped water from a metal bottle. Her hammock swayed as Solnakite banked. Her orders terminal chimed. 

	Yajain stretched her legs and then stood up. The fleet had left Sirol eight hours ago, heading for a pillar near Nantha Hub called Cadon. 

	From Nantha, transit became possible to Shaull Cluster where storms already raged. 

	The terminal carried a message from Captain Ettasil. Storms approached Nantha already. If they delayed, the fleet would have to begin a linear transit from within the hurricane, a beyond-dangerous maneuver. Yajain didn’t need poetry to know that.

	As a passenger, the danger of the storms left her powerless. Even at the helm of a smaller mist craft, navigating a storm between pillars proved risky.

	Her father’s stories of Ditari hunters braving the gaps alone for the title of predator or carnivore came to mind. Why anyone wanted to carry such names escaped her. Honor did nothing for the dead.

	Yajain looked at herself in the mirror across from the hammock. She wore only her inactive black heatsuit, brown hair longer than she liked easily passed her shoulders. Yajain tied her hair with a loop made of plastic ties. Mosam had once told Lin he liked her hair long, but she and Yajain differed in appearance, despite being sisters. 

	Lin took after mother more and looked more nuinn with gentler features and a softer attitude to go with them. Yajain’s gaze fell from her reflection. Full blooded Ditari rarely looked as Ditari as she did.

	Some said the thing that made the Ditari different was always visible in their faces. Lighter but more defined bone structure often resulted in finer features. And why should it not? The divergence of father’s people marked them with hollow bones in several places. 

	Yajain remembered studying these things with the monks of Fetayun. But they never spoke to her as if she was Ditari. Physiologically, she was not and that mattered to them. The monks saw nothing wrong with teaching her their order’s classical poetry, making her eligible for the academy. 

	A knock came at the door. Yajain turned in surprise. 

	“Come in,” she said.

	The door opened, revealing Finder Boskem. The agent stepped across the threshold. 

	“We are approaching Nantha Hub, banking toward Cadon Sanctuary.”

	“Thank you, finder. I’ll be ready to assist with the evacuation.”

	“There’s something else.” Boskem raised one arm gingerly, the one he’s been shot in by the sniper. “Medical Officer Narayme told me you could help me reset my wrist.”

	“Reset?” Yajain said.

	“It’s bent slightly. Could ruin my aim.”

	“How thoughtless of me. It could inhibit your ability to kill people.”

	“Don’t mock me, doctor.”

	Yajain shrugged her shoulders. 

	“If there’s time before we reach Cadon.”

	“The captain has assured me there is.”

	“The operation will be painful.”

	“In the service of the empress, I will endure.”

	“Right. The empress needs your hand on the trigger.”

	“I play my role,” he said.

	Yajain crossed her arms. 

	“Go to the infirmary. I’ll be right behind you.”

	He waited outside while she slipped on her uniform. 

	The infirmary sat behind the bridge, near the core of the ship. The location provided access directly to the core’s power supply, allowing Yajain use of many tools and sensors unavailable in the field.

	Boskem sat on the exam chair. A preliminary scan told Yajain his wrist bone lay just off center. She took an echo saw and calibrated it with a tap to the control pad on the handle. The saw used sonic generators to create chinks in bone without cutting the skin.

	Yajain turned to Bosk, the saw in one hand. She pulled the saw’s eyepiece into place. 

	“Do you want any anesthetic?” she asked.

	“I need to be sharp for the evacuation.”

	“It will be painful.”

	“I can handle it.”

	Yajain nodded and took his hand. He smiled. She raised the saw and brought it to the badly healed section of his wrist. 

	She moved the sonic blade deftly through his forearm. The tool cracked the bone with an audible click. Boskem’s smile vanished, replaced by gritted teeth and trembling eyes. Yajain set aside the saw. She adjusted his wrist slowly. 

	The process sent further pain to Boskem’s face. She slid the bone into position, visible thanks to the eyepiece’s ability to see bone through flesh. She injected the wrist with stabilizing gel and then wrapped a bandage around the spot.

	“That should do it, Finder. But you won’t be shooting anyone with that hand for a while.”

	“Thank you…” He winced as he stood up. “…doctor.”

	Yajain removed her eyepiece, then stowed it and the saw. She left the infirmary at a brisk walk.

	Captain Ettasil’s voice came from speakers above. 

	“Crew and rescue team, we are arriving at Cadon Sanctuary with the rest of the fleet. Our teams are to assist in evacuating civilians in preparation for the storm.”

	She walked down the corridor to the nearest descending passage. The captain went on. 

	“Castenlock is doing the heavy lifting for this operation. We are lending our tumbler and a few personnel to remove the elderly from the settlement’s square. I must inform you also that Admiral Teberide has radioed from the Habandra Explorator back in Abdra. The storm is approaching. This operation must be fast and efficient. Over and out, people.”

	Yajain activated her arc lifts and took off. She flew down passages past where the ship’s crew were busy preparing for high-speed maneuvers. She made her way to the launch bay, arriving just before Sonetta, Loattun, and Ogidar. The tumbler’s pilot, Duty Officer Harish, saluted Tei Officer Sogun as she entered behind Yajain’s team. 

	“I’m going with you on this operation,” she said.

	“And Finder Boskem?” Sonetta asked.

	“The finder is recuperating from restorative surgery,” Yajain said. “Apparently it was urgent.”

	“He cleared it with me, doctor.” Cava Sogun folded her arms. “Don’t forget his rank.”

	“With respect, Tei Officer,” Yajain said, “I haven’t.”

	Sogun nodded.

	“Prep for takeoff, people. We’re launching at a velocity to arrive in the minimum possible time.” 

	She led the way onto the tumbler. Yajain and Sonetta buckled across from each other, each one seat from the door. The cablers took the seats closer to the door behind them and belted themselves in. Sogun went with Harish to the front of the tumbler where she restrained herself in a seat just behind the entrance to the cockpit.

	The ramp sealed. Solnakite’s bay opened. Yajain looked across the aisle to Sonetta. Familiar vertigo made her stomach lighten sickeningly. They dropped for a whole second, maybe two, before Harish activated the thrusters and they sailed into line with the rest of the tumblers launched from Castenlock, Ebonwing, and Ruane’s Blade.

	Cadon settlement grew in the approach viewer over the door. Yajain gazed at slender docking arms and a wide-open side of the pillar where the outer shell had been cut away, much like back on Kaga. The tumbler accelerated and the shapes of pillar-side buildings expanded before her.

	Sogun said something to Harish. 

	The pilot laughed and shouted in reply, “I figure we’ll be quick about this! How tough can it get?”
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	The homes of the sorai elders on Cadon Sanctuary appeared in better condition than Yajain expected. As a people, the sorai respected their elders the way no others did. Their alliance government before the war based itself on the ascendancy of the old over the young. 

	Yajain sprinted down the ramp with the rest of the team and Tei Officer Sogun. They crossed a courtyard on the pillar’s open side, where tree limbs formed arches overhead. Her medical bag knocked against her side as she ran.

	At the entrance, a pair of guards let the teams inside. Sogun talked to them, getting directions for the team to start removing the elders to the tumblers. They were joined by two relief teams from Ruane’s Blade, mostly young nuinn men, and women. Some of them gave Yajain nervous looks as they passed in the halls of the richly furnished collective care units. From one group she heard mention of Doctor Merrant. Dara.

	Surprised but occupied, she helped load elder sorai into lift-chairs or guided wrinkled hands onto float units. For the elders, the appearance of age was a status symbol, not just discomfort. This mission resembled an extraction of thirty or forty ancient monarchs.

	Yajain saw Dara herself with the medivac well under way and guessed why the other relief teams seemed so nervous around her. These young medics probably heard of her from the senior biologist. They likely bit their tongues to keep epithets from forming. 

	What was Dara doing out here?

	She finished with moving last elders from her team’s assigned section, then approached Dara, who stood by the entrance of a habitat building.

	“You surprised me,” she said. “Isn’t it costing you a fortune just to spend time on this mission?”

	Dara smiled as she turned to Yajain.

	“I wondered when I’d see you again. Captain Gattri has been quite worried, you know.”

	“Don’t make me think about the captain.” Despite her words, Yajain smiled. “If the storm hits before we leave he’ll be more than worried.”

	“He’s right.” Dara leaned closer to Yajain and said, “He thinks Ija’s rebel fleet is moving closer, using the storm winds for acceleration.”

	“They’ll be fast with a storm that size.”

	“And it means they’ll get here first, ahead of the worst of it.”

	“Damn,” said Yajain, folding her arms. “Well, we’d better hurry then.”

	“Stay safe, Yajain. And remember what we talked about back on Lambri.”

	“I’ll consider my career.” Yajain nodded to her friend, then turned toward the tumbler. “Good luck.”

	She rejoined her team and headed with them toward Solnakite’s tumbler. The mist craft powered up as the team moved into the courtyard. 

	Sonetta glanced at the abyssal sky through a gap in the trees. 

	“Those clouds look awfully close.”

	“We’d better hope the rumors of Perdine’s fleet riding the wind aren’t true,” Banedd said.

	Ogidar nodded.

	Yajain made her way into the tumbler’s cabin. There she buckled in, and the others did the same. Cava Sogun talked to the eight or nine elders on board. Some of the sorai looked nervous, feelers at their brows flexing while those that normally hid in their wrists reached for straps and buckles.

	Yajain took a breath as the ramp sealed behind them. So far, so good. A warning light flashed on one wall of the cabin.

	Sogun took a communicator and spoke into it. 

	The hum of acceleration rendered her words as inarticulate noise to Yajain.

	The tumbler climbed out of Cadon settlement. Outside the viewer, thunderheads billowed in columns a hundred kilometers high. She clutched the belt stretched across her lap. A pair of sleek white ships rode the wind at the front of the storm. Dozens of smaller vessels cut the air ahead of the larger ships, mostly small corsairs overloaded with weapons.

	Missiles streaked from the corsairs toward the settlement and fleeing tumblers. A shock ran through the little ship. Yajain’s stomach jumped. Sonetta’s eyes closed and she repeated a mantra over and over, so low only Yajain directly across from her, and Ogidar at her side likely heard it.

	“I’ll get home. I’ll get home. I’ll get home…”

	The tumbler rocked again. Lights flickered. A chorus of complaints and murmurs of fear came from the elders at the front of the cabin.

	Sogun turned from the comm link she used. 

	“Remain calm, everyone. Solnakite is closing to pick us up. Harish, go as evasive as you can.”

	“Will do, ma’am!”

	Out the front viewer, the long, tree-like metal shape of the Castenlock flew into view. Missiles locked onto it. Explosions blossomed along the ship’s hull. Yajain grimaced and hoped the crew would be alright.

	Sonetta’s mantra simplified. 

	“Home. Home. Home…”

	Ogidar’s grip on his rifle tensed. Banedd stared at his feet, eyes wide. Old voices with Oscarat accents murmured under the sound of explosions, with no signs of fear.

	The tumbler skipped over another blast. Solnakite appeared ahead. A beam shot from one of the near corsairs and scored across the tumbler’s back and top. The light’s flickered. Then the ramp’s in-flight safeguards failed. The door fell open.

	A great rush of wind became all Yajain heard. Sonetta screamed, mantra flying out into the abyss. Beyond the pillar’s arc, in a ship with no core, arc lifts became useless. 

	Must not fall.

	Yajain clung to her seatbelt as backup circuitry failed. Her stomach seethed. Sonetta’s scream died away. Ogidar clamped his hand to Sonetta’s wrist. Staring out the open rear of the tumbler, Yajain felt Banedd’s hand on her arm. She tasted bile and fear.

	Solnakite’s tethers caught the tumbler about the midsection as a beam shot from the weapon on the ship’s back to slash a pursuing corsair across the nose. Yajain held on and closed her eyes. 

	The tumbler jumped meters into Solnakite’s bay. Harish swore as the bay doors closed under them with a clang, tossing the ramp into the air. It swung and smashed into the back of the tumbler. 

	Reverberations ran through the tumbler. One of the elders clutched at his chest with a wrinkled hand. His face turned pale and he gasped for air. Yajain unbuckled her seatbelt but fell to her knees, nauseated. Sonetta somehow stood before her, steadied by Ogidar’s arm. 

	“That man,” Yajain said. “He’s having some kind of attack.”

	Sonetta wobbled down the aisle and unbuckled the old man from his seat. She checked his breathing as Yajain watched. Sonetta kept calm somehow, and even more amazingly, didn’t seem too rattled by the near miss on the tumbler to act.

	Yajain pushed herself against her seat. The ramp crashed to the deck as the lights in the tumbler went out. 

	“Everybody exit,” Sogun said. “As quickly as we can.”

	The elders who’d been locked into their seats over the course of the last few hours protested. A message from the speakers in the launch bay echoed through the tumbler’s open door.

	“This is Captain Ettasil. Everyone, hold on for immediate transit.”
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	Transit down the corridor between Toraxas and Shaull took half the time of their last major transit, no more than four hours. In the darkened tumbler, holding to her seat with the ship shaking the whole while, to Yajain it seemed much longer. 

	The chatter exchanged by Sogun and the captain by radio broke down to only occasional snatches of words. Deceleration thrusters fired. Solnakite began to slow.

	Transit speed gave way to conventional velocity. Yajain stood, wary of further chaotic motion. Sonetta looked at her from where she had stayed beside the old man in the aisle during transit. She gave Yajain a tired smile. Yajain smiled back, despite how sick the hours of transit left her. 

	She walked unsteadily to the ramp, felt it with her boot toes to keep from slipping or risking a fall. After being knocked free in flight, it seemed no less stable than usual in the bay. Yajain motioned to the others.

	“It’s safe.”

	Hopefully, everyone else escaped too. All these refugees could slow the mission down going forward if they stayed on board. Forget about relocating them. 

	Yajain stretched her back and legs. 

	Sonetta helped the elder who’d suffered the attack to the ramp.

	When they passed Yajain, she said, “Good thing you saw him. It was a panic attack. Could have been serious if I hadn’t gotten him his emergency meds.”

	"Glad I could help. You handled the tougher part.”

	Yajain and the others helped the other elders out of the tumbler over the next hour.

	Yajain left the docking bay, walking past a pair of ratings scrambling to work on the bay doors and check the tumbler’s ramp. On the middle deck, she encountered Captain Ettasil moving the opposite direction. The pale-faced captain waved off the bridge rating that had been following him down the corridor.

	“Doctor Aksari. I’m glad you’re alright.”

	“I hope Dara and the others had as much luck,” Yajain said.

	Ettasil frowned when he heard Dara’s name. 

	“Yes, of course.” He sighed. Sweat beaded at his brows. “We’ve been connected to Castenlock. It seems all their tumblers returned, though some were damaged.”

	Yajain nodded. 

	“That’s good to hear captain.”

	“Our lack of casualties are about the only good news,” said the captain. “We don’t have a very good idea how far we went down the corridor.” Sweat dripped from Ettasil’s cheek and formed a darkened spot near his uniform’s stiff collar. “We don’t know where Ruane’s Blade is yet, even in relation to our other ships. Captain Gattri received their transit signal before we left.”

	“So we know they escaped?” Yajain said.

	“Most likely.”

	“I’m glad.” 

	The captain turned from Yajain to the sputtering bridge rating. 

	“Rating Habrosh, don’t just stand there. Go back to the bridge and await relay from Habandra. We need to know where we are.”

	“But that could take days, captain.”

	Ettasil mopped his brow with a hand towel. 

	“Then we’d better waste no time.”

	Habrosh scurried off. Ettasil turned to Yajain. 

	“Firio, err, Captain Gattri is worried. His daughter is acting as Tei Officer of Ruane’s Blade.”

	“Jania would get into this kind of trouble.” Yajain shook her head.

	“I thought because you were on better terms with Captain Gattri, you might accompany me to Castenlock. My Tei Officer is needed here. Ideally, I would stay as well, but he has summoned me, and Captain Bakanta from Ebonwing.”

	“Are you sure that’s a good idea, sir?” Yajain said. “There could be wounded.”

	“If everyone on the tumbler is in one piece, Officer Narayme can handle it.” His tone carried force for once. “Understood?”

	“Alright, sir.”
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	Yajain sat, out of place with the fleet’s three captains and the Finder who’d joined the Ebonwing, and the Empress’s Agent, RO Agan Pansar in the conference room of Castenlock. Gathered in a ring, they waited as the Habandra Explorator relayed the holographic map of the region to a projector on the inner edge of the table. The map formed a chunk at a time and quickly made obvious they had entered the Shaull Cluster.

	The pillars of Shaull were famously dark gray stone. A particular set of three confirmed Yajain’s suspicion of their location. Three pillars clustered so close as to create a dense verge several thousand kilometers from where Castenlock hovered. 

	Those three pillars and the immense amount of plant growth between them made up Shaull’s famed Bahami Forest, yet no sign presented itself of a hub settlement for the corridor toward Toraxas. The fleet probably overshot the end of the corridor completely. 

	We’re lucky to be alive, Yajain thought with a shudder, imagining ships dashed against the sides of unyielding pillars.

	Captain Firio Gattri raised his gaze from his reading pad. The window behind him showed only white mist and a few gray stone shells, dimly lit in shades of yellow and white. Firio nodded to Pansar. The imperial agent nodded back.

	Firio pushed back his chair and stood up. 

	“We need information, people. Habandra is sending us information as fast as they can but there’s no telling how long it will take to get a comprehensive scan at our distance from home.” He turned to Captains Ettasil and Bakanta, near where Yajain sat beside Ebonwing’s Finder, whose name she didn’t know. “Castenlock’s core is depleted for the time being. We barely have maneuvers, so your rangers are our best option for searching for our lost ship.”

	“With all due respect, Captain,” said Pansar. “Two rangers have little chance of finding another small craft before Habandra locates it for us.”

	“How long will that take, Agent Pansar?” Firio growled. “A day? Two days? If Ruane’s Blade is damaged as badly as they appeared to be just before transit they will need help.”

	Pansar leaned back in his seat. 

	“Captain, Castenlock and our remaining rangers have over seventeen hundred civilians aboard. Should we risk endangering them for perhaps a dozen more and a small crew?”

	“You are not familiar with fleet doctrine, Agent Pansar.” Firio paced to the window and looked out. He raised his voice. “In the event of a loss of contact with other elements the Fleet Captain is advised that losses should always be minimized where possible, both ships, and lives.”

	“Those rebels could follow us by transit,” Pansar said. “The risk is too great.”

	A series of map sections came to life, showing storm clouds large enough to hide whole pillars. Those clouds swept across the expanses not far from the fleet’s position. Yajain glanced at Pansar. 

	“With respect, the storm is going to strike before any rebels reach us. And when it does a search will be impossible.”

	Pansar raised his eyebrows. 

	“The doctor has a point. Why risk losing both our remaining escorts for the third? Granted they have mission-important passengers, but the doctrine is flexible from the sound of it. Don’t give in to sentiment, Captain Gattri. We must all act logically.”

	Putting logic first made up the central commandments of Dilinia’s Lucid Assembly.

	“I don’t belong to your cult,” Firio said. “You keep reminding me why.”

	Yajain folded her arms. Captain Bakanta, a severe older nuinn woman, turned to Firio. 

	“Captain Gattri, we must take action. Storm or rebels, we cannot stay here.”

	“I am in command of this fleet’s rescue operations, until such time as the Empress removes that duty from me.” Firio turned to Bakanta. “Captain Bakanta, you and Captain Ettasil should take your ships and search along the transit route for Ruane’s Blade. I will take Castenlock and shelter in the lee of Baham forest. The storm will take several hours to break our communications, but keep chatter to a minimum. Good luck.”

	“Thank you, captain,” Bakanta said.

	Ettasil nodded. 

	“Orders understood.”

	“Good.” Firio’s dark eyes flashed. “Move out, people.”
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	Solnakite cut through dark air between pillars where little light broke the clouds. Echo scans and mapping lights flared from the hull. Occasionally they received alerts from detecting rare scanners, cousins of the solnas, or from the form of Ebonwing flying parallel to them, some thousand kilometers away.

	The two ships combed the flight path, darting between pillars. Yajain waited in the watchroom with Sonetta and Banedd. They’d given the sorai elders their cabins and the offices for rest.

	The three kept each other awake and ready with steaming caffeinated drinks and a little conversation. An hour into the search, word came down over the radio.

	“Rescue team to tumbler bay. We have Ruane’s Blade on visual.”

	The team exchanged glances, but only Sonetta looked truly relieved. Banedd grimaced and shouldered the bag containing his gear. 

	“I’ll see you ladies down there.”

	“What’s wrong with him?” Sonetta asked. “We found them.”

	“He seems nervous,” Yajain said.

	“Well, we’re gonna get this done right. For once I want to rescue someone and not need rescuing too.”

	Yajain smiled at Sonetta. 

	“Me too.”

	They reached the tumbler bay just as Rating Jalee Avencia and another female rating Yajain didn’t recognize finished repairing the access ramp.

	“Careful with her. Don’t try anything rough,” Jalee told Harish. “We don’t know now how well it will hold until the sealant dries.”

	“I’m a light touch,” Harish said with a grin at Jalee.

	The sorai woman rolled her eyes. 

	“I’ll take your word for it.”

	Harish shrugged. 

	“Couldn’t hurt you to get some first-hand experience. Could it?”

	Jalee walked past Yajain. 

	“Can you believe this guy?” she said to the other rating.

	Harish shook his head and boarded the tumbler. Ogidar already sat in his armor on a crate beside the ramp, his fluid-coil rifle propped between his knees as he inspected the barrel. Banedd joined them a moment later. Tei Officer Sogun’s voice popped in over the speaker system of the tumbler.

	“Doctor Aksari, keep Harish careful. I’m still running scans, so you’ll have to lead the team.”

	Yajain grabbed the microphone on her end. 

	“I’ll do my best,” she said and seated herself.

	“You’d better. A whole ship is counting on you, here.”

	Yajain thought of Dara aboard Ruane’s Blade. She must be alright. Most of the ship remained intact, judging by the plan. 

	“Understood,” Yajain said.

	“We are still on approach. It looks like the Hunter is floating between two pillars. They seem to have limped there after a power short during transit.”

	“Alright,” Yajain said. “Anything else I should know?”

	“Not yet,” Sogun said. “But I’ll keep you up to date. Take the portable receiver with you for when you leave the tumbler.”

	“Got it.”

	“We’re going to launch you in five. Good luck, doctor. It’s cold out there.”

	Yajain buckled herself into her seat and powered up her uniform’s heatsuit. The tumbler ramp closed and locked behind Banedd. Ogidar rose and approached Yajain.

	“Doctor,” he said. “Do you know the story of the DiKandar Family?”

	“Is this the time for Ditari lore?” Yajain frowned. Her voice came out cold. “No.”

	“They were exiled after the war by Dilinia.”

	“That recently?” Yajain clenched her fist. “They were exiled out here, weren’t they?”

	“Indeed. Shaull Cluster. And this region is near their hunting range.”

	Yajain nodded. 

	“Thanks for telling me, Ogidar.”

	“We’re all in danger out here. It’s better you know.”

	The tumbler dropped out of the launch bay, making Ogidar stumble as he returned to his seat. Yajain held onto the receiver with one hand, and her restraints with the other. “Harish,” she said. “How far are they?”

	“Twenty Kilometers. We’ll be there in under two minutes.”

	The tumbler burned retros after ninety seconds. In the cabin, a cushion of air pushed Yajain into her seat. 

	Ruane’s Blade hung in the overlapping arc fields between two pillars, their shells separated only by perhaps a hundred meters. Both were dark, lacking any solna close enough to supply light or heat. Mist hung thick in the air.

	The tumbler’s searchlights illuminated the Blade’s forward deck, casting the ship’s shadow on the pillar wall beyond. Sections of the white and red hull of the ranger were blackened and breaches steamed in several places on the top deck.

	“They’re in bad shape,” Yajain muttered. “Let’s go, people.”

	The team made their way to the ramp, taking lift boosters on the way. Yajain pulled up her hood and fixed into it a transparent mask for the descent to the crippled ranger. The rest of the team did the same. She fixed the receiver to her collar and then pulled on a pair of thick gloves. She gave Harish a thumb’s up. 

	The door at the back of the tumbler opened, letting cold, damp air rush into the cabin.

	Yajain led the way into the open air, ginger of the arc field at first, but quickly satisfied with its strength. Ogidar and Banedd followed, each towing a line of heavy cable for the tumbler to latch onto the Blade. Sonetta emerged last. 

	She swam straight to the emergency access hatch on the Blade’s side. She pulled it open. Yajain followed her into the cold forward compartment of the ranger. The smell of burnt metal reached her even through her mask.

	“We’re on board,” she said into the receiver. “Stand by while we look for the crew.”

	They passed through the corridor under a breach in the hull. Yajain went to the sealed door leading to bridge. She glanced at Sonetta, then knocked. The ship’s internal speakers answered her with a female voice. 

	“Rescue team this is Captain Luette Narreb. We’ve lost climate control throughout most of the ship. Our people are consolidated in the cabins, engine room, and bridge.”

	“And your tumbler bay?” Yajain asked.

	“It’s intact. All the elders were evacuated to the cabins where it’s still warm.” 

	Yajain spoke into the receiver. 

	“You get all that, Tei Officer Sogun?”

	“Yes, thank you, doctor. Ask them about their engines. Can they move?”

	Yajain asked both questions and the reply came back. 

	“Our core is low on charge. We barely got here with the power we had left after transit. Emergency arc acquisition is keeping us airborne now but can’t do much more.”

	“Stand by,” Yajain said, “We’re going to try to tug you out of here.”

	“Good plan,” came the captain’s tense reply, “but hold on for now. I’m getting some small objects closing with our position.”

	“How small?” Yajain asked.

	“About two meters long. There are four of them.”

	Ogidar DiSayul dropped into the corridor behind Yajain.

	“Doctor,” he said. “There are Ditari hunters out there.”

	Yajain turned toward him, sick to her stomach. 

	“I know.”
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	The first thump of an impact made Yajain glance down the corridor toward the rear of the ship. She turned to Ogidar as Banedd dropped in behind the Ditari cabler. Words formed on Yajain’s lips, but the second impact stole them away. Its echo reverberated between quiet walls.

	Sonetta trembled and backed toward the bridge door.

	Yajain turned toward her. 

	“Stay calm, people.” Her words sounded hollow.

	Sonetta nodded. Ogidar unlimbered the coil rifle from his shoulder strap. He swept the barrel over the corridor that ran the ship’s length and then scanned the ceiling where rents and gouges let in mist. Banedd raised his weapon and checked the emergency exit.

	“Tei Officer,” Yajain said. “Where are you and Solnakite?”

	A long pause followed Yajain’s words.

	“We’re prepping additional cablers.” Sogun’s tone carried tension. “Two of those objects hit your hull.”

	“They’re Ditari hunters,” Yajain said. “Cabler DiSayul recognized them.”

	“Is your tumbler still intact?” Sogun asked.

	“Still flying,” Harish’s voice cut in over the line. “Hold on, doctor, I’m going to start tugging us out of here.”

	“Do it.”

	“I’m getting signals on my motion tracker.” Banedd raised his rifle to his shoulder. “They’re close.” 

	Yajain turned to the young cabler. 

	“Keep quiet.”

	“Why?”

	“They can hear us from out there.” 

	Yajain switched off the receiver and paced to where Sonetta cowered by the bridge door. Sonetta stared down the corridor. 

	“Yajain,” she said softly. “What happens when they get in?”

	Yajain shook her head. Let me hope they won’t. She put a hand on Sonetta’s shoulder.

	“Don’t worry about that, we have a lot of trained cablers on board.”

	Sonetta’s eyes widened as she turned to Yajain. 

	“A lot?” she said. “I thought there were only six or so?”

	Yajain pressed the heel of her palm against her mask. 

	“I think you’re mistaken.” She patted Sonetta’s arm. “There’s at least…” She glanced at Ogidar, whose eyes never left his gun-sights. “…twenty,” she said. “A whole platoon.”

	Ogidar grunted. Sonetta nodded, gaze moving to Ogidar and then Banedd and then back to Yajain. Her eyes widened.

	“Right. We shouldn’t worry.”

	“Right.” Yajain smiled and nodded at Sonetta. Another two thumps came in quick succession from the top of the ship, louder and closer than the previous ones. “Those Ditari won’t know what hit them.”

	The emergency hatch in front of Banedd burst in a haze of sparks and smoke. Sounds of rending metal filled the air. Banedd opened fire with a yell, unable to match the inhuman shriek from seconds prior. Coil fluid spattered on the door frame and shot into the open mist beyond. He stopped firing. 

	“There’s no one there. Negative contact.”

	Ogidar nodded. 

	“They were trying to fake us out.”

	“Baiting us,” Yajain said. “They like to do that.” She crept to Ogidar’s side. “Do you have a sidearm?”

	In answer, he handed her a beam pistol with a splitting barrel. Yajain took the unfamiliar weapon. 

	“Thanks.”

	“It won’t be much use against their armor unless they’re worn down significantly.”

	Yajain looked at the laser. The weak points in her father’s disused hunter armor had always been the eyepieces and the armpits. 

	“It’ll do,” she said.

	A blast of fire erupted from the gap in the hull above the corridor. Yajain cringed back, pushing Sonetta away. Ogidar ducked, fell to one knee, and angled his rifle toward the gap, but didn’t pull the trigger. 

	“What are they doing?” Banedd said. “They’ve got firepower like that but they won’t come inside?”

	“There are a lot of them.” Ogidar kept his rifle trained on the charred hole in the top of the hull. 

	Water droplets dripped in the gap. 

	Yajain raised the beam pistol and thumbed on her communication receiver. 

	“Harish, get us moving.”

	“I’m trying, but this ship is heavy, doctor.”

	From her vantage, Yajain watched the tumbler pass overhead, visible through the tear in the hull near Ogidar. A ripple of movement passed through the air, vague, distorted, but to Yajain, distinct, a Ditari hunter hidden by active camouflage. 

	“Harish cut the cables!” she said. “Get out of here.”

	“Doctor?”

	“Don’t question me. Just go.”

	Sonetta stared at Yajain, mouth open but wordless. Yajain’s grip on the beam pistol tightened. A heavy, metallic crack cut the air. The ends of tow lines slapped the top of Ruane’s Blade. The tumbler accelerated away with a high pitched whine of acceleration.

	Then the fear of being abandoned, what bionetic monks identified with the release of the chemical kuseon in the brain, hit Yajain. Harish left, and now she could not take back her order. 

	“We can’t stay here,” she said.

	“Agreed,” said Ogidar. “That hole in the roof makes this position weak.”

	“What about the bridge crew?” Banedd asked.

	“They’ll be safe for now, trapped in there.” Yajain shook her head. “The Ditari only hunt people who can fight or try to escape.”

	Ogidar kept his weapon trained on the hole in the ceiling. 

	“Get going. I’m right behind you.”

	Yajain nodded. She moved down the hall with Sonetta and Banedd. They made it to the passages to the lower decks without a sound from Ogidar’s rifle or any Ditari weapons. Sonetta and Banedd glided down the passage, Banedd first, then Sonetta. Yajain motioned for Ogidar to follow. He sprinted the length of the corridor to join her.

	“You first,” he said.

	She glanced at him. Fear kept her silent. She dropped into the passage, slowing her fall only a little with her arc lifts. A hiss of burning mist cut the air overhead. Someone screamed. Ogidar fell down the passage, clutching his rifle arm. He landed on his back. Yajain knelt beside him, feeling the rush of kuseon acutely.

	Ogidar’s mask and armor were blackened down his left side all the way to his hip. Despite that, the mask remained intact. He lurched into a sitting position. 

	“He was waiting in the corridor,” the cabler said. “Should have seen him.”

	“Damn it,” Yajain sought in her medical kit. The shot hadn’t been coil-based. It looked like a heat-based attack. “Can you walk?”

	“For now.” Ogidar pushed himself to his feet. “But my lifts may not work.” 

	Yajain swallowed and turned to Banedd. 

	“Take the lead. We need to find the other cablers on this ship.”

	“Yes, doctor.” Banedd raised his rifle and started down the passage, moving low.

	Yajain called Sogun. 

	“Tei Officer, we have enemy contact. Four Ditari hunters all on board Ruane’s Blade.”

	“Doctor, we’re doing our best to get closer, but the storm winds are growing. Ebonwing is on approach opposite our trajectory. We’ll all be there in ten minutes.”

	“Ten?” Yajain took a deep breath. “We’ve got wounded.”

	“Hold on, Aksari,” Sogun said. “We’re doing our best.”

	“Thanks. Tei Officer,” Yajain said and disconnected the receiver. Ten minutes. Damn her. 

	She went after Banedd with Ogidar and Sonetta close behind.

	Sonetta glanced at her. 

	“Are they on their way?”

	“Yeah, they are.” Yajain gritted her teeth. “But they can’t help us yet.”

	Sonetta frowned but kept pace.

	They followed Banedd to the sealed door of the cabins. Yajain passed Banedd. She hammered her fist on the door. 

	“Is anyone in there?”

	A shuffling sound came from behind the door.

	“Yajain?” said a woman from the other side.

	“Yeah.” Yajain’s voice caught. She leaned close to the door. “It’s me. Dara. Can you open up?” Yajain glanced at Ogidar, who was leaning against the bulkhead nearby. “We have wounded.”

	The door unsealed with a hiss and opened a crack. 

	“Wounded? What’s going on out there?” Dara pulled the door open the rest of the way, revealing her sweat-streaked face and the ten or so other people behind her in the hallway.

	Yajain waved Ogidar toward the door.

	“Ditari hunters are attacking the ship. Our tumbler’s already had to pull back.”

	“Hunters…” Dara stepped aside, letting Sonetta help Ogidar past her.

	Yajain grimaced.

	“They must be looking for sport. That’s what they do. Don’t pick up a weapon. They should leave you alone.”

	“Should?” Dara frowned. “Right.”

	Ogidar sank down against the wall and looked up at Yajain. 

	“That won’t work,” he said. “They’re using war weapons so they must think we’re a real enemy.”

	Dara let Yajain and Banedd inside and closed the door. 

	“How is that different?” she asked softly.

	They’ll want to destroy or capture everyone if they’re on war footing. Yajain’s throat went dry. 

	“We have to get them first.”

	The halls that led through the crew cabins was different on Ruane’s Blade than on Solnakite. Here the living space lay along a single large corridor. Yajain followed Dara to the midpoint where emergency lights from the floor and over each door were the only illumination. She gripped the pistol.

	“The Sorai elders are in the cabins. Our cabler team is split. Half of them are in the tumbler bay, and the other four are here with us, but the ones here don’t have any weapons.”

	“Shit,” Yajain said. “That leaves us with maybe four weapons between us.”

	Dara lowered her voice.

	“I bet we couldn’t outfight these hunters if all the cablers and their guns were here.”

	Yajain leaned toward her, dropping her own volume. 

	“Don’t give up.”

	“We still have one hope,” Dara said. “We need to let them know we can’t fight back.”

	“You may be right.” Yajain loosed her grip on the laser pistol a little. “How can we make it clear we’re not a threat?”

	“Surrender?” Dara bit her lip. “Captain Narreb won’t ever do that, though.”

	“Then we have to fight.” Yajain met Dara’s eyes. “Trust me. If they think we’re enemies, it’s the only way.”

	“It’s not a way,” said a voice from behind Yajain. She turned and came face to face with a short, solidly built Sorai elder. Even the feelers over his eyes were retracted, so apart from the small hole at the outside end of each brow, he could have been a nuinn man. 

	“Medics, I have seen Ditari fight. They are merciless in battle. Even a formal surrender does not always stop a hunt.”

	“Who are you?” Yajain asked.

	“My name is Ank Vomont. I served alongside many hunters in the last war, prior to our exile.” In the shadows, his expression turned grave. “I likely know more about the Ditari than anyone here.”

	“My father,” Yajain started. “He was a Ditari hunter. Maybe together, we can think of something.”

	Vomont sighed. 

	“I hope so. But they will likely attack the bridge first, given they see us as hostile.”

	Yajain’s widened. 

	“We need to get back to the top deck. They could already be through the door.”

	“Go cautiously. Say nothing. Use lifts. Make no sound.” Vomont brought his face close to Yajain’s ear. “Take them by surprise or we will all die.”

	She stepped back from him, eyes wide. She nodded in agreement.
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	Yajain flew arm over arm down a corridor on her arc lifts. Ogidar’s beam pistol was tucked into her belt, where her medical kit had been before she removed it to keep from making sound during flight. She held her breath as she darted up the vertical passage to the main deck. There, the fully visible forms of four Ditari hunters waited by the doors to the bridge.

	Each hunter wore an ornate suit of black armor with green or gold trim. Power cells glimmered along each limb and down the spine of the armor, connecting to energy weapons on the forearms as well as their skeletal armatures and layers of boost muscles. One of them held a two-meter-long staff. The end of the staff glowed white. He touched it to the door frame, making metal bubble on contact.

	Yajain floated toward them until she reached the midpoint of the hallway. Three hunters turned toward her. The one with the staff remained intent on the door. She landed, then held up the pistol in one hand. Yajain tossed the weapon onto the floor between herself and the hunters.

	“I of the blood of Clan DiAksa, request your protection.”

	One hunter advanced to her side, eerily quiet. Yajain held her hands over her head, unable to keep them from shaking. She stared into the mask of the hunter but found its painted features impossible to read. 

	“Do not move,” said the hunter in a modulated voice of indistinguishable sex.

	The hunter with the staff sliced one of the locks from the door so it banged to the floor.

	“I am unarmed. This ship is part of a rescue fleet. Please. Listen to me.”

	The hunter beside Yajain grabbed both of her wrists and forced them together with vice fingers. Yajain turned toward the hunter’s unfeeling mask. 

	“You don’t want to walk onto the bridge of this ship.”

	“We’ll decide what we want, half breed scum.” The hunter’s modulated voice resounded in Yajain’s ears.

	She winced. 

	“You can’t. The people there are unarmed.”

	The hunter forced Yajain’s arms behind her back and then pushed her forward, enhanced muscles flexing. Yajain fought the hunter’s grip instinctively. The mask turned toward her. And the hunter’s grip tightened. Pain flared in her wrists. Yajain flinched in pain. 

	“Listen, you’re making a mistake.”

	The hunter shoved her forward. Yajain sprawled to the floor. The palms of her gloves took most of the damage, but she hit the floor painfully on one shoulder about a meter from the beam pistol. Behind her, the hunter raised one arm, an arm with a glowing barrel slung under it.

	A burst of coil fluid shrieked through the air. The hunter staggered to one side, shoulder and back steaming with superheated shot. The scent of burning flesh made Yajainw want to hold her breath, to avoid tasting the vile air. Down the corridor, two more Ditari standing before the door flickered and vanished into their camouflage sheaths. The third hunter still held the torch staff and swung it through the last lock on the door. The door crashed onto its base, buckling its frame.

	Yajain scooped up her pistol and rolled to one side of the corridor. She sheltered her head with one arm. Hunter footsteps pounded on the floor. She aimed at the hunter with the torch and squeezed the trigger. 

	The beam of white light sliced through the air, cutting a scar along the hunter’s armored forearm. Smoke rose from the pinhole-sized cut that went all the way through to the flesh. Behind Yajain the cablers who had been following her from below kept shooting, peppering the Ditari both visible and invisible with coil fluid. The hunter near Yajain screamed and fell.

	Banedd raced over to Yajain on foot, along with a nuinn cabler from Ruane’s Blade. 

	Behind them, a third cabler advanced more slowly carrying Banedd’s coil pistol. The hunters flickering shapes pocked with burns where the cabler’s shots had connected, drew long, curved swords that lit up along the edge with energy charge.

	The hunters swept forward, blades swiping out in narrow arcs. Banedd’s coil rifle burst in half mid-shot, releasing its blast coils onto the floor by Yajain’s side. 

	She leapt up to avoid spreading heat fluid. 

	The hunter Yajain thought was down crawled across the floor. A hand snaked out and seized the pistol-armed cabler’s leg. He swung the weapon down to aim at the hunter’s head and shouted out loud. 

	“Don’t move. I’ll kill her!”

	The other two hunters stopped with their blades readied. Banedd dropped his ruined rifle to the floor. Yajain looked between the hunters and the cablers, pistol dangling from her fingers. 

	“Listen to him! Nobody has to die here.”

	The two hunters drew back and sheathed their swords. The one by the door raised his torch in one hand. He swung a fist to pound his chest. 

	“As one. Surrender your weapons. We will do the same.”

	“No deal, you all still have that armor,” said the dark-eyed cabler with the pistol. “You listen to the doctor, first.”

	“If you insist.” The hunter by the door lowered the torch. “Say your piece, DiAksa.”

	Yajain nodded. She hated the name, but it belonged to her, regardless of what her father once decided. 

	“This ship and the two others closing on its position are part of a rescue fleet. We may be in the employ of Dilinia, but we will not attack you.”

	“You say you serve Dilinia,” said the torch hunter. “But what proof do we have? Governor Sovilan said the same. 

	“He’s betrayed you,” Yajain said. “That’s clear to me. But his actions are not sanctioned, or known, in the center.”

	“If that is true you are not our enemies.” The torch hunter turned to the cabler holding the grounded hunter hostage. “Release my ward and surrender. We will not harm anyone on this ship, or in your fleet. You have my word.”

	“Thank you for listening to reason.” The man dropped his pistol to the deck and stepped forward. His dark eyes moved from the torch hunter to Yajain. Tension lingered under the sweat on his face. He looked young and tired.

	The torch hunter bowed his head. 

	“Thank you. If this DiAksa speaks the truth you have kept us from committing a terrible crime.”

	Yajain turned to the last armed cabler. He put down the rifle he’d taken from Ogidar. 

	“Let me speak to the captain beyond that door,” Yajain said. “She can give you our formal surrender.”

	“We may not need it. Had you not stunk of Dilinia we would have thought you allies sooner.” The torch hunter walked down the hall toward his fallen ward, knelt, and helped up the wounded hunter. “Doctor,” he said. “I think you could tell me how a member of the DiAksa clan came to be where you are.”

	“I’ll throw that in with a peace deal.” Yajain walked to the door to the bridge. She switched on her receiver. “Captain Narreb,” she said. “I have good news.”

	“You killed the boarders?”

	“Better. We got them on our side.”

	“It’ll do. We need to move before the storm hits.”

	Yajain connected to TO Sogun and the Solnakite. 

	“It’s Doctor Aksari,” she said. “How far out are you?”

	“We’re within a hundred meters. Standby for our lines.”
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	The Ditari bannership hunt in the arc field near Castenlock, visible out the ready room’s large window. Captain Firio Gattri stood at the window when Yajain entered after the Tei Officers of Ebonwing, Solnakite, and from Ruane’s Blade, Jania Gattri. The fifty cycles old Ditari hunt leader who had held the torch, Kodun DiCalibri bowed his head as he entered alongside her.

	“Captain Gattri,” he said. “I must beg your forgiveness for our attack on your people.”

	Firio turned from the window. 

	“You took no one’s life this time, Kodun. For that, I’d rather thank you.”

	This time. Yajain’s eyes moved to Kodun. The old Ditari looked smaller without his helmet though he still wore his hunter armor. The glowing, powered shell made his white hair look even lighter. Despite his age, he was intensely handsome, even by the foreign standard of the nuinn, with a strong jaw and fierce eyes. The longevity of appearance the Ditari were known for blessed him. He didn’t appear to notice Yajain looking at him, or perhaps he was used to people staring.

	“It’s been a long time since I contended with a commander like you, Captain. And my title is Predator. Don’t forget why.”

	Firio sighed. 

	“Enough of the past, Kodun. Inform us of the current situation, here in Shaull. Yajain, you may leave if you wish.”

	Yajain nodded and turned to go.

	Kodun smiled with sharp teeth. 

	“Thank you, Captain, but I would prefer the doctor to stay. This information has bearing on her mission after all.”

	Firio sat down at the table. He waved his hand to the other seats around the hologram. The map showed storm clouds closing with Bahami Forest. The Tei Officers took their places. 

	Yajain sat between Cava Sogun and Kodun DiCalibri. Firio looked up from his reading pad. 

	“When the storm wind hits we will lose most maneuvers. The storm is powerful but luckily will not take long to pass. Predator Kodun, who is this governor your people are embattled against?”

	“Tirel Sovilan, Dilinia’s administrator for this entire expanse. I met him once, in the service of the honorable Redoca Helle DiKandar. Sovilan seemed honest then, a decent man, for a Dilinum politician. But since then, he has lost his mind and declared himself independent even of your Empress.”

	Firio gazed through the hologram at Kodun, eyes weary. His hands folded on the table. He frowned. 

	“If what you say is true he is a rebel against the throne.”

	“I assure you, we would not be in a battle stance, were it not.”

	“My ships are not armed for war. We were attacked by rebels in the corridor, prior to transit. We will not be of much help in battle. But we can communicate the situation to Habandra with our data links.”

	Jania, Firio’s daughter and TO of Ruane’s Blade, drummed her fingers on the table. 

	“Captain Gattri, my ship detected some additional transits at the far end of the corridor just before we began our own. That could mean other rebels followed us here.”

	Firio scowled. 

	“The storm will keep them off us for a few hours. But when it passes we’ll need somewhere to go for repairs and redress.”

	Kodun grinned.

	“I think I can assist you.”
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	The soft hum of the fast arc mover droned below Yajain’s feet as she rode with the others back to the ranger docks of Castenlock after the meeting. Kodun DiCalibri rode on one side of her, Tei Officer Cava Sogun on the other. 

	“How is your ward, Lord DiCalibri?” Yajain asked.

	“She’ll live with the scars.” Kodun raised an eyebrow. “Thank you for your concern doctor, although it surprises me.”

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“I wish it hadn’t come to that.”

	“I believe you,” Kodun said. “But if not for you and that young man with the coil pistol there might have been death.”

	She nodded. 

	“I don’t know who would have gotten off worse.”

	The arc mover dropped a level, causing Yajain to grab its handrail in surprise. The mover slowed, then stopped by the entrance of Solnakite’s hangar. Yajain climbed off it, rattled. 

	Kodun smiled. 

	“It would have been you,” he said.
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	Storm winds raged and curtains of nearly horizontal rain swept across the dome of Castenlock’s shipboard bar.

	Yajain sat with one hand on her mukta glass, looking up at the clouds. The potent mukta had already started dizzying her mind. A lightweight like Yajain shouldn’t drink more than one of the smooth-burning drinks a night, or more probably a week. Even a few sips in the effects were obvious.

	She pushed the mug away. The heavy metal base cap of the cup clunked against the table and then magnetized. Yajain glared at the drink. Kodun shouldn’t have said those words. His confidence and ruthlessness hit her like a blow. Yajain sighed. That wasn’t it. 

	She shot him, after all. He had a beam burn on his forearm she’d put there. Though Yajain would have shot that sniper, Adya, back at Rakati Hub she was sure she lacked the anger within to not regret the violence. Lin would never regret shooting in self-defense.

	Lightning flickered overhead, followed by thunder, all solna light completely eclipsed by clouds. Yajain put her elbows on the table, head in her hands. 

	“That plan was stupid,” she said under her breath. “Never mind that it worked. It shouldn’t have.”

	A clink of ice and clack of a pay card on table reached out across the dull roar of the storm. Yajain blinked and sat back, brushing the hair from her eyes. Dara led Sonetta away from the bar, drawing appreciative looks from the male crew members across the room. Yajain raised her hand and waved to them, but it may have been unnecessary. Dara and Sonetta headed toward her table.

	“Drinking alone?” Sonetta asked.

	“Not anymore, I hope.” Yajain motioned to her mukta. “Finishing this one might kill me.”

	“You think?” Sonetta grinned and sat. “You don’t just act tough, Yajain. I won’t touch mukta.”

	Yajain shrugged and reached for her glass. The dark liquid inside it sloshed a little over the rim as she freed it from the magnetic lock. 

	Dara sat down on Yajain’s other side, across from Sonetta. That left them all with the view of the storm, and tables full of crew members. Dara smiled. 

	“Lucky us, we don’t do maintenance. The storm won’t be any fun for them.”

	“That’s an observation I can toast.” Sonetta raised her glass.

	“As you should,” Dara said.

	They all clinked their drinks together over the center of the table. Yajain just sipped her mukta one more time. Fiery taste almost dropped her from her chair. 

	“Good toast,” she said.

	Sonetta lowered her glass from her lips. 

	“You could have waited for us to get started, you know.”

	“Or maybe you were waiting for someone else, hmmm?” Dara smiled. “That big cabler, Ogidar, certainly isn’t bad.”

	“He’s almost as old as you are.” Yajain grimaced then broke into a smile.

	Dara lowered her cup.

	“You know, that’s a good point.”

	“You know he’s full Ditari, right?” Sonetta asked. “No offense to Yajain, but most of them are pretty intense. Those hunters earlier…”

	“They were doing their jobs,” Dara said. “A man with a bit of beast in him can be…interesting.”

	Yajain raised her eyebrows. 

	“I thought I was the one drinking mukta,” she said.

	“I’m trying to relax.” Dara shook out her hair. “And besides that, this mission might take longer than we expected.” 

	“How do you know?” Yajain asked.

	“Agent Pansar seemed agitated earlier when I saw him going to meet the captain. I listened close. One of his flunkies told him that.”

	“That’s mission information,” Sonetta said. “You shouldn’t be telling us.”

	“Then I shouldn’t know it in the first place.” Dara sipped her drink. “They’ll announce soon. No harm done.”

	“No harm if we don’t tell before that.” Sonetta smirked.

	“I’m confident you won’t.” Dara turned to Yajain. “What pushed you to drinking mukta tonight?”

	Yajain sat back in her chair and stared up at the dome where the storm still raged. The rain intensified, sounding like a furious drumbeat. 

	“The further out we go, the more messed up things look. War in Toraxas, War in Shaull.” And Mosam isn’t anywhere to be seen yet. She sighed.

	“Regretting your decision?” Dara asked, face serious.

	“What if I am?” Yajain brushed strands of hair from her face. “It’s not as if any of us can go back until the fleet turns around.”

	“True,” Sonetta said. “No one said this would be easy.”

	Yajain looked at Sonetta. 

	“No one said there would be so much fighting either.” She raised her mug to her lips and sipped it. “But we’ve got to keep going. I mean, I have to keep going.”

	“Why?” Sonetta asked. “We all signed on for this.”

	“Because I’m not just here to help people.”

	“Yeah, you also get off on acting mysterious,” Sonetta said.

	Yajain set her cup on the table. She frowned at Sonetta. Dara took her own drink in her hands, silent. Sonetta met Yajain’s eyes.

	“Don’t pretend you’re not,” she said. “If this whole mission is just a ferry for you, then you should trust us with your destination.”

	Yajain’s eyebrows rose. She looked down into her drink. 

	“Maybe you’re right. I hope you’re not.”

	“But I am.”

	“But she is.”

	“Even you, Dara?” Yajain asked.

	Dara nodded. 

	“You can have secrets,” she said. “But not when they could get people killed.”

	“Fine.” Yajain glared at Dara. “Go on, tell me why you think my secret is dangerous.”

	“It could be anything.” Dara took a sip. “But I think it’s about Coe.”

	“Coe?” Sonetta asked.

	Yajain sighed, fingers wrapped around her cup. Her head dropped toward the table. The storm played percussion instruments in her ears. 

	“Mosam Coe.” She took a long breath. “He, he was my sister’s boyfriend ten years ago. But not really. Never really. I thought he liked me better.”

	Sonetta took a drink. Then she leaned forward. “This guy, Mosam, who is he?”

	“A terrorist. A criminal. A bastard.” Yajain sighed half the air from her lungs. “A Doctor of Harvest.”

	“One of those things is different,” Dara said.

	“He helped me,” Yajain said. “Helped me and Lin. You know, half-Ditari at the end of the war. We didn’t belong with the other kids at home.” The girl, Nira, raised the pipe over Yajain’s head in her memory. “At least, nobody thought we did. Except for him.” 

	That girl on Kaga pillar hovered in Yajain’s mind eye, pipe already bloody. But it never fell, never would.

	Yajain swallowed another sip of mukta. A group of cablers passed, including Banedd and the dark-eyed young man from Ruane’s Blade. Yajain sighed and set down her glass. 

	“I’d better go.” 

	Only dregs remained of the mukta.

	[image: Image]

	

	The explorer rocked with a crosswind from the storm. Yajain walked back to her cabin aboard the docked Solnakite. She swayed slightly from the mukta, but she’d insisted she would be alright walking alone. Sonetta and Dara would have walked with her, but that didn’t matter now. She keyed open her cabin door and then sat down on the hammock. Her orders terminal beeped.

	Yajain considered letting it go until she woke up. She rose anyway and checked the tiny screen, reading it aloud to be sure. 

	“I’m sorry I hurt your sister, Yajain. If I had more time I’d see you in person, but the mission is still there. And I have to obey it. Mosam Coe.”

	She stared at the screen. Mosam spoke of the mission a little back on Kaga. His master never thought him worthy of whatever it was back then. Mosam had changed that. Yajain’s eyes searched the message, read it again and again. Then she transferred it over the wireless to her reading pad. Then she deleted the original.

	“How?” she said softly. “You must be on this ship.” She set the pad on her footlocker and collapsed into the hammock. She tried to sit up and simply rolled onto her side. Tears ran down her cheeks. “Don’t be here. Don’t be here.” 

	She wiped her eyes.

	A knock came at her door. She rolled out of the hammock and answered it. It was Sonetta. 

	“Dara asked me to check on you,” she said.

	“Thanks.” Yajain moved to close the door.

	Sonetta put one foot into the cabin. 

	“I don’t know what he was like,” she said. “But he’s not worth it.”

	“Dara said the same thing.” Yajain propped herself against the wall with one arm. “I wish I agreed.”

	Sonetta put a hand on Yajain’s shoulder. 

	“So what if he helped you fit in? You’re doing fine on your own now.”

	Yajain shook her head, staring down at the floor. 

	“I don’t know, Sona. I feel like he’s close.”

	“Sona?” Sonetta said. “I kinda like that.”

	“I’ve got to sleep.”

	Sonetta nodded and withdrew her leg, letting the door close. Yajain turned and collapsed onto her hammock. In spite of everything, sleep claimed her.
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	He’s here on this ship. He’s here on this ship.

	Yajain tumbled out of her hammock and landed painfully on the cold floor. She got to her feet, then rubbed her back. A shrill beep and a blinking red light announced the arrival of emergency orders at the terminal. Yajain shucked the clothes she’d slept in, and then slipped on a fresh uniform. She checked her orders, one palm pressed to her pounding temple.

	Doctor Aksari you are to report to Captain Gattri on the bridge at 0800 hours. Yajain closed the register and picked up her spare uniform. It was 0750 now, and it would take almost that left just enough time to travel the length of Castenlock. 

	Yajain washed her face in the bathroom adjacent to her cabin. Then she set out to the docking bay, and from there caught an arc mover on its way toward the bridge.

	The twenty-meter-broad corridor running the length of the ship over the central core was filled with ratings and movers and troops of cablers moving alongside for most of the trip. Illuminated arrows indicated pathways to small docks where pairs of tumblers and larger Arc Projection Vessels were preparing to launch. Yajain’s stomach growled as the mover passed the mess elevator. The pilot of the mover hurried. Yajain stepped onto the bridge five minutes late.

	The bridge of Castenlock was built in shape similar to the ship’s bar, but with a lower dome and transparent walls on three sides. Unlike banner ships, the bridge was actually located near the front-most extension of the hull. All around the big oblong room, core terminals staffed by uniformed officers glowed.

	Firio stood at the center of the whirring, beeping, shouting room, firmly in his element. Every time he gestured a salute answered him. Every time his scarred face turned to another officer the subordinate in question’s eyes would light up with recognition. He never stopped at one person for long but kept giving orders and moving between terminals until he reached the two pilots at the helm and the navigator just behind them. There, he turned and was immediately met by another officer with a reading pad. 

	Yajain stood at the entrance to the bridge, a bit out of place but impressed. In triage training at the academy things usually seemed efficient but chaotic. She had worked as a low-level trauma doctor for a third of a cycle before Dara recruited her for the survey. The trauma ward always felt harried. 

	Yajain admired how the captain put skills learned in violence to use in peace.

	He saw her and nodded. 

	“Doctor Aksari,” he said. “Good to see you.”

	“And you, Captain Gattri.” Yajain smiled despite her throbbing headache. “You wanted to see me?”

	“Indeed.” Firio motioned to a terminal with a junior officer working it. “Over here. Look at this.”

	Yajain and Firio walked over to a visual terminal. Side by side they turned to a screen and the thin layer of holographic projection before it. The image in the hologram resembled a metallic bird’s egg laid on its long side, with narrow slits carved into it and radiating up, down, left, and right, every ninety degrees. At one end of the egg, a small bubble bulged in miniature resemblance to the larger construction.

	Yajain leaned toward the image.

	“What is it, Captain?”

	“It’s a bandojen survival pod. The serial number it beamed us matches that of Clan Company Gomendeata’s manufacturing yards.”

	“Gomendeata?” Yajain frowned. “What is a war drone manufacturing company doing out here?” She considered the rebellions both in Shaull and Toraxas. “Well, there certainly would be customers out here.”

	“My thoughts exactly,” Firio said. “We’ve tried to hail the pod, but we aren’t getting any response.”

	Yajain gazed at the hologram of the pod. 

	“It could be the passenger or passengers are in stasis. The pod likely is equipped for that.”

	“It’s possible.” Firio nodded. “But I can’t figure out why it would be, or how it got where it is.”

	“Where is it precisely?” Yajain asked.

	“It’s caught in the verge between the pillars. The storm blew it in, but we couldn’t intercept.”

	“How deep?”

	“Almost the center. A tree at the densest portion caught it against the trunk.”

	She leaned back from the screen. 

	“Are you planning to send in a team to retrieve it?”

	“Definitely,” Firio said. “But Bahami forest is dangerous. Predators abound, and not the Ditari kind, so I need a guide who understands dangerous animals.”

	“Captain, I think you mean me.”

	“Perceptive.” Firio’s lip curled. “Are you up to it?”

	Yajain nodded. 

	“Now I’m curious as to why a clan company is operating around here,” she said.

	“That pod may have traveled a long way.” Firio clapped a hand on Yajain’s shoulder. “Ruane’s Blade and Solnakite are both undergoing repairs. Ebonwing will take your team in and cover you from overhead upon your return.”

	“Captain, how dangerous do you think these verge animals are?” An amused smiled reached Yajain’s lips.

	Firio shrugged. 

	“Let’s hedge our bets.”

	Yajain nodded her head. She ignored the urge to tell Firio about Mosam’s message. It had to wait until they saved whoever was in the pod. 
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	The dark-eyed cabler from Ruane’s Blade boarded the Ebonwing at Yajain’s side. He smiled as they took their seats in the drop compartment, situated on the lowest deck behind the tumbler launch bay. A tumbler wouldn’t fit through the tunnel the pod had torn in the dense foliage of the forest. Firio ordered they go without one to minimize irritation of local wildlife.

	As much as Yajain disliked the jerky flight of a tumbler, she would have preferred to have one.

	She wore a black survival suit over her uniform, better than the usual poncho for a forest of full of snagging branches. She put the hood up and fixed on the mask as Ebonwing prepared for launch from Castenlock. The ship lifted with the swish of arc pushers and the hum of power cells. The core remained silent. Yajain sat back. She could do something she actually had skills for once again. The thought eased her nerves.

	Across the compartment from her, the young cabler with the dark eyes smiled at her. 

	“Ready to save some lives, Doctor Aksari?”

	Yajain looked up at him. 

	“I think so. Likely there’s only one person down there.”

	The cabler pulled his transparent mask down over his clean-shaved face. His smile quirked one corner of his lips ever so slightly. 

	“Maybe I meant our team.”

	Ebonwing slipped out of Castenlock’s docking bubble. The window in their compartment overlooked the forest. Yajain gazed at green treetops and the extensive vertical growth of the plant life suspended between three pillars. The light of a yellow solna beamed from above and the light of a blue one glimmered below. Yajain took a deep breath. 

	For the moment Mosam’s message didn’t bother her at all.

	“We’ll be fine. I grew up near a verge.”

	“Which one?” asked the cabler.

	Yajain frowned. 

	“Toltuashi. But I was there before the war. It wasn’t the same after the last battle.”

	The leaves of the forest bloomed with golden light. Broken branches and twisted trunks became visible amid the foliage as Ebonwing descended. Shadows moved along branches deeper down.

	The cabler with the dark eyes leaned over the center of the lock. 

	“Well be careful. No two verges are the same.”

	“Who’s the expert now?” Yajain sat back.

	“My name’s Tulem Rosh.” He grinned.

	“Yajain Aksari. Where you from?”

	“A little nowhere settlement called Goganlear. Just hitched a ride out.”

	Further into the compartment, the rest of the team sat, all five of them cablers with a two-meter-long pod, an arc mover, inactive on the floor between them. As a group, they stood. Two of them seized hand grips on opposite ends of the arc mover. They advanced to the door. 

	Yajain and Tulem joined them.

	The team leader clicked both his palms to activate his lifts. 

	“We drop in one. Lifts on people.”

	The door creaked as its latches released. 

	Yajain took a deep breath and clicked on her arc lifts. The doors opened on either side of the compartment. Two cablers took one side. The rest of the team took the other, including Yajain. 

	She turned over in midair using her lifts and descended head first. The beam pistol given for the mission felt heavy at her waist.

	Trees and horizontally anchored brush filled her vision. She aimed for a solid meter-thick trunk near the black hole torn through the trees by the pod. About four meters in diameter, the tunnel slanted through the verge and wouldn’t be large enough for much maneuvering. The survival pod itself wasn’t much smaller than the hole. 

	Could it be an empty pod and this whole mission a mistake?

	Yajain shook off the worry. As long as they kept alert and no large animals surprised them they’d be fine regardless of what was in that pod.

	She landed on a tree trunk a few meters from the patch of broken leaves and branches that surrounded the tear. The tree was steady, but she maintained power to her lifts. 

	“Keep flying,” she said over the hood communicator to the others as they landed on the clear places of branches or trees around her. “Fall in here and you could get trapped.” Or attract trouble, she thought.

	The animals here might already be riled because of the storm and the crash. She crept closer to the hole.

	Yajain peered over the edge. Shafts of blue light shone upward through patches in the foliage, giving the view a lurid, kaleidoscopic tone. A glimpse of many forests in a single scene. The tunnel’s curve hid any sight of the survival pod. 

	Yajain stepped back.

	The cabler leader flew to her side, motioning two other cablers toward the pit. They flew forward, ballistic rifles at the ready. Behind them another pair followed, tugging the arc mover. The officer signaled Yajain and Tulem in alongside him. Seven humans descended into the tunnel. Yajain wondered how many creatures waited on every side.

	They flew carefully, ducking branches rather than breaking them, as Yajain advised. The mover floated in the middle of the group, shining the beam of a searchlight into the depths. Seventy meters down the curve of the tunnel of wood and leaves and vines, Yajain spotted a light that blinked, answering the searchlight. Down a near vertical bend in the tunnel, a tangled mess of broken branches formed a nest supported by limbs and vines, the pod at its center.

	The group floated in the elbow of the bend. The cabler officer signaled to the team and they angled to descend. Yajain’s eyes flicked to Tulem. The young man’s dark gaze aimed straight down, eyes wide and round. He accelerated first, and Yajain followed an instant later, kicking with both legs. 

	The rest of the team caught up with them quickly. The made the controlled fall a hundred meters, then two hundred. At nearly two hundred and fifty they reached the pod. The egg-shaped vessel stuck into the cradle of branches and vines front first. Extended prongs stuck like a dinner fork into the foliage at the bottom.

	“Don’t put any additional weight on the bottom branches,” the officer said. He hovered over the end of the pod. “We don’t want to risk it dropping any further.”

	Yajain settled onto a branch a few meters up and watched as other team members floated deftly over the pod. The cabler medic hit a few keys and a crack opened in the ringed metal shell. A pair of black boxes appeared as the shell opened further, morpeal stasis coffins from the look of their steely shells and control panels on their ends, both lids sealed tight.

	“Hook ‘em up,” said the officer to the two cablers with the rescue pod. “We’ll open them back on the ship. Rosh, check for anything else inside that pod.” He turned to Yajain. “Doctor, lead the way back up. Watch for trouble.”

	Yajain nodded. She activated her lifts and then leapt from her branch.

	The cablers attached a meter long line to each coffin with magnetized plates on either end. They locked tight. They started the ascent, dragging the coffins from the survival pod. The little arc mover powered up with a squeal of effort in processing the local arc field. 

	Yajain glanced at the machine from twenty meters up. Two cablers and the officer joined Yajain at her position. The two cablers guiding the rescue pod were completely engaged with the machine. The mover’s squeal became a whine.

	Yajain scowled. 

	“We’re going to piss something off with that,” she said. “Verge predators can be very sensitive.”

	The coffins lifted clear. Tulem darted into the survival pod. The whine continued unabated. The officer flew down to the rescue mover and pulled out a control pad. 

	“Too much, weight,” he said. “We’d better make this quick.”

	Yajain glanced at him. He worked for a moment, then waved another two cablers down to help lift. 

	A rustle came from the foliage to her right. Yajain continued to climb higher but turned, looking for leapers, fierce animals when confronted. Technically, different species’ varied greatly. Some grew larger than humans.

	Tulem emerged from the pod with a newfound satchel hanging over his shoulder. He accelerated up to the point where the rescue unit continued laboring to lift the stasis coffins.

	The foliage around him erupted with movement. Leapers.
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	Leapers swarmed from the foliage, striped and hairy. Four lanky limbs ended in claws and a long body led down to four powerful legs. Yajain spoke a warning into her hood comms, but none of the group could have missed the swarm of aggressive shapes.

	A leaper launched itself toward Tulem. One of the higher cablers sent a hot beam into it back. Flesh sizzled and greasy hair burst into flame. The leaper tumbled past Tulem. The creature out-massed him by at least fifty percent. Rank scents drifted upward with waves of heat from the shooter’s weapon barrel, scorching and bitter.

	“Don’t shoot any that don’t attack.”

	Yajain descended to the rescue unit’s level, drawing her pistol. The weapon might not even be able to stop leapers this size. 

	Maybe two dozen leapers swarmed up the levels. A few other cablers took shots, but the creatures were bold. The sound and sight of energy weapons usually terrified animals. 

	Ditari hunted these parts. Father’s people did not value terror in their prey.

	The arc mover continued to rise slowly, towing the stasis coffins higher. Tulem caught up with the machine just ahead of some leapers. 

	“Damn it.” The officer aimed his rifle. “We may need back up.” 

	Streaks of blue hot coil fluid saturated a leaper as it scurried along a branch at the level of the rescue unit. The animal fell, but another took its place immediately. The second beast leapt. 

	Gritting her teeth, Yajain wounded one of its hind legs with her laser. The leaper landed on the mover, causing the whole thing to swing sideways. The leaper’s wounded leg gave way and it fell into the center of the pit.

	Less shooting would be more effective, but people and animals weren’t so different under threat.

	Yajain kicked herself higher, curving out of reach of a jumping beast. She reached the elbow of the tunnel above, then the overhanging roof. Yajain’s heart pounded with exertion from pushing herself so fast. The cablers climbed some fifty meters below with the mover between them. Tulem and the officer covered the other four who were using their own lift motion to help the rescue mover fly faster.

	A handful of leapers bounded here and there but most withdrew into the innermost layer of foliage to shelter from killing shots of superheated particles. Yajain switched on her hunter’s ears and listened for them. None seemed to be moving nearby, but there was something else. A low growl crooned through the trees, soft, distant, but real.

	Tulem hooked his rifle to his belt. He and the officer joined the others in tugging the rescue unit to the top. The stench of weapons-fire and burnt leapers rose with them to where Yajan hovered. Once they cleared the lip of the slanted portion of tunnel Yajain rejoined the group.

	They flew up the sloping tunnel. Yajain holstered her pistol and helped the others move the coffins. They almost reached the bright yellow canopy of the verge, when the growl grew louder in Yajain’s ears. She recognized the tone, if not the source. Some larger predator might be trying to scare off the leapers. In a wild verge things became dangerous fast, no telling the size of this new creature.

	The mover broke into the light, coffins still dangling in the tunnel. Yajain gripped the edge of the mover’s curved hull and kicked with both her legs. Her hunter’s ears were overwhelmed by a roar from close, perhaps a meter behind her. She whirled, releasing the mover. Her hand fell to the weapon at her hip.

	From the foliage below flew two massive claws, covered in bristles of hard chitin that stabbed into her lower leg. The calf muscle tore. She screamed in pain and fired a beam straight into the joint of one claw. The shell burned, but the creature did not let go. Yajain lost thrust to her lifts and sank toward the canopy and the jaws of the fiendish predator she knew waited below.

	A moment of clarity broke into the agony of her leg. Her ears remained active, and the creature no longer roared. It breathed loud enough to hear over the whine of the arc mover above her. She switched the beam pistol to its highest setting and aimed past her bleeding leg.

	Claw bristles dug into her leg. She winced and pulled the trigger. The shot sliced through leaves and air and into the monster’s jaws. The animal received that meal less than enthusiastically. Claws withdrew, though Yajain doubted it could be seriously hurt. In pain and bleary from blood loss, she fell toward the canopy. An arm snaked around her shoulders. Tulem kicked awkwardly with both legs and carried them upward. He lacked training with lifts and could barely keep aloft helping her.

	Yajain wrapped an arm around his shoulders and kicked as much as she could manage to help him fly. Ebonwing hovered overhead, doors open.
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	Yajain’s leg ached but not as much as expected after Sonetta sprayed on a layer of morpeal residue. Two deep cuts kept her ginger for several light-dark changes after they left Bahami Forest. The others had no luck unsealing either coffin during that time. 

	Forcibly off duty, she stayed in the watchroom of Solnakite most of her waking hours. The ranger flew point on Castenlock and the Ditari banner ship. Ruane’s Blade remained docked within the explorer and Ebonwing flew toward the rear of the group.

	Most of the time off duty crew members visiting the watchroom didn’t talk to Yajain, except for Sonetta. Banedd and Ogidar were both busy with drills and training. Apparently, the burns on Ogidar’s side lasted mere hours after treatment. 

	The fleet flew in the direction of the Habandra Explorator, still an unthinkable distance away across dark space where few solna orbited pillars, but in the same direction as the far nearer Ditari settlements. Eight hours from the nearest site the storm had ravaged Yajain read bits of the poetry of humanity from her pad.

	Long out of practice, the bionetic poetry proved difficult to read. Yajain’s eyes drifted to the layman’s transcript at the bottom of each page.

	Ditari. Bandojen. Sorai. Kytep. Nuinn. Each of the five peoples is thought to have separated from the original reef where humankind evolved. The ability to travel between pillars predates history by eons. Thus is the theory of divergent origins.

	Finder Tinar Boskem entered the watchroom. The billow of his black coat filled the doorway.

	Yajain glanced at him from her chair. 

	“What do you want, finder?”

	“Doctor, I can’t say I’m surprised by your rudeness.” Boskem smiled. “I was hoping we understood each other better after you fixed my wrist.”

	“I fixed your wrist because you wanted to kill people. That’s all I need to understand about you.”

	Boskem shrugged with the shoulder of one huge arm. 

	“You’ve seen killers. That sniper woman on Rakati Pillar was a killer. But she was a rebel. I only want to protect Dilinia, and force is often necessary to do that.”

	 Yajain looked down at her leg, almost healed but still tender. 

	“I understand, Finder.”

	“Good,” he said, but his broad face did not relax. “Remember, I’m here to help.”

	“Yeah, so what do you want?”

	“I heard the exiled Redoca, Helle DiKandar, asked to meet you.”

	“Did she?” 

	“Don’t pretend you didn’t know.”

	“I didn’t. Until now.” Yajain shook her head, moving her tied hair in its braid against her back. “But why are you talking to me now, Finder?”

	“You have to request that I accompany you aboard the DiKandar Hall Ship.” Boskem’s jaw was set. His eyes looked black and glittered with ill-concealed nervousness. He met her eyes. “Agent Pansar ordered me to make this request, doctor. Both his reasons and mine are good.”

	Yajain swung her legs down. She put her hands on the table. 

	“Are you going to tell me what those reasons are?”

	“You already know. To protect.” Boskem shut the door behind him and approached Yajain’s chair. He loomed over her, heavy coat and bulky form blocking her sight completely. He folded his arms. “At any cost.”

	Yajain looked up at him. His face was taut with muscles straining to hide some kind of expression, but his eyes gave him away. 

	“I joined this fleet of my own accord,” she said.

	“To hunt the rebel, Mosam Coe. I was there. Don’t forget.” He leaned down toward her, putting his face close to hers so she could feel his breath on her cheek. “Yes or no?”

	She recoiled, scowling. 

	“You aren’t exactly convincing me.”

	His hand fell onto her shoulder. 

	“What can I say? I’m a technician, not a face.” His grip tightened, pinching painfully on her joint. Boskem’s eyes grew fierce. “I could do anything to you right now. No one would ever know. Or at least, they wouldn’t care.”

	Yajain’s breath quickened. She glared at him. 

	“You think so? Unlike you, I’ve been living with these people.” 

	Boskem’s other hand pinned both of hers to the tabletop with its bulk. His grip on her shoulder tightened. Yajain tried to pull free, but his meaty palm pressed too hard on her wrists and hands. Boskem’s face reddened. 

	“You are a half-breed. Your loyalty could easily be called into question, even if nothing were to happen here. I will accompany you when you go to meet the Redoca.”

	“Fine,” Yajain said through clenched teeth. “Now let go of me.”

	Boskem released her shoulder. The pressure on her hands and wrists eased. He smiled. 

	“Good. Easy wasn’t it?”

	Yajain massaged her shoulder.

	“Easy enough,” she said. “But you’d better be less rude to the Redoca.”

	“Count on it.” Boskem turned to the door. “Make sure you mention me when Captain Gattri tells you.”

	“Alright.” Yajain looked down at her hands. A meeting with the Redoca of the DiKandar Clan. Boskem threats and grip set her jaw on edge. She’d remember this. She clasped her hands together, then massaged her wrist. It wasn’t every light-dark change she made a plan to defy an imperial agent.
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	Aboard Castenlock, Yajain met with Firio. He told her what she already knew. Along with her, the Redoca wanted to speak with the cabler, Tulem Rosh. Yajain accepted the request. She told Firio about Boskem’s threats.

	“That may explain something odd.” Firio folded his arms and faced Yajain in the ready room. “It seems Finder Boskem has a second cabin aboard the Solnakite.”

	“I know. It used to be mine.”

	Firio raised his eyebrows. 

	“I forgot. The machine he put there has been gobbling up arc charge from every nearby core we pass. When Solnakite was docked my chief engineer noticed fluctuations and tracked them to that room. But Agent Pansar said the contents were approved by the Empress herself, and he couldn’t divulge their true nature.”

	“Suspicious.” Yajain drummed her fingers on the ring of the table.

	Firio dropped his voice to a hoarse stage whisper. 

	“Every good mercenary knows not to trust the employer completely. The habit never goes away. I have my eye on Boskem. But he will go with you to see the Redoca.”

	Yajain frowned. 

	“What? Why?”

	“He can’t know we suspect him of anything.” Firio unfolded his arms. “Don’t worry, the Redoca's guards will be ready in case of danger. I’ll send them a message ahead of us.”

	“Seems like you’re plan cuts a bit close to giving Boskem what he wants. What if he’s not planning just to observe? Dilinia may be looking for an excuse to expand and conquer the DiKandar Clan. Especially if Governor Sovilan is already at war here.”

	“Let us hope our loyalties aren’t tested.” Firio shook his head, lips pinched together. His silver-streaked beard gleamed with the green light of a the solna passing out the window.

	Yajain approached the window. 

	“Does this situation remind you of anything?”

	“Between the disputed Dilinia and Oscarat Alliance settlements and the Ditari hunting in a war stance?” he said. “It’s like the beginning of the last war.”

	“I’m not going to let that happen.”

	“You and I may not be able to stop it.”

	“But we’ll try.” Yajain stared down at pillar just past the blazing green beauty of the solna that flew almost level with the Castenlock. She folded her arms. “Won’t we?”

	Firio put a hand on her shoulder. 

	“Never forget that,” he said.

	Small Ditari vessels darted between terraces far below the solna. Yajain watched them move for a long moment, then nodded.
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	The elderly Lian custodian led Redoca Helle DiKandar’s guests out of the docking bay with a small smile on his finely lined face. Like all Ditari the Lian commoners aged slowly. This functionary tried nothing to hide his advanced years. He floated on arc fins to help manipulate his lifts.

	Tulem walked beside Yajain, occasionally stealing a furtive glance at her. For a man with the guts to threaten a Ditari hunter with a coil pistol, he seemed so young in his fine white and red dress uniform. A cabler and an innocent, how strange.

	Yajain smiled until she felt the slender form of the sheathed vare blade swing at her hip. Despite having only one of the three blades used in a hunter’s war gauntlet she knew it would show the Ditari she respected her heritage. Anathema among the hunters to go unarmed at any time in public, the blade announced something else, just a hinted suspicion of violence. Yajain wore it because of her other companion.

	Finder Boskem walked with a confident step, a wall of muscle and black clothes. He carried no visible weapons. Yajain assumed him still armed. Agents in the Empress’ service often concealed tools of all kinds, including those of death.

	The DiKandar clan’s great hall floated somewhere between pillars where they docked, itself only half as large as Castenlock, but with swept out wings and surrounded by a cloud of banner ships and smaller vessels. 

	Yajain and the others rode a tumbler from Castenlock an hour after Kodun had reported his own meeting with the Redoca. They entered through a golden filigreed port where slivers of shadow fell across docked ships from a second launch area at the top of the room.

	Yajain, Tulem, and Finder Boskem followed the floating custodian into a huge hallway dotted with slender, decorative columns of round white metal. Each so resembled miniature pillars so clearly that Yajain felt like a giant walking on misty air. Her smile gathered an additional broadness from awe when she saw the bulging green shapes of plant life growing between pillars, right in the place where the Toltuashi Verge should be on this map. The room was a model of her home expanse where Ditari clans had hunted for ages until the war.

	A group of four Ditari women approached. Three of them wore hunter armor like Yajain had seen before. The fourth wore a drawn robe of white with a gold collar. Her eyes sparkled and her skin was flawless except for her right arm, withered and small, dotted with discolored spots. She stood slightly shorter than the other women. The peak of the gold circlet on her head gave Yajain no doubt as to her identity. 

	Yajain bowed her head. 

	“Redoca DiKandar.”

	Tulem and Finder Boskem bowed as well. The three armored women before them spread apart, leaving the Redoca alone for two meters in every direction. DiKandar motioned to one of the hunters who had been attending her. 

	“Find Predator Kodun DiCalibri. I may need him.”

	“Yes, my lady.” The hunter bowed and then swept off past Yajain and the others.

	The Redoca turned to Yajain.

	“I see you recognize something about my hall, doctor.”

	“This looks like the Toltuashi-Kadarhan Expanse. I grew up in it.”

	DiKandar nodded. “And the only Ditari I ever set above myself died in it. Do you know whom?”

	“The Ettellian Redoca.” 

	DiKandar nodded. 

	“It is good you understand, doctor. Not many people could answer that so quickly. Now…” She touched a small pendant at her collar’s throat. “I suppose you should also know why I wished to speak with you. Those of you I summoned.” Her eyes never indicted Boskem, but her tone did enough.

	A small animal, something akin to a black ferret or an ermine slipped down from DiKandar’s sleeve and onto her smooth forearm, which she raised. The sleeve fell back, revealing the silvery forearm plug in the arm. She smiled, showing fierce and gleaming Ditari teeth.

	Holograms arose among the pillars in the room. Phantom ships sailed between the pillars. Ghostly miniature solnas circled most every pillar at multiple locations. “I had this hall built to remember the brave who fell. Clan Sarna and Clan Kandar, but also Clan Calibri, and Clan Haysal. And all the others.” With each name, she pointed at a different ship converging on Toltuashi Verge.

	Beside Yajain, Tulem smiled nervously. He bowed again. 

	“My lady,” he said. “I can’t help but feel out of place.”

	“I heard about how you threatened a hunter to save your friends. Such resolve was courage where you stood.”

	Tulem’s eyes widened slightly. “Thank you, my lady.”

	DiKandar turned to Yajain. 

	“And you, you continued to negotiate to save lives when confronted with violence. Not enough people, Ditari or nuinn, would do such a thing.”

	Yajain folded her hand together. “I am a doctor and a medic. The idea of taking life scares me more.”

	DiKandar’s fierce smile shrank a little. 

	“I think I understand. Yet, you wear a blade.”

	“A weapon can be a tool for peace if one knows how to use it.”

	“Well spoken. And I wish to honor both of you. A feast has been prepared from our recent hunts. No war has ever kept a Ditari redoca from an honorable celebration.” DiKandar turned past Yajain and toward Boskem. “What is your name, Finder?” she asked.

	“Tinar Boskem,” he said. “My lady.”

	DiKandar nodded. 

	“I trust you are here as a matter of honor?”

	“I am. But I have a request.”

	“Act your part at the feast,” DiKandar said, smile gone. “Then we will see to your request.” 
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	Yajain sat between two Ditari hunters near the head of the table where Helle DiKandar sat haloed by black hair and crowned with gold.

	Her small pet curled on an elevated cushion nearby.

	Steaming plates of food, meat, fruit, and vegetables arrived. They lacked only in bread to feed the three dozen people dining in the room. At first that struck Yajain as odd. Such a sight would be strange in Dilinia, but Ditari hunters placed so much value on the kill and the natural, they ate differently.

	The smell of cooked meat mingled with perfumes wafting from the ladies at the table. Before the meal, Yajain had been given a pale blue Ditari robe to wear. In the practical tradition of hunters, it left room for a heat suit beneath, which she kept from her uniform. 

	The meal began to the main course. Tulem sat beside Boskem across from Yajain, looking nervous while strings of conversation began to form around them. One of the hunters beside Yajain dished up some meat and passed the plate to her. 

	“This is not byga but something more fitting for a lady of our blood.”

	Yajain did not recognize the meat. It smelled of salt and spice curing. She took some of it with a bow to him. Then she passed the plate on to the hunter on her right. Tulem joined in a conversation with the hunter lady on his left, grinning. 

	“I haven’t had the chance to taste this before,” he said. “It’s very fine. I should have expected as much.”

	He looked so small next to Boskem’s glowering silent bulk. Yajain smiled. 

	One of the hunters beside her turned to Yajain. 

	“I take it you have seen much pain, doctor. How is it you can smile so freely?”

	Yajain returned his gaze, surprised. 

	“I’m not a medical doctor by trade,” she said. “More by circumstance.”

	Boskem raised his cup of white wine. 

	“The doctor here is primarily a biologist. Schooled in bionetics, is that correct?”

	“It is true, Finder,” Yajain said. “I have medical training, and I volunteered for this relief mission.” 

	The hunter’s lips curved slightly. 

	“You chose to come to this place? Would that we all could say the same.”

	“I didn’t have much choice,” Yajain admitted. “I mean, my survey fleet was assigned to rescue missions because of the storms. Before that I worked with Dara Merrant, identifying new life forms.” She omitted her thoughts about Mosam and Lin from the explanation. Hopefully, the Redoca wasn’t like Ija in her acuity for reading human speech.

	“Fascinating,” DiKandar said. “Are you confident in the knowledge you gained?”

	“If it weren’t for the storms we would have made it this far eventually.” Yajain put a hand to her cup of wine. “I don’t know how long it would have taken, though.”

	DiKandar sipped from her own cup. 

	“Perhaps you will be interested in the creature one of my Predators captured near Vilmanorin in Kerida Cluster. It is here in our containment garden. But we have not been able to identify it.”

	Yajain smiled. 

	“Of course, my lady.”

	“Good.” DiKandar turned from Yajain to Tulem, still smiling. “Now. We have heard how Doctor Aksari joined this rescue fleet. What of you, brave cabler?”

	Tulem set down his cup, face flushed. 

	“I simply applied to serve a year ago. This is my first assignment with any action.”

	“You mean, you have never seen combat before?”

	“Not before we arrived at Rakati Hub,” Tulem said.

	“That makes it still more impressive that you did what you have done,” said DiKandar.

	“Perhaps I only did it because I didn’t fear for my life.” 

	DiKandar leaned forward, black hair shimmering in the glow from above, even darker than the empty mist out the window behind Tulem.

	“You did not fear?”

	“I have been trained.”

	“And most who train know fear.”

	Tulem shrugged. 

	“I’ve heard stories of Ditari beauty and fury for years. I didn’t realize you could be so kind.” His face was still red and he sipped his wine.

	DiKandar shook her head gently, barely seeming to move. Her lips did not part for her smile this time. 

	“You speak well.”

	“I was trained in that as well.”

	“Who trained you?” DiKandar asked. “Surely not the academies of Dilinia?”

	“Indeed, no.” Tulem grinned. “My teacher was a Doctor of the Harvest.”

	Boskem started with his cup in his hand, wine onto his plate. Yajain stared at Tulem. DiKandar’s teeth bared and she leaned further forward.

	“The old religion is respected here,” she said. “In fact, we recently had a different guest who bore that title.”

	“A guest?” Yajain asked. “What name did this guest go by?”

	“My good doctor,” DiKandar said. “You know one of them as well?”

	Yajain nodded. Boskem stared at her wordlessly. His face slowly became blank. Yajain turned to the Redoca. 

	“I met two of them. Years ago. One was old. The other his student.” She raised her napkin to her lips. The rest of the conversation around the room had ended. “Have you ever heard the name, Mosam Coe?”
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	After the meal, DiKandar brought Yajain, Tulem, and Boskem to the containment garden in the highest level of the massive ship. Solna light spilled through transparent hull high above. Plants grew within enclosures of reinforced metal frames and hardened plastic windows. The group followed a hallway between transparent walls darkened by fragrant creeping vines.

	Yajain’s eyes passed over many rare breeds of plants, lingering on the animals large and small the moved within some of the enclosures. They ranged from the Tuim, seventy-kilogram felines with elongated amphibian-like paws complete with adhesive suckers on their bottoms. Tentacled arc lamprey pressed their mouths against one pane, horrifying circular mouths with meter long sock-like bodies. Most of the other creatures were recognizable as arthropods or mammals, and a few as reptiles or avians. Yajain couldn’t easily name all of them.

	DiKandar motioned with an arm toward a tangled enclosure to one side of the corridor. Her ermine scrabbled, slipping on her sleeve. She rescued the little creature with her other hand. 

	“This is where we keep it. The unidentified organism.”

	Yajain caught up with the Redoca alongside Tulem. They turned together.

	The creature stood some eight meters tall, though its forward hunch made it seem shorter. Four heavy limbs dug into transplanted soil at the base of a muscular body. Six tentacles were spaced at intervals leading up, three on either side of the body. A pair of gleaming black eyes looked at the group, set above heavy jaws and a blunt nose with five nostrils. From behind the head rose strands of smoky yellow dust, emitted by a trio of small bumps with holes on the tops running down the back. 

	The creature growled and its long tail swished, slashing plants back with the sleek stinger at its end. The creature hissed, eyes fixed on DiKandar. 

	A sharp intake of breath sounded from Tulem. Yajain felt her own eyes widen. Creatures of this size were almost always either predators or originated in regions where food was plentiful, or both. 

	“Where did you say this creature was captured?” she asked.

	“In the Sigali Expanse, near the machra pillar Vilmanorin.” DiKandar raised an eyebrow, for once her smile absent. “What raised that question?”

	“I don’t know what kind of creature it is,” Yajain said. “But if I know the kind of environment it lives in that could help.”

	“My Predator found it alone on the dark side of a small pillar. She and her crew lured it into their brig and contained it, though they suffered some harm in return. It is very strong, and faster than it looks.”

	Yajain pressed one hand against the glass, peering up at the creature. 

	“So you’ve never seen any other creatures like this one?”

	“Never.” DiKandar folded her arms to her chest and set the ermine on her shoulder. The rodent curled on her robe, pale fur almost concealing it against the white fabric. DiKandar walked to Yajain’s side. “My only thought was it resembled the Tyrants from Ditari legend.”

	“Tyrants? I’m not familiar with that story.”

	“It’s apocryphal, and ancient as well.” DiKandar’s dark eyes moved to the creature. “Physically it looks like the creatures we hunted were described, but this one is clearly unintelligent. In the legends, the Tyrants were always filled with malevolent cunning.”

	Yajain frowned at the monstrous shape. 

	“Can I get a closer look at it?”

	“Dissection of a sole living specimen is not honorable,” DiKandar said. “But besides that, I will not let you inside its enclosure.”

	Turning to her, Yajain scowled.

	DiKandar raised a palm. 

	“This creature is dangerous. The particles it emits from its back attack human neural pathways. I’ve seen it knock an unprotected Lian unconscious in seconds. I will not risk seeing any guest of mine hurt. Especially not in as delicate a situation as the present.”

	Yajain nodded. Tulem put a hand on her arm. She glanced at him with raised eyebrows.

	“She’s right,” said Tulem.

	“I know,” Yajain said. “But we’d better tell Captain Gattri what we’ve seen here.” She turned to DiKandar and bowed. “Please allow us to return to our fleet, Redoca. We have much to share with our people.” 

	And I need to tell Firio that a doctor of Harvest came through here.
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	Kaga Pillar, 9 years ago


	The mostly deaf doctor turned from treating the blows to Yajain’s arm and knees, as good as leaving her alone with Mosam. Her limbs still hurt where Nira struck. She tried to sit up. Her one unhurt arm moved toward Mosam. 

	He smiled at her from the stool by the bed. 

	“Looks like you’re going to be alright.”

	She shook her head. 

	“I expected them to hit me. Just not so hard.”

	Mosam shrugged. 

	“They shouldn’t have started it.” His handsome face twisted in disgust. “This is on them.”

	“You think so?” Yajain sighed. “I pushed them to it. I shouldn’t have—”

	Mosam might have spat. His eyes narrowed. 

	“Yajay, this wasn’t the first time. Was it?”

	“I’ve fought them off before.”

	“How often?”

	“Only when they caught me going someplace I shouldn’t be. Once at a Lucid Assembly Hall.”

	“This settlement is your home too.” Mosam sighed. “We were all one people once. We still are, really.”

	Yajain touched his arm with her fingertips and sat up the rest of the way. A knot formed in her stomach. 

	“My father’s people say they were the first to leave the original reef.”

	“And the last to be found afterward.” Mosam took her hand in his. “Lin told me the same thing.”

	She flushed. 

	“I suppose there isn’t much I know that Lin doesn’t.”

	He shrugged.

	“You’ll be fine. We all start out ignorant. You’re good with science, so don’t say you are.”

	Yajain smiled as him, showing teeth. I can’t look normal, even if I try.

	The deaf doctor, Mosam’s teacher, waddled back toward them from across the round room of the tiny impromptu hospital. 

	“You should be alright, my dear. Try out those legs.”

	Yajain looked down at herself. Her bare legs were covered by the sheet now that the doctor had finished.

	“Avert your eyes, boy,” said the doctor. “The girl deserves some privacy.”

	Dutifully, Mosam turned from Yajain’s bed. The doctor nodded. 

	“Alright, my dear. Try to stand up.”

	She stood. The bandages tugged around her knees, but nothing hurt. She smiled. The doctor handed her a robe, eyes cast to one side. 

	“That should do it. Wear that home. The boy will see you get there safely.”

	Yajain slipped on the robe. She tapped Mosam on the shoulder as he turned. 

	“You ready?”

	“Sure,” he said.

	The doctor went back across the room. 

	“Hurry back, boy. We may have other matters to attend.”
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	Yajain and Mosam’s shadows moved around them as they passed under yellow street lamps. They said nothing for a few minutes of walking.

	“I could be one of them you know,” Mosam said softly as he turned to Yajain. “I could be like him.”

	Yajain pulled the tie of the robe tighter around her as they walked down the street within the central cavern of Kaga settlement. 

	“You could go deaf?”

	Mosam gave her a lopsided smile. 

	“There is that. But I meant I could help people.”

	“You’re not a doctor yet. And you saved me today.” She turned her eyes down to the street to avoid looking at him.

	They walked in silence a little longer, drawing nearer and nearer to Yajain’s house.

	“I could do so much more. I wouldn’t be stuck in one place,” he said.

	“Then what about Lin?” Yajain asked. “Do you want to leave her? What about all of us?”

	“You and Lin could come with me.” He smiled gently. “I don’t know what it will take, but I’d try to make it work.”

	“Me too?” Yajain murmured.

	“Sure, Yajay.” He stopped and so did she. Yajain looked up at his face, handsome, proud. He shook his head with a small, awkward smile. “I guess its a little strange, but…”

	…But if you were older I’d have wanted you instead of Lin. Even in a memory, Yajain remembered her fantasy at the time. She breathed in deeply, smelling her own blood and his sweat. They had seemed so close they could have touched minds. Then he reached out his hand and took hers and squeezed it. But he didn’t say another word.

	Moments like this. Had they really happened to her? They seemed far off now.
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	Yajain faced Firio Gattri in the ready room of Castenlock. The captain met her eyes. She swallowed. 

	“Mosam Coe is here on this ship.” 
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	The search began quietly. At first, Firio only told the military police officers, of which there were few aboard, about Mosam. Then Agan Pansar found out, though Yajain didn’t know how. An imperial agent had ways of uncovering secrets in motion.

	Firio returned to the bridge with Yajain at his side. His usual calm command style remained, but with tension hovering just beneath the surface. The holos and panels around the room flickered with warning signs even before the captain could begin to give orders.

	“Situation report, people!”

	The pale bandojen officer with a cream-colored shell turned from his terminal of holograms. 

	“There have been fluctuations in the core sir. Tei Officer Takatine went down to engineering to check on things.”

	“Alright,” Firio said. “I may need to contact him soon.” He turned to other officers who waited with reports. Then he rounded on an officer who stood beside Yajain. “Tell the MPs to check the engineering entryways for any personnel leaving.”

	“Yes, captain.”

	Firio turned to Yajain. His voice became very soft. 

	“Do you think it could be Mosam?”

	“Sabotage? Maybe. But why?”

	“Why did he destroy Kaga’s armory eight cycles ago?” 

	Yajain flushed. 

	“I don’t know. And you know that.”

	“He’s dangerous. I understand that much. And he’s loose on my ship. You should have told me as soon as you knew.”

	“I know. I’m sorry. Captain.”

	Firio deflated a little. His tone lost some of its heat. 

	“We’ll catch him. Pansar might actually be useful for something.”

	Yajain swallowed and nodded. Considering the way the imperial agent treated her didn’t put her at ease. Considering what he might do to Mosam… But should that matter? Mosam is a traitor. And he’s a killer. He hurt my sister.

	Firio returned his attention to the whole bridge and raised his voice. 

	“All launch bays are to be locked down with arc projection vessels on standby to launch with full cabler complements on board.”

	He motioned to the officer beside Yajain. She let the officer lead her off the bridge and toward the junction where arc movers stopped by the ready room and bridge complex at the end of the ship’s central corridor. Lights in the corridor flickered above, shining on the curved ceiling. Tulem Rosh waited beside an arc mover with a few cablers from Castenlock’s crew.

	“What’s up?” he asked.

	“The ship’s going into lock down. Looks like we’ll be here for a while.”

	His brow furrowed. 

	“Captain Gattri must be on edge.”

	“It’s not just him.” Yajain gazed down the corridor of the ship. Four hundred meters of core lay beneath it, the engineering section. Could Mosam be down there? She closed her eyes. Deep breaths, Yajain. Deep breaths.

	Lights flickered in their fixtures in the corridor. Tulem glanced at the ceiling, drawing Yajain’s attention there as well. 

	“Huh,” he said. “That’s odd.”

	A cabler officer standing with the others turned to Yajain. 

	“Doctor Aksari, you and Cabler Rosh are to come with us. We’ll take you to the launch bay when this is over.”

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“I think I should stay here. I need to be able to contact the captain in case there’s trouble.”

	“Captain’s orders, doctor.”

	Tulem glared at the man. 

	“I agree with the doctor. What good can we do by waiting?”

	The officer scowled and turned toward Tulem. 

	“Don’t push me, boy. I have my orders, and they’re your orders too.”

	Yajain folded her arms and looked down at herself. She wore the medic uniform she’d been given aboard Solnakite, but still with her father’s old vare blade at her hip. 

	“Sir,” she said, raising her voice. “Please. If either of us can help, we should say closer to the bridge.”

	The officer directed his scowl at Yajain. His hands remained immobile folded before him. 

	“Fine. There’s a crash shelter nearby.” He turned to two of the other cablers. “Get a mover and take Aksari and Rosh there.”

	“Yes, sir.”
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	Two bandojens occupied the crash shelter near the prow of the Castenlock when Yajain and Tulem stepped inside. The bandojens, one a black-haired and bearded man, and the other a younger looking woman of similar coloration sat on adjacent couches. 

	They stopped their conversation and turned. They wore baggy technician suits with pockets all over and Clan Company Gomendeata icons on each sleeve. They must have been in the survival pod. 

	Yajain nodded to the pair. 

	“I wondered if they woke you up successfully.”

	The two glanced at each other. The man shook his head. The girl sighed. 

	“We’re lucky the verge caught us.” A subtle accent gave her speech a softer edge. “But we’re luckier still that Dilinia had a fleet so close. My name is Enna Loyanneal. This is my brother, Joth.”

	“Clan Company Gomendeata.” The bearded bandojen folded his large hands. “Do either of you know what’s going on out there?”

	“On this ship?” Yajain asked. “There’s a stowaway somewhere. He may be tampering with power supplies.”

	“And you are?” Enna asked.

	“Doctor Yajain Aksari.” She motioned to Tulem. “And this is Cabler Tulem Rosh. It’s a long story. We helped retrieve your pod, but with the present situation we shouldn’t leave this room.”

	“Do they even know who they’re looking for?” Enna asked.

	Tulem walked past Yajain. He looked down at the seated bandojens. His dark eyes flashed as he glanced at Yajain. She frowned. 

	“A Doctor of the Harvest. He’s considered—he is a dangerous terrorist.”

	“Doctor of Harvest?” Joth’s eyes widened slightly. Enna glanced at him, face darker than before.

	She stood up and turned to Yajain. 

	“Where we were, machining in Sigali Expanse, out in Kerida Cluster, there was a Doctor of Harvest. He spoke of an enemy that needed to be fought even as the storms started to blow in. He gave the people resolve.”

	Yajain nodded. 

	“That was probably Mosam Coe. The same man we’re looking for now.”

	“How did he get aboard this ship?” Enna asked.

	“We don’t know,” said Tulem.

	“He’s clearly been moving a lot lately.” Yajain bit her lip. “I wonder where he joined the fleet. But we know he’s here now.”

	Tulem raised his eyebrows. 

	“How did we find out?” he asked.

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“He tipped me off. I—I used to know him, years ago.”

	“Well the bastard isn’t going to get away this time,” Tulem said. “There’s no way he’ll get off this ship while it’s in lock down.”

	“Right.” Yajain walked over to the couches. “But I’ll feel a lot better once they capture him.”

	“You said you used to know him,” Tulem said. “Is there anything you remember that could help?”

	“I don’t know.” Yajain massaged one temple. Her fingers dislodged a strand of hair to swing to her cheek. She sighed and tucked the hair away. “I wish I did, but it’s been years. My memory isn’t perfect.” 

	“There is a way we could sharpen that,” Joth said. “Does this ship have facilities to support neural fluids?”

	“Every explorer has at least one.” Yajain took a deep breath. “I’ve never used the fluids before. Isn’t it dangerous?” 

	She knew the danger all too well. Chaos fluid stimulates the imagination. Order fluid increases critical reasoning. Both are toxic and produce poisonous gas when processed by a human respiratory system. Lin, if you were here you wouldn’t hesitate. Would you?

	“If there’s a chance of catching him we should take it,” said Tulem. 

	“There’s no telling what he’ll do.” Yajain bowed her head. “There should be a fluid facility near here. Probably between the ready room and the bridge.”

	“You’re serious!” Enna’s eyes lit up. “This is turning pretty dramatic. We don’t even know you.”

	“It beats being stuck in here another hour longer,” Joth said. “And if we help, they’ll know to trust us.”

	Yajain glanced at Tulem. 

	“Any ideas how we can get there?”

	Tulem smiled back at her. 

	“A few.” His smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “But the captain won’t approve or he would have suggested it himself.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” Yajain said. “They may not find him without us.” She breathed in deeply. “The main problem will be getting out of here to start with, and then getting into the fluid chamber.”

	Joth shrugged. 

	“Not so hard when you consider this isn’t a military vessel.”

	Yajain and Tulem both turned toward him.

	Joth nodded. 

	“I cracked the basics of the locks and order terminals a few hours ago. I bet I can control any terminal we reach and open the doors.”

	“But there are two cablers holding the door of this room. For our protection.” Tulem sighed. “We can’t hurt them.”

	“The schematics of this ship.” Yajain closed her eyes and thought back to her orientation for the survey mission all those months ago. “There’s an emergency exit from every crash room. It could get us out unseen.”

	Enna smirked. 

	“Sounds like we’ve got it all put together.”

	“Maybe.” Tulem frowned.

	Yajain touched his shoulder. 

	“What’s wrong?”

	“I don’t know if I like it. Neural fluids can be harmful.”

	“The equipment in there should keep me safe.” Yajain leaned toward him. “Don’t pretend I have an option here. You don’t know Mosam.”

	His hand closed around her wrist, warm to the touch. 

	“I understand,” he whispered.

	She drew back from him with a small smile. His reluctance flattered her. I’m glad you care. He let go of her wrist. She turned to Joth and Enna. 

	“Alright people, this way.” 

	The emergency door was slightly smaller than the main door, and led to a dark passage and another door leading to the outside of the ship, opposite one back into the central corridor. She went to the door leading in. Joth connected a reading pad to the terminal by the sealed interior security door. His codes unsealed the inner door. It opened with a hiss of air.

	They emerged into the light of the hub near the bridge, a short distance from the crash room’s main entrance. Yajain took the lead again, pulling up her uniform’s hood to keep from being recognized. Tulem and the bandojens did the same. They followed her across the central passage. They stopped at the unguarded door to the fluid control room and Joth let them in.

	“Too easy,” he said with a smirk.

	The fluid chamber was white, sterile, and deserted. A transparent box in the center of the room, just large enough for most humans to stand in sat between four drains in the floor. A vent for siphoning away poison gas attached to the top of the box. 

	Yajain stared at the box. All the equipment made this safer than being a junkie using fluids on the street, but how much safer?

	Joth manned the control terminal, activating the systems they needed. Enna found the safety clothes and the smart mouthpiece that would keep Yajain from inhaling the gas once she started converting fluid.

	Nerves on edge, Yajain took the clothes from her. Tulem stood watch by the door. He nodded to her, a furtive look stole across his face. His lip trembled. Sweet boy, I don’t know what to say to you.

	Yajain turned from him and slipped off the outer layer of her uniform. She rolled up the right sleeve of her heat suit where the injectors would be positioned. She slipped on the heavy safety clothes and put on the mouthpiece. Her breath quickened as she took two injector patches. Sticky pads adhered to her bare arm.

	She stepped into the transparent box through a near-invisible door. Enna sealed it behind her. Yajain breathed deep. The mouthpiece brought her air from a tank above. When she exhaled it let her breath into the box.

	“I’m ready,” she said. If only I could believe it.

	“Focus on what you want to learn,” said Tulem. His voice was muffled by the box. “Don’t be afraid.”

	Yajain nodded to him. Then she raised the patches and attached them to the ports in her safety cloth’s baggy sleeve. Joth struck a key on the control terminal. Black fluid pulsed through one tube into its patch, and white through other. Yajain bowed her head. 

	Mosam Coe. Doctor of Harvest. Mosam Coe. Doctor of Harvest. Mosam, Lin and the armory at Kaga, at home. 

	The world spun with possibility. Mosam’s brilliant green eyes gleamed with sinister arrogance. Was she imagining or remembering? She watched him change from the young man she once met at the close of the war into the thin bearded man with the same fierce eyes, the same hard jawline, however he tried to conceal it.

	The questions came first. 

	What if only a hologram had been present in Sigali Expanse? An impostor? What if he was never there at all? How did he set this up? How did he board this ship? How did he know I was here? What does he want? What does he need? Why is he here? Why did he apologize to me?

	Tears ran down Yajain’s face. She gritted her teeth, parted them and exhaled. Poison gas flew from her lips into the chamber. She shook her head.

	The last question stuck in her mind. 

	Why did he apologize? 

	He knew he’d be found out. He knew they’d set to search the ship. He hadn’t miscalculated. 

	What if his plan even now was unfolding? Where would he go? When the armory had been destroyed it had taken days to identify him as the perpetrator from a salvaged camera’s snapshot. 

	The frames came back to her, and the same sensation of falling returned. His handsome form, his kind expressions, his gentle touch, his smile, and his determination. His will. His love. 

	A destructive beast. A wild animal. A free creature. 

	Which of those things is he?

	Yajain closed her eyes and exhaled again. He destroyed the armory. He pretended to love Lin. He rebelled against Dilinia. 

	But is there something more? 

	Did he really devise everything purely in his mind?

	Yajain’s skin tingled around the place the patches attached.

	Mosam. Mosam you knew how I felt. Mosam why did you betray us? You must have had a reason.

	Shapes and sounds and lights and voices echoed in Yajain’s mind. She swam through that chaos, inspecting each element.

	“The Doctors of Harvest always looked to the future,” Mosam said from her past. “They saw something inevitable out there beyond the original reef.”

	In another time and in a different place he said, “This universe is of infinite size. There are lifeforms everywhere. Humanity began on the reefs, but its only a matter of time before we meet something else. Something truly native to pillars that can think like we do.”

	The Doctors of the Harvest look toward the future. Always. 

	Yajain furrowed her brow. She breathed out. Her voice sounded alien when she spoke. 

	“He wants to be on guard. He believes in monsters. He wanted to make contact.”

	Mosam put an arm around her shoulders and walked with her on the way home. Her heartbeat quickened.

	“He wants to protect people.” Hot tears stung her face. “He fights to protect.”

	How can that be true when he could have killed Lin? But he didn’t kill her. Could he have meant to end it that way? 

	She may lose her legs. But she’ll live.

	She lived.

	Because of all of that, he came here. 

	Because he’s a protector. He wants to protect humanity. Nations and alliances and races do not matter when things come from beyond. 

	Green and yellow colors flickered before her eyes. She sank to her knees. The drains ran with coolant. Her poison breath billowed from the mouthpiece, unable to get back into her lungs. Sweat ran down her face.

	Yajain’s eyes widened. She gazed at the two bandojens and Tulem. Tulem. Tulem who came from Goganlear Reef. The reef Mosam had mentioned to her once when they were young. One time he didn’t remember after that. Because he was an orphan. 

	He knew what it was to be lost and despised, believed no one should have to be alone. Yajain’s eyes fixed on Tulem. His eyes glimmered as if reflective.

	Mosam never flew properly with arc lifts. Always struggling to stay aloft.

	Tulem labored to lift her from Bahami Forest.

	His arms looked bigger now. His posture straightened from the slight hunch he used to have. His face was different, even from the image of Sigali, completely different, round and childlike. Even his eyes changed in color. 

	He paced toward the sealed door of the transparent chamber. His eyes flicked to the pile of Yajain’s uniform topped by her sheathed vare blade. He strode to the very side of the box. One hand pressed against the side. His face went taut, concerned or nervous. 

	Hadn’t he known she’d find out?

	He knew.

	He used the fluids himself. He made a plan, a plan to protect something larger than himself. Yajain blinked back tears. Her poison breath wafted upward to the humming vent. She pushed off the floor with one glove that turned wet with disinfected coolant. 

	She faced Tulem, knowing it wasn’t Tulem she looked at. Tulem didn’t exist.

	Behind his mask, Mosam Coe nodded.

	“How could you?” she said. “How could you, Mosam?”

	“Cut her off,” Mosam said to the bandojens in the voice of Tulem. “She’s ailing.”

	Joth hit a few keys. The fluid pump stopped. Yajain stared through the fading poison and the haze of drug conversion. 

	She stared at Mosam Coe in his disguise. His disguise meant nothing. Now now. A mask with a voice shifter combined with colored contacts. 

	How could he do this? Why? But there were no answers to her questions. The last of her poisoned breath flew up into the vent. Yajain swayed on her feet. Joth hit another series of keys on the terminal and unsealed the door. 

	Mosam stepped inside. His arms wrapped around her. 

	“Yajain,” he said softly. “I’m sorry, Yajain.”

	She shoved him away with what was left of her strength. He stepped back. 

	“You know I know.”

	He nodded. Loud knocks hammered at the door of the chamber. Yajain took a step forward and staggered. She supported herself on his broad chest. Her hands found their way up to his chin, his face. She found adhesives, a thin line under the jaw and down to the throat. She pressed herself to him and pulled on the mask. It came free with a tear and snap of broken bindings. 

	The mask clattered to the floor, revealing Mosam’s face with dark eyes looking down at her. He wore a sad expression. His eyes searched her face. His lips moved but he didn’t speak.

	The door to the fluid room flew open. A pair of cablers darted inside, weapons trained on Joth and Enna. The bandojens put their hands up. Mosam didn’t turn and look at them but wrapped his arms around Yajain. Protective or possessive? 

	Firio stepped into the room, visible over Mosam’s shoulder. Agan Pansar followed him.

	“You are all under arrest,” said the Empress’s agent.
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	The cablers’ weapons trained on Mosam and Yajain. 

	Pansar growled. 

	“Let the doctor go. Now.”

	Mosam’s face turned from Yajain. Lips curved upward, transforming mournfulness into a sneer. His arm slipped from Yajain’s side. She stepped away from him.

	Mosam Coe faced Pansar and Firio and the four cablers flanking them. Joth and Enna cringed by the terminals. Another pair of cablers kept weapons trained on the two bandojens.

	Blood rushed to Yajain’s face as she met Firio’s enraged eyes. The captain said nothing. He held a coil pistol in one hand and in the other he clutched a communicator. Small voices rippled from it in the silent room. Yajain’s heart pulsed. Beside her, Mosam stood like a rock.

	His hands raised and turned over, showing empty palms to the cablers, Pansar, and Firio. 

	“I am unarmed. Are you prepared to accept my surrender?”

	Pansar’s face betrayed no emotion. He faced Mosam, hands empty but shaking. Could he be having a nervous reaction? 

	“Captain,” he said. “Give me your weapon.”

	Yajain stepped forward. The barrel of a rifle pointed toward her chest. She glared at Pansar. 

	“Don’t shoot. He isn’t dangerous. Not now.”

	“I suppose that’s not all you learned,” Pansar said. “But neural fluids can lie.”

	Firio’s face fell. He looked down at the pistol in his grip, teeth gritted. The captain’s hand made no sign and stayed steady. He did not look up. 

	“Agent Pansar, I cannot in good conscience follow that order.” He raised his eyes and turned to the lead cabler. “Take them into custody. The brig will give us plenty of time to turn them in.”

	Yajain glanced at Mosam. His sneer remained.

	“The brig sounds lovely,” he said. “But first, I have a message for you.”

	The cablers tensed on their weapons. One finger from Firio’s free hand clicked into his palm, activating his arc lifts. Pansar neither activated his lifts nor sought a weapon again. He folded his arms. 

	“Spit it out, Coe. We don’t have time for this drama.”

	“Agreed.” Mosam’s expression remained, completely confident and derisive. “Take me to the bridge of this ship, and I’ll tell you about the incoming enemy fleet.”

	“Enemy fleet?” Firio’s eyebrows shot up.

	“I’ll show you on the bridge, Captain.” Mosam’s smile turned sincere. “I have nothing to gain from the destruction of this ship or its crew.”

	“You’re serious,” Firio said.

	“Why do you think I had the good doctor unmask me?” He glanced at Yajain, a flash of sadness back in his green eyes, then back to Firio. “You need to know.”

	Pansar shook his head. 

	“Don’t let him trick you. The brig is too good for his sort of scum.”

	“Maybe so, but I won’t have a defenseless man killed.”

	“Take the shot,” Pansar said to the lead cabler.

	The cablers around the room tensed, but no one fired. Yajain’s teeth went on edge. She stared at Firio. His face furrowed, aging him visibly. Yajain bowed her head.

	“Belay,” Firio said. “Take them to the bridge. The bandojens too.”

	The lead cabler lowered his rifle. He motioned for two cablers to flank the box where Yajain and Mosam stood. Then, the leader and the other cablers motioned for Yajain and Mosam to leave the room. Pansar glared at them with a narrowed gaze as they passed.

	Yajain glanced at Firio again. He met her eyes and shook his head. Yajain looked away. She had earned reproach this time and wouldn’t deny it. She walked ahead of Mosam to the bridge.
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	Standing at the center of the bridge’s raised central walkway, Firio checked with sensor officers. Yajain watched him turn each away with mounting concern on his face. When the last officer reported he glared at Mosam. 

	“You say there’s an enemy fleet incoming. But there are no unidentified ships out there in our sensor range.”

	“Are all your enemy’s ships unidentified, Captain?” 

	“Look, Coe. Your trip to the brig is going to be one way unless I protect you. Spit out your meaning.”

	“Look harder, Captain Gattri. Which of the fleets on your maps are capable of attacking a place where Ditari hunters are present in force.” Mosam folded his arms. “I don’t know their identity, but I do know there will be an attack. Soon.”

	Firio shook his head. 

	“I’ll run scans on all the approach paths we’ve found. But I doubt we’ll find anything.”

	“It’s just not enough information to go on,” Yajain said.

	Firio nodded. 

	“You should have considered the same. Think it over in the brig.” His eyes met hers. “I’ll do my best to make your stay temporary. Don’t do anything like this again.”

	“Captain—” Yajain started.

	Firio motioned to the lead cabler and the team led Yajain and Mosam off the bridge. Mosam hesitated by the door. 

	“Captain,” he said. “You’d do well to listen to me.”

	The cabler behind Mosam swung the weighted butt of his weapon into Mosam’s shoulder. 

	“Shut it, traitor.”

	Mosam staggered forward. He said nothing more as he and Yajain were taken from the bridge to the brig amidships.
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	Yajain slumped in a cell opposite the center passage of the brig from Mosam. His hands swished back and forth between his knees. He hunched down over them, head low, eyes closed. Cold air filtered down from ceiling vents each a hand span wide at the center of each cell. Fans within the vents provided the only sound in the brig, a metallic hum.

	“This is a fabulous situation,” said Enna Loyanneal from a cell adjacent to Yajain’s. She sat close to the pane of transparent steel with its external iron bars.

	Opposite Enna, in a cell adjacent to Mosam, Joth paced back and forth shaking his shaggy head. 

	“Is that your contribution, sister?”

	“It’s more than you did. You and your door-hacking got us here.” 

	Yajain closed her eyes most of the way and laid her head against the cold wall behind the bunk. Mosam’s hands stopped swishing. He sat completely still except for his breath. 

	Joth walked to the front of his cell. His face furrowed. One hand stroked his beard. 

	“It’s this guy who tricked us. He’ll get what’s coming to him, and then we’ll explain ourselves.”

	What’s coming to him. Lin, do you really want to see what happens to him? To me?

	Enna folded her arms. 

	“You think they’re not going to punish us? This is Dilinia, Joth.”

	“I know, I know!”

	“You didn’t a second ago.”

	“Sister, you are getting on my nerves.”

	“Brother, you always get me into trouble.”

	“This time I’m in it with you. We’ll just tell them what happened. We’ll explain how we were tricked. Stupid people don’t get jettisoned like traitors.”

	Yajain looked at Mosam. He raised his head. 

	“Voicing your wishes doesn’t make them come true. Dilinia is merciless.” He shook his head, then turned back to Joth. “You could get lucky. But your odds would have been better if Doctor Aksari hadn’t uncovered my identity.”

	“You’re a real idiot,” Enna said. “It was your idea to use the fluids, wasn’t it? None of us would be here if she hadn’t.”

	“Yeah, you helped all along the way,” Joth said. “I don’t get it.”

	“You don’t need to understand.” Mosam shifted and lay down on his bunk. “You played your part, and I appreciate that.”

	Joth marched to the back of his cell, glaring through its transparent side at Mosam. 

	“You’re a real piece of work.”

	Mosam yawned. 

	“Tell me about it.”

	Joth’s massive fist pounded on the wall. 

	“Don’t make me mad, little man.”

	“Doesn’t take much, does it?”

	“Just be quiet.” Joth turned from Mosam, trembling with rage. “Your the one they’re gonna drop into the abyss.”

	Mosam said nothing but turned and met Yajain’s eye. He smiled slightly.

	The bandojen is right about him being a piece of work. Mosam really has changed. Was he always so flippant?

	She climbed off the flat bunk and marched past the air vent, stopping a meter from the glass, arms folded. Her breathing sounded impossibly loud in the quiet following Joth’s final word.

	Enna glanced at her. 

	“What do you think, doctor? They gonna execute this bastard?”

	Yajain sighed and put a hand to her temple. 

	“I don’t know. This isn’t his first treason.”

	Mosam’s eyes closed and he shook his head. He made no further sound. The vent above Yajain hummed. Joth returned to the center of his cell. 

	“I don’t care what happens to him. What’s gonna happen to us?”

	“Don’t know about the doctor,” Mosam said softly. “For you and your sister, Mister Loyanneal, I’d expect interrogation. Possibly torture. You look pretty suspicious right now.”

	“Shut up, damn you!” Joth seethed. “You don’t know anything.”

	“I know this ship is about to be attacked.”

	Yajain massaged her temple, dislodging a few strands of hair. 

	“Mosam, be quiet.”

	He sat up and eyed her. 

	“Doctor?”

	“Don’t call me that. You know my name.”

	“Yajain.” He exhaled. “Too bad it came to this.”

	Joth snorted with derision. 

	“Don’t get too sad now. To hear you tell it we’re all doomed anyway.”

	“Never said that.”

	Yajain glared at him.

	“Why does it matter to you if we’re attacked?” Unspoken, unwanted hope surfaced in her voice. Hopefully, he can’t hear it. But he will. She asked the other nagging question to cover herself. “What makes you so sure anyway?”

	“Proximity. The Hunter’s Hall of DiKandar is still adjacent in the near pillar’s arc.”

	“You think someone’s targeting them?”

	“They’re at war. You heard the same as I did.”

	Joth grimaced.

	“Look, I don’t think you want to die here, buddy.”

	“My name is Mosam Coe. And you are right, but you’ve jumped one conclusion too far.”

	“How is that?” Joth asked.

	“I am not going to die here. If you’re lucky, neither will you.” He looked across the corridor to meet Yajain’s gaze. “Yajain, we need to contact the bridge. There is an emergency comm terminal on the wall of your cell. If it’s unlocked you can still warn someone else.”

	“They won’t just leave a comm terminal like this unlocked, Mosam.”

	“They might if they thought you were just misguided, not disloyal.”

	Yajain’s gaze broke from Mosam’s. She turned to the back of her cell. The terminal was attached to the wall at the foot of her bed. It was inactive, but anything would be worth a shot. 

	Yajain sat on the edge of the bed and reached for the receiver at the top of the terminal. The phone clicked free of its struts. Yajain hit the terminal’s activator with her palm and held her breath as it activated. Yellow lights sprang to life.

	Static crackled through the receiver, terminal unlocked. She dialed the wireless with a few tentative keystrokes on the terminal. 

	Behind her, Joth grunted something at Mosam. Mosam didn’t reply. He tricked me before. Could he be trying to do it again? Yajain reached the wireless connection and found Ruane’s Blade still connected. Dara’s cabin showed an occupied alert. Newer rangers had voice terminals in most rooms. Yajain took a deep breath and entered the call command on the terminal.

	Dara’s voice answered her over the line.

	“Hello?”

	“Dara,” Yajain whispered. “I need your help.”

	“Yajain. Where are you?”

	“I’m stuck amidships. Can you call the bridge for me?” She spoke as carefully as she could, and as softly as she thought Dara could hear.

	“Sure. This lock down is pretty tense.”

	“Yeah.” Yajain looked over her shoulder at Mosam. Then she turned back to the wall. “Tell the bridge they need to send guards down to the brig. There’s an escape attempt in progress.”

	“Escape? Are you alright, Yajain?”

	“I’ll be okay. Give them that message. Stay safe.”

	Dara hesitated.

	“You too.”

	Yajain closed the line. She turned to Mosam. 

	“I sent the message.”

	“Thank you, Yajain.” Mosam rose from his prison bunk. “Now I think I should bid you all good luck.” 

	He strode to the thin outline of the door at the front of his cell. One palm pressed against the transparent steel. His other hand tugged back the sleeve. Then he rubbed the top of his arm with his palm and closed his eyes. His lips moved slowly, forming soundless words.

	A thin strip of skin peeled back. Yajain recoiled at the sight of a small hollow in the flesh beneath. Mosam lifted a sliver of a blade between two fingers. 

	Yajain reached for the terminal beside her and started to dial. 

	Mosam held the blade’s wire handle in two fingers, with one end wrapped around his thumb. He pressed it into the tiny crack between door and wall.

	Red hot sparks erupted from the cell door and splashed against the door to Yajain’s cell. Mosam gritted his teeth and turned his head away from the blaze. Yajain reached the wireless and mentally fumbled with the directory for emergency security. 

	Mosam’s door burned. Sparks jumped to Yajain’s door and burned holes through the steel at the hinge. Mosam pulled down, slashing the hinge from his door. Joth shouted in surprise.

	Mosam’s cell door clanged to the corridor floor. He stepped over it. Yajain dropped the receiver and rushed to her own door. Her shoulder hit the shuddering pane of transparent metal. It swung outward. She burst out into the passage and jabbed at Mosam’s head.
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	Her fist connected with Mosam’s chin. His head snapped back. He grunted in surprise. Yajain stood in his path, blocking the corridor. 

	He regained his footing and faced her. The wire blade he’d used to cut through the door still glowed red.

	“What is that thing?” Yajain asked.

	“Miniature arc burner. Useful. Deadly.” Mosam smirked. “Step aside.”

	Yajain activated her arc lifts with a slight press into the palm of her closed hand. Hopefully he won’t see. 

	“Not this time, Mosam.”

	"Don’t stand in my way, Yajain.”

	“You aren’t giving me any other options.” The sob broke through into her voice. “Mosam.”

	“Come with me. I’ll explain everything.” He lowered the arm carrying the arc burner. The light on its tip went out with a hiss of the heat filament losing its charge.

	She stared at him, still tensed to fly, to bowl him over. 

	“You’re serious? After what you did to Lin?”

	Mosam’s face darkened and he looked back into his cell. 

	“Answer me, Yajain.”

	“I can’t go with you. And I can’t let you leave.”

	“Pity,” said a cold woman’s voice from behind Yajain. “You can’t stop us.” The last word was accompanied by the feeling of the blunt metallic barrel of a pistol being pressed into the small of Yajain’s back.

	Yajain froze. Mosam turned from the cell. 

	“Don’t shoot her, Adya. Everything is under control.”

	Joth pounded on the wall of his cell. 

	“Put the gun down. The guards might go easier on you.”

	“Noted. Doubted.” Mosam strode toward Yajain. She stared at him, shocked still, lips trembling. 

	He averted his gaze, and for a moment his expression seemed hollow, brittle. He passed her in the narrow corridor. One hand fell gently onto her shoulder. 

	“Goodbye.”

	The pressure of the gun barrel withdrew. Adya’s footsteps announced her turning to join Mosam. Yajain had no doubt she couldn’t beat the woman’s draw with her flight speed if she tried. 

	Adya whispered something unintelligible to Mosam. He made no sound at all in reply. Yajain turned slowly and watched the two figures approach the end of the hallway. 

	A warning siren began to ring somewhere else in the ship. But even over that, Yajain heard Dara’s voice from ahead of her. 

	“You…No!”

	A gunshot rang out down the hallway. Yajain pushed off on lifts and flew the length of the corridor. She emerged from the cell block into the guard office. A few wounded guards and cablers lay slumped against walls and desks, groaning. 

	Blood streaked terminal screens and speckled walls and doors. Dara lay with her back against the open outside door’s frame, eyes squeezed tight and one hand clamped on the wound in her side that pulsed blood out of the hole in her uniform.

	Yajain flew to her side and landed. Dara looked up at her, eyes suddenly wide. Blood flecked her chin. 

	“Yajain,” she said. “How did you?”

	“Shh, never mind that.” Yajain looked around the room for a medical kit. She couldn’t look frantic. Yajain reached down and touched Dara’s shoulder. “I’m gonna patch you up, Dara.”

	“There should be more guards here,” Dara said. “Where did they all go?”

	The whooshes of arc movers came and went outside the doors. Blood pounded in Yajain’s ears. She shook her head. 

	“Dara, hang on. It doesn’t look so bad.”

	Dara looked down the length of her body to the wound. 

	“Personally, I disagree. Going to pass out now.” 

	Her eyes rolled into her head and she went slack. 

	Yajain gulped and returned to her full height. She acted. She found an emergency medical kit beside a nearby terminal. She sprayed a nutrient seal over Dara’s wound, then turned her onto her side and sprayed another dose onto the larger exit wound. 

	Tiny fibers began to crisscross the wound. Yajain wrapped a bandage around it next, then checked Dara’s pulse. Still alive, but weaker than she should be. 

	That’s all I can do with this. 

	The shot no longer looked fatal.

	Yajain went to help the wounded guards. Before she reached the first guard a voice called out, “Stop!” 

	Agan Pansar strode into the room from the open door beside Dara. Behind him, two military police stood with weapons ready. 

	“What is going on here?” Pansar said.

	Yajain leveled her gaze at him. 

	“You should know,” she said. “Mosam escaped. There was another agent on board this ship.”

	His face screwed up with rage. 

	“Find them!” he shouted to the officers behind him. “I’ll call for medical help.” His hand fell to the pistol at his belt. “So they broke both of you out. What are you still doing here?”  

	“Sir, I am trying to save lives.” Yajain gritted her teeth as she turned from Pansar and approached the wounded guard. The sound of his pistol releasing from its holster drew her attention. She turned halfway around. “If you shoot me, you’ll be killing these guards too. And they were only doing their jobs.” She unspooled a bandage roll.

	Pansar lowered the pistol. He trembled.
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	Castenlock possessed extensive hospital facilities, spread through a whole bubble in the forward part of the ship, replacing a docking bay. When the movers arrived they took Dara and the wounded guards. Yajain rode along on the mover carrying her friend. The whole ship lurched this way and that, chaotic in the uproar.

	When they reached the hospital, the staff took Dara into surgery. Yajain waited by the door, shivering with bloody hands clasped together. The warnings continued to ring throughout the ship. It took almost a whole hour for Yajain to realize they were under attack. 

	Just like Mosam said. He wasn’t lying.

	Sitting on a crash-capable bench outside Dara’s surgery, Yajain set her jaw. Mosam may have been trying to help, but Adya shot Dara and all those guards. She hadn’t heard anything about them yet, whether they’d escaped or not. The battle distracted everyone. She put her face in her hands.
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	Kaga Pillar 9 Years Ago

	

	Broken bottles littered the street outside Yajain’s parents’ house. 

	She and Mosam picked their way through shards of glass sprayed like miniature diamonds across the pavement. Lamps glowed behind drawn curtains within. Yajain pulled the robe tighter around her legs as she passed over a vent blowing hot air from pipes below. She stopped on the front step and looked down at herself.

	“What will they think?” she asked. “I mean, I didn’t do anything.”

	His hand felt her shoulder. 

	“They’ll think what you tell them to think. Trust me, Yajay.”

	She looked up at his face. 

	“I can do that.”

	He smiled. 

	“It’ll be fine.” 

	Mosam reached out rapped his knuckles on the door. 

	Shadows inside shifted. The door opened, bathing Yajain and Mosam in yellow luminescence. Father, his tall, lean shape casting a long shadow, and mother, small and slender, made their way to the door from the living room. 

	The sight of her parents combined with the pain in Yajain’s knees to make her sway. Tears beaded in her eyes.

	“Yajain!” Father’s arm stretched out and guided her into the house. “What happened?”

	“It was the other girls.”

	“They beat you?” 

	Yajain nodded, recalled the harsh impact of the cold iron bar. Tears stung her cheeks. 

	“Mosam helped me get to the doctor.”

	Father nodded to Mosam over Yajain’s shoulder. 

	“Thank you, young man.”

	Mother approached Yajain.

	“Yajay, are you alright?”

	“I walked home.” She looked down at her feet at the ends of battered legs. “I just want to sleep.”

	Mother nodded.

	Yajain looked past dad to Mosam. 

	“Thanks for walking me home,” she said.

	He smiled and gave a slight nod. 

	“It’s nothing. Say hello to Lin for me.” Then he turned and walked off down the street.

	Yajain slept heavy that night, tears on her pillow. 
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	Yajain raised her face from her hands. Tears ran along the lines of her palms. The sirens fell silent. 

	Has the fighting passed? Is Dara alright? How long has it been?

	From down the hall from Yajain came a shout. 

	“Yajain! You’re alright!” Sonetta charged down the hallway. She grabbed Yajain’s shoulder and dragged her to her feet.

	“So are you,” Yajain said. “What happened out there?”

	“Where have you been?” Sonetta asked. “Ija’s fleet attacked the Ditari.”

	“Ija?” Yajain frowned. “Why?”

	“Nobody’s sure yet. They didn’t exactly explain.”

	Captain Kebrim Ettasil limped down the hall toward them on a wounded leg. He caught Yajain’s eye. 

	“Is Dara alright?”

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“She’s in here.”

	Ettasil’s eyes widened. 

	“Is she—what happened?”

	“A prisoner escaping from the brig shot her. It’s…it’s my fault.” She explained about Mosam’s disguise, and how Adya helped him escape. “I didn’t know it was him. How could I have missed it?”

	Sonetta sat down on the bench beside Yajain. 

	“You’re too smart to be dumb. A cute guy saves my life the last thing I’d worry about is if he was my ex in disguise or not.”

	“It’s not like that,” Yajain said. “I mean, we were never together.”

	“Even better reason for you not to know.” Sonetta sighed and looked up at Kebrim, who turned away. Sonetta turned back to Yajain with a sigh. “If nothing can keep you from blaming yourself I’m not gonna try.”

	Yajain wiped away a few traces of tears. She sniffed. 

	“It’s funny. I just thought. For some reason, I thought it’d be alright when I saw him in the fluid chamber. I thought he would make things better for some reason.”

	“You were still high at the time,” Sonetta said. “The Doctor Aksari part of you must know even properly filtered fluids mess with your brain for a while after you use them.”

	“I hope that’s why.” Yajain shrugged. “The doctor may know, but the rest of me isn’t so sure.”

	Sonetta patted Yajain’s shoulder. 

	“Don’t worry. They’ll catch him.”

	“He knew an attack was coming. How could he?”

	“He must have helped set it up. Probably just trying to save his own skin.”

	“Yeah,” Yajain said. She rose from the bench, gently pushing Sonetta’s hand away. She walked to Kebrim on the other side of the hall. “Captain,” she said. “I want Doctor Merrant to be alright too.”

	“I understand.” Ettasil limped past her to the bench where Sonetta sat. “My leg isn’t so bad it can’t wait.” 

	The normally pale Captain looked completely bloodless as he sat. His eyes stared into the distance though he was looking straight through a wall a few meters away.

	Yajain leaned back against the wall. Her eyes closed and she listened to the ship hum quietly. Her mind drifted to Mosam and Adya. What had the sniper from the battle at Rakati Hub been doing here? She was clearly in league with Mosam, but how had she gotten on board? Why had Ija attacked? 

	Too many questions.

	The door across from Yajain opened and a dark-skinned nuinn doctor stepped out. He nodded to Yajain and then to Kebrim and Sonetta. 

	“Are you all waiting for the same patient?”

	“Yes,” Ettasil said, his voice sounding hoarse. “Is she?”

	“She will live,” the doctor said. “The bullet didn’t hit any vitals. She’s lucky.” A few nurses slipped out the door behind the doctor. “I’m afraid I can’t let anyone see her yet, but we expect to see a full and relatively speedy recovery.”

	Yajain exhaled slowly. Ettasil nodded to the doctor. 

	“Thank you. Thank you, Doctor Mohad.”

	The doctor clapped him on the shoulder. Then he leaned to Ettasil’s ear. Yajain still heard his whisper through the hum of the ship’s engines. 

	“Now you’re really gonna have to tell her, Keb. Don’t forget.”

	Ettasil drew back with a choked smile on his face. 

	“I won’t.”

	Yajain motioned to Sonetta and the two of them left the hospital. They headed back to the docked Solnakite.
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	Kaga Pillar, 9 Years Ago

	

	The party at the Church of the Harvest was in full swing by the time Yajain arrived. 

	Lin went ahead to help Mosam and the old deaf doctor prepare. Yajain’s still aching and unsteady legs carried her up the front ramp to the church’s entrance. Her hands folded together and her mind raced with anxious thoughts because tonight she’d tell Mosam. She had to speak before things went too far with Lin. 

	He has to know how I feel. 

	Inside, the church was lit by tall lamps and small candles. The whole place seemed to open up when the doctor had this kind of gathering. The large curtains that sometimes blocked the sides of the hall had been pulled aside. Children ran down aisles and around the central speaking point. The square central room with arched roof and seats arranged to see the center became a playground for youngsters. 

	From front to the back, people laughed and moved.

	She passed through a crowd of mostly children near the entrance, always looking for Mosam or Lin. But especially Mosam.

	He might think I’m silly. He probably thinks I’m too young. I’m only two years younger than Lin. But it’s Lin he wants. 

	She scanned the room from a raised outer row of seats. Neither Lin nor Mosam was there.

	One of the kids, a twelve-cycles-old nuinn boy named Radun, broke from his group and ran over to her. 

	“Are you looking for big brother Mo?”

	Yajain smiled at him. 

	“Yeah, I am.”

	“I saw him earlier.” Radun waved one hand in the air by his ear. “I think he went to talk to Doctor Savar.”

	The old doctor’s name sounded strange to Yajain. It took her a moment to realize what he meant. 

	“Oh, thanks.”

	“No problem Yaya.” Radun laughed. “Good luck.”

	“Luck?” Yajain’s smile slipped.

	Am I that obvious? If I am, why bother telling Mosam?

	She walked around the outer edge of the room, eyes still moving, searching for Mosam’s face in the crowd. She spotted the deaf doctor near a door on the other side of the room. He had just entered through a door leading to the core-view balcony. 

	Yajain marched towards him, a soldier with urgent orders. She caught up with him as he started speaking to a young bandojen mother with her child in her arms.

	The deaf doctor spoke loudly and slowly. 

	“It is always good to see you, my dear. We are honored by every family who attends our gatherings.” He went on talking to her like that for a while, she answering him with nods and smiles and finally a handshake and a bow.

	Yajain cut in front of the doctor as the woman moved back toward the food dishes. 

	“Doctor,” Yajain said. “Have you seen Mosam?”

	“The boy is on the balcony,” he said. “Just go through there.”

	“Thank you, doctor.” Yajain bowed her head.

	He winked at her. Her heart raced and her mind tried to catch it. 

	What was that for? Does he know too?

	She took a deep breath and pushed through the door onto the balcony. Mosam and Lin stood, pressed together by the railing, in the dim and slowly lowering light of the core’s dusk shining onto the balcony from the center of the cavern. Her arms were around him, and his hands cradled her neck and head. Their kiss lasted a long few moments. Yajain’s breath froze. She stood paralyzed as the door swung slowly closed behind her.
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	Yajain’s order terminal woke her with the beep of a priority message’s arrival. She slid from the hammock and checked the text readout. 

	Doctor Aksari, report to the ready room of Castenlock immediately. The words bore Firio Gattri’s signature, but also Agan Pansar’s imperial seal. The clipped message needed no suggestion for why she should report. 

	They have too many reasons to choose from.

	Yajain dressed in a clean uniform. She left Solnakite’s hangar and caught an arc mover heading in the right direction. 

	She found Finder Boskem in the anteroom outside the ready room. Boskem stood by the door to the ready room, arms folded and fierce stare stretched taut on his broad face. He motioned for her sit. 

	“They didn’t expect you so soon.”

	Yajain sat without a word. Whipping up Boskem’s temper would be easy, and she couldn’t handle having any more anger directed at her for the moment. He reminded Yajain of an uneasy spider hound, just with fewer shifty eyes.

	After several minutes the door opened and Boskem waved Yajain into the darkened ready room. She obeyed without looking at him as she passed. The door closed behind her. Firio and Agent Agan Pansar sat at the table opposite each other. 

	Pansar’s adjutants and military police filled the places between them. The central hologram showed the head of Helle DiKandar. The Redoca must have had a viewer in this room too. She nodded to Yajain.

	Then the hologram turned to Pansar. 

	“I detected no great deception when this man was aboard my Hall.”

	“You were clearly mistaken,” Pansar said. “With all due respect, Lady DiKandar, this criminal was right under your nose as much as ours.”

	“Do not insult me, Agent Pansar. Had I been looking for your Mosam Coe, the way you claim to have been, I would have captured him long ago.”

	“Now who is being insulting?” Pansar inhaled deeply. “Forgive me. The important thing is we apprehend him as soon as possible. Before more damage can be done.”

	“You really think this man is more dangerous than Sovilan and Ija’s combined fleets?” Helle DiKandar’s eyebrow elevated. “Do not take me for a fool.”

	"I wouldn’t dare.” Pansar smiled with his clenched teeth. “But it is my job to find Mosam Coe, and I will use any means to do it.” He turned to Yajain. “Speaking of…Doctor Aksari, glad to see you made it.”

	Yajain bowed her head. 

	“Agent Pansar. Redoca DiKandar.”

	Pansar turned to the hologram ringed by the table. The murmurs of the officers in the room fell silent. He folded his arms. 

	“We suspect Coe has taken a stolen APV to one of the terraces nearby. Aksari, is there anything else you can tell us?”

	“He has a woman named Adya with him, and she’s probably armed too.” Yajain frowned. “I take it this means I’m not being viewed as a traitor?”

	“The two bandojens who were with you explained things,” said Firio.

	“Indeed. It seems you were merely misled.” Pansar shrugged his shoulders and then looked up at the Redoca’s image. “Redoca,” he said. “I request your permission to send a team to apprehend Coe and his accomplice in your nearest settlement. Captain Gattri assures me the APV could not have gone far.”

	“Very well.” DiKandar’s expression became stony. “We will work to defend ourselves from Ija’s attacks. Though I hope we can reason with the great mind or its officials.” 

	The image faded from the hologram and the lights shifted back into a view of the region’s pillars. Four of the six in the view were lit and settled, complete with vertical farms creeping down the curved surface of each pillar. Partial ring terraces extended from most of the pillars into the central gap. Those too were farming space, except for one.

	The exceptional half circle terrace was heavily bound to its pillar by multiple large struts. Docks extended above and below it. DiKandar Hall and Castenlock floated in the misty oval of abyss described by the pillar’s arrangement. The infinite abyss offered dread below. Support vessels and even lighter craft, both fighters and shuttles, darted here and there between them. 

	Officers discussed which settlement Mosam could have escaped to in the APV. He needed a human-made landing place or he and Adya would have been spotted already in spite of all the confusion from the battle.

	Why did Ija send a fleet to attack the hunter hall? Perdine’s forces couldn’t be beaten already, and even if they were, why would Ija want another war? It doesn’t make sense. She wanted to protect her people, not send them to die in a place like this.

	One of the officers presented Pansar with a report on demographics in the nearby Lian settlements. Yajain followed just enough to gather they were almost entirely Ditari of the non-hunter classes, consistent with the way father always described his home. 

	The Hunters live on ships. Those they protect, the Lian they are called, support them from the pillars.

	The flickering view of storm clouds rolled in from one side of the six mapped pillars. Yajain frowned at the image. The storm must be moving fast to catch up with them so quickly, given the few light-dark changes since the last blast of wind and rain.

	Officers continued to discuss the course of action. Firio listened intently. Yajain met his eyes and he immediately picked up a reading pad. She flushed slightly. 

	How could Mosam have deceived me so easily? He knew I’d find him out when I used the fluids. Yet he chose to push me toward it. Why?  All these questions need answers. 

	Yajain focused on what Pansar was saying. 

	“With all those Ditari we’ll need someone who knows the customs. And it’d be best if we could have a team that knows how to work together already.”

	A bearded officer raised his hand. 

	“Sir, we have to move soon. The storm is close and any operation following it will be too late.”

	Pansar nodded and raised a pad to his eyes. 

	“I’ll lead it myself. I’m taking Solnakite’s tumbler and her team.”

	Yajain’s eyes narrowed. Firio stood up. 

	“They’ve been through too much recently, Agent Pansar.” 

	“They have the only Ditari in this fleet who owes his full allegiance to the empire.” Pansar’s dangerous smile returned. “Cabler DiSayul is our best guide in this settlement, and Doctor Aksari knows the most about our target.”

	“Agent Pansar—”

	“Captain Gattri. I must insist.”

	Yajain looked at Firio. He met her eyes this time. 

	Dara was hurt because I let down my guard on Mosam for a moment. 

	She nodded. 

	“I’ll do it, captain. We have to find him before anyone else is hurt.”

	Pansar’s smile resembled nothing as much as a Tuim cat with its mouth full of needle teeth.
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	The steel crate from Finder Boskem’s second cabin hit the floor with a clang. The tumbler bay rang with the sound. Yajain glanced toward the ramp from the entrance of the launch bay. Boskem directed the crew to carry the crate further inside.

	As he entered the bay beside Yajain, the bandojen pilot, Harish swore. 

	“That big bastard,” he said under his breath.

	Yajain shook her head. 

	“He’s not the worst we’ll be dealing with.”

	Harish looked up at Yajain and grimaced. 

	“You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

	She shrugged. 

	“Just be careful. Incidentally, I agree with you.”

	“Hey, we got to draw the line somewhere. Not sure where that expression comes from.”

	“The reef maybe,” Yajain said. “Borders on the reef could be drawn on maps.” 

	Harish stepped to one side, arms folded. “You think it goes back that far? Like ten thousand years?”

	“Maybe,” Yajain said. “After all, we’re different biologically. But fossil evidence indicates we were all more or less the same back then.”

	“Doctor, you know too much about this stuff.” Harish whistled. “They teach you ancient history at the academy?”

	She gazed across the bay at the tumbler doors where ratings were packing the steel crate into the undercarriage of the tumbler. 

	“I knew a few Doctors of Harvest. They’re obsessed with that time.”

	“Doctors that act like priests.” Harish frowned. “I trust ‘em about as much as I trust the Assembly’s cognates.”

	“You think the Lucid Assembly is untrustworthy?”

	“Some of ‘em definitely fit that description.”

	“Well, the Doctors of Harvest definitely fit.” Yajain put the heel of one hand to her temple and sighed. “We’re hunting one of them. Harish, have you ever seen a religion you did trust?”

	“Nalan is a great god. Never says a word. Definitely never asks for money.” He grinned.

	“You’re an Umonist?” Yajain smiled.

	“Proud and true.” Harish’s eyes narrowed as he gazed down at the ratings carrying cargo. He scowled suddenly. 

	His fists clenched and he stormed off towards the tumbler. 

	“What do you think you’re doing?” He waved a hand at four ratings attaching what looked like a long barreled rifle to the underside of one of the tumbler’s compact wings. “What is this thing?”

	Yajain followed a few steps behind as Finder Boskem turned from the tumbler toward Harish. 

	“Officer Harish,” he said. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.” 

	“This isn’t a self-defense weapon. It’s a fast-falling cannon!”

	“Colorful way to put it,” said Boskem. “It should work fine to protect the tumbler.”

	“And cripple a banner ship? What demands this much firepower?”

	“Our target is highly dangerous. We are not going to be outgunned like we were at Rakati Hub.”

	“Sir I know you must know a tumbler this size isn’t going to be the most stable with your luggage and that gun attached.”

	“I have faith you’ll fly well.” Boskem turned toward the crew attaching the weapon, nodded, and then strode away.

	Yajain caught up with Harish. 

	He glanced at her. 

	“Looks like we’re opting to become heavily armed debris.”

	She frowned. 

	“You think its really that bad of an idea?”

	He took a step toward her, leaned in, and lowered his voice. 

	“The gun is one thing, but the crate? I’m serious.”

	“We don’t have much choice now,” Yajain said.

	Harish shook his head. 

	“Trust me, a choice is all I want right now.”

	Yajain turned toward rest of the team as they started into the bay with Pansar and Ogidar in the lead. Behind the familiar faces of Sonetta and Banedd came two military police officers. One MP was gray-haired and bearded, the other skinny and bald. Both carried heavy coil rifles. 

	A choice would be nice.
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	The full team consisted of Sonetta, Banedd, Ogidar, Finder Boskem, the two military police officers, Harish, Tei-Officer Sogun, Rating Avencia as a backup technician, Pansar as team leader, and Yajain. 

	They packed the tumbler. 

	Harish took the helm with Sogun. Yajain sat one seat from the cockpit, across from Pansar and Boskem as they shot towards the nearest settlement with the port.

	Pansar’s logic seemed sound. Mosam and Adya couldn’t risk being spotted landing at the port itself, but it was their best chance to find an escape route after the storm passed. 

	The tumbler banked steadily despite Harish’s complaints about the cargo weight. The solna of the pillar gleamed high above in the misty air out Yajain’s viewport, fierce red light seeming even more distant than it really was. It bathed the cabin in a cold crimson glow.

	The tumbler swept in over the terrace. Sogun requested a lock down on docks. Judging by the nod she gave Pansar she got it. The team descended to the terrace. 

	“Finder Boskem, stay on board,” Pansar said. “I’ll call if we need back up.”

	“Understood, sir.”

	The gray-bearded military police officer, Akon stood up, along with the skinny bald one, Jacsaro. They walked to the back ramp as it began to lower. Before it came down the whole way they dropped out onto the street. 

	Pansar stood up and waved Sonetta, Banedd, Ogidar, and Yajain to go ahead of him. 

	“Let’s make this clean. We don’t know if the mind’s fleet will come back or not.”

	Yajain felt the grip of the plasma pistol at her hip as she walked. 

	Mosam, this time you’re going to give me answers. 

	She dropped off the ramp and onto the street behind the tumbler. She looked around the sleek Ditari buildings that ringed the area the tumbler touched down. I could have grown up in a place like this. And it’s here I become like a real hunter. Yajain scowled. One way or another, the hunt was on.
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	Wind howled through the streets, cold and biting in Yajain’s hunter’s ears. She dialed down the receptivity with one hand while keeping the other on her coil pistol. Her fingers brushed the vare blade sheathed beside the pistol. The sword comforted her despite the situation. 

	Don’t end up defenseless again. 

	The team fanned out, checking corners on the empty street. 

	The civilians must be indoors with that storm so close. 

	Yajain followed Banedd and Jacsaro one building’s curved dome. 

	She fell into a crouch and dialed up her ears again, trying to tune out the wind a little. Skinny Jacsaro glanced at her. 

	“What’re you doing?”

	Yajain winced at the amplification of his voice. 

	“Trying to listen for them,” she said.

	Banedd walked past her, rifle trained on the far side of the dome. Jacsaro scanned the street. He met Pansar’s eyes across the street and made a fist with one hand. 

	Both teams moved along the street, carefully combing the ghost town for almost an hour until they reached the gate leading into the pillar’s interior.

	“If I was a terrorist,” Pansar said into his command microphone, “I wouldn’t risk dying in a storm if I could hide inside.”

	Jacsaro and Akon nodded. Sonetta and Yajain exchanged glances. Banedd’s face turned grim. Ogidar tensed with his rifle. 

	Yajain turned to Pansar.

	“Do we know where they landed the APV yet?”

	“Finder Boskem located it at a cave mouth three hundred meters below the terrace.”

	“They could be anywhere,” Yajain said. “That’s plenty of time to get here.”

	“Doctor, leave this to me,” Pansar said. He walked into the lee of the gateway and called up to the doors. “This is Regional Officer Agan Pansar,” he said. “Open the gate. My team requires passage.”

	The answer was in a Ditari language Yajain didn’t recognize. Ogidar walked into the passage to stand beside Pansar. Their armored uniforms shimmered with the first drops of rain pattering onto their backs. 

	Ogidar raised his hand and called in the same language. Then the gates slid open. 

	“Go, quickly,” Ogidar said. “They want to close the gate against the storm as soon as they can.”

	Yajain and the others passed through the gate in single file. She let down her hood on the far side but kept her ears plugged into the hunting equipment. She dialed up the sensitivity and waited in the passage beyond the gate and listened for voices, really just one voice, Mosam’s. 

	Through the twisting walls of the cavernous settlement, she heard children calling out to each other as they played in the shelters. Officials talked about the damage the storm might cause in muffled tones. Young people whispered to each other and recordings of a few films played both music and dialog. 

	Mosam said, “They’re here Adya.”

	Adya didn’t answer him with spoken words. A clank of machinery covered up anything she might have said over the next few seconds. Yajain tuned down the ears. 

	“They’re within a level of us,” she said.

	“Probably below,” Pansar said. “But they may have had time to go higher.”

	Jacsaro glared at no one in particular. 

	“The woman took down four guards in Castenlock’s brig. We shouldn’t split up if we’re going to attack.”

	“I’ll make that decision,” Pansar said. “And I agree with you.”

	“Sir, two or three levels is still a lot of space to cover,” Jacsaro said. “Where can we start?”

	“There was something loud and mechanical near them,” Yajain said.

	Jacsaro snapped his fingers. 

	“Supplemental generators. There’s probably a bank of them a level down too.”

	“Maybe,” said Yajain. 

	Jacsaro glared at her.

	Pansar’s brow furrowed and he glanced at a data pad that displayed a two-dimensional map of the level. 

	“We’ll head there first. Be on guard everyone.” He turned to Banedd. “Loattun, you and Narayme are with Akon. You’ll head straight to the generators. DiSayul, Doctor Aksari, Jacsaro, and I will cut around the opposite entrance of the bank. Stay in contact, but no lifts to avoid ripples they could detect.”

	No lifts. Yajain’s hand found the coil pistol once more. She took a deep breath. 

	“Understood, sir.”

	The two teams divided. Yajain hustled between Ogidar and Jacsaro while Pansar took the lead. They reached a drop shaft and descended to the next level on the ladder attached to the wall. Normally they would have simply used lifts, but Pansar’s order made sense to Yajain. 

	If they’re on guard they might notice arc ripples.

	Yajain dropped off the ladder at the lower level. She joined Jacsaro by a low wall looking into a broad cavern and crouched. A broad atrium gave the cavern a wide open middle, its ceiling ten or twelve meters above. 

	Steps led down to another drop shaft at the other end of the atrium, one marked with the words for outside access in multiple languages. Lights beamed on the floor from the ceiling, reflecting on tiles and water. A tall ornamental fountain surrounded by a ring of interior garden plants bubbled in the center of the atrium. 

	Yajain glanced at Ogidar and Pansar as they moved to meet her and Jacsaro where they crouched.

	Pansar muttered something into his comm link. He motioned to Jacsaro and the bald officer vaulted the wall, rifle in hand. He rushed to one side of a spindly fence that ringed the garden and fountain. Ogidar joined him, taking the opposite side. 

	Pansar and Yajain sprinted after them. Blood pumped to Yajain’s muscles. She stopped beside Ogidar.

	The big cabler grunted and pointed to his side of the atrium. A doorway marked with Ditari letters stood barred. Yajain waved Pansar over.

	“We’ve got something.”

	Ogidar nodded. 

	“The sign says that door leads into the generator banks.”

	“Perfect.” Pansar licked his lips. “Go. I’ll call Akon’s team, then join you.”

	Yajain and Ogidar crossed to the doors. Jacsaro joined them with Pansar. Yajain turned up her ear’s sensitivity again and listened for voices. Mosam wasn’t speaking but someone was moving inside the generator banks, someone with light and steady feet. 

	“Someone’s in there. Not sure if it’s him,” she said.

	Pansar turned to Jacsaro. 

	“The other team is in position. Break the door on three. Two. One.”

	Jacsaro tossed a small circular disk to the foot of the doorway. The little device burst with a shower of burning sparks. The door collapsed inward, melted and fused on one side. Metal burned with an unusual odor and heat assailed Yajain’s face as she raised her head to look.

	Pansar directed Ogidar forward. Yajain drew the plasma pistol from her belt. She, Jacsaro, and Pansar approached the door with Ogidar.

	“All clear,” said the cabler. 

	“Jacsaro, take point.” Pansar glared down the hallway. “Quick and careful. Go.”

	Jacsaro raised his rifle and slipped down the hallway. He checked three interior doors. Then the sound of coil fire sizzled from a fourth, sounding distant. Yajain’s jaw clenched.

	They followed Jacsaro to the room and found a single-level drop shaft leading toward the smell of burnt air below. Jacsaro dropped in, no lifts, no ladder. He hit the ground below with a thump. Pansar followed him, then Yajain.

	The walls of the room below bubbled with fluid spray, floor tiles blackened by searing bolts of energy. Against one wall beside a doorway, Akon sat. His rifle lay burnt and twisted beside him. A single fluid burn spread from his shoulder down the chest plate of his armor. He gasped for air.

	“Shit,” said Pansar. “Doctor, see what you can do for him.” 

	Yajain rushed over, dropped her pistol and opened her med kit. She unhooked the lock on the melted armor. It clattered to the floor beside Akon. His heart beat rapidly and erratically. His eyes blinked wildly. 

	His elevated temperature suggested a shock fever. 

	Yajain felt in the med kit for a cold pack and found it. She pressed the pack to his forehead. 

	“He’s not burned. But he must have gotten a near miss on his head.”

	Pansar glowered and kicked Akon’s blackened rifle to the side. Another scream of coil fire sounded from somewhere down the hall beyond Akon. Pansar turned to Ogidar and Jacsaro. 

	“Go, stop them!” 

	The two soldiers raced out of the room, rifles readied. Pansar stood over Yajain and Akon. 

	“Will he die?”

	“I don’t know yet.” 

	Sweat ran down Akon’s face and dripped onto the floor.

	Yajain looked up at Pansar. 

	“You’d better go help them, sir.”

	Pansar shook his head. 

	“Don’t tell me what I should do, traitor. You’ve been with him all along.” He raised a pistol and aimed it at Yajain. Her weapon sat on the floor beside Akon where she’d dropped it. Centimeters might as well have become kilometers. 

	“Don’t move,” Pansar said. 

	“Sir, I’m not—”

	“Shut up. Don’t make me shoot.”

	Yajain raised her hands. 

	“Agent Pansar, please.” 

	He stalked toward her.

	Coil shots whistled and seared down the hallway. Yajain glared at Pansar. 

	“Your men need help.”

	“And we don’t need to be shot in the back.” He crouched down and pressed the pistol to Yajain’s cheek. “He’s your boyfriend from years ago. I can’t trust you until you’re dead.”

	Yajain glared at him sideways, fighting to hold her fear at bay. 

	“Damn it, sir. He crippled my sister!”

	“Or was that part of the plan? You were in on it, weren’t you?” He stepped closer, looming over Yajain with cloudy, rapidly shifting eyes. He might be using neural fluids internally, given his odd breathing and the filters in his nose. Had he overdosed?

	Tears trickled from Yajain’s eyes as father’s close quarters defense training came back to her. If she assaulted an imperial agent she really could be considered a traitor. Her sidelong gaze met him. 

	“You’re wrong,” she said. “I’d never do that.”

	“Doctor, I wish I could believe you.” His finger slid toward the trigger.

	Yajain’s leg swept out, connecting with Pansar’s ankle. She dropped onto her side. He fell with a grunt. Coil fluid sprayed the wall where Yajain’s head would have been. Then the wind went out of Pansar. Yajain scrambled to her feet, pistol in hand. 

	“I’m no traitor, but I’m not just going to let you shoot me.”

	Pansar glared up at her, catching his breath. He still held his own weapon pointed at Yajain from his back. He said nothing. Yajain stared down at him. Pansar said, “Don’t make me do this, doctor.”

	“I couldn’t make you do anything, sir. But Akon needs help.”

	Pansar grunted but didn’t lower his weapon. Down the hallway footsteps pounded toward them at a run. Pansar’s eyes narrowed.

	Mosam Coe appeared in the doorway, skidding to a stop. One arm hung bloody at his side, cabler uniform shredded. In his other hand, he gripped a coil pistol with an overheated barrel, glowing blue-white. 

	Yajain stared at him. 

	Pansar’s pistol juddered in his grip. He leveled it at Yajain. 

	“Coe, stop this immediately. Give yourself up.”

	Mosam pressed the lift button in his palm with a quiet click. He leapt, using his whole body to fly. Pansar turned the pistol on him and pulled the trigger. Mosam’s wounded shoulder and upper arm burned with brilliant coil shot. 

	His lifts cut out and he landed, his heel on Pansar’s shoulder. Most of the agent’s shot went wide as Mosam pinned Pansar’s arm to the floor with a crunch.

	Yajain stepped backward as Mosam’s pistol swung to aim at Pansar. 

	His face turned to Yajain. 

	“Did he hurt you?” Somehow his voice was calm though his shoulder still burned. 

	Yajain’s eyes widened. She pressed the pistol to Mosam’s side. 

	“Don’t move.”

	“You can shoot me. You can turn me in if you want. Yajain. It’s your right. But there’s still something I have to do.”

	Her hands shook. 

	“This man wants to kill me.”

	“Is that so?” Mosam eased the glowing pistol barrel down to point at Pansar. “You know this woman, right agent?” 

	Pansar nodded.

	Mosam smirked. 

	“Do you think hunting me is worth your life? Or hers?”

	Pansar spat. Mosam turned his pistol and shot Pansar in the hand. Fluid seared the agent’s glove, fingers, and pistol grip. Pansar screamed in agony. Mosam kicked the burning hand, knocking the pistol from it and inciting another howl of pain.

	Mosam stepped off of Pansar’s arm and winced. He looked at his own burnt shoulder and then past it at Yajain. 

	“Ija’s fleet will come back with the storm. This time they won’t stop until they’ve destroyed DiKandar Hall.”

	He hung his head. 

	“I’ve got no right to ask you this, Yajain. But please, help me stop them.”

	She stared at him. 

	“How can I? Do you know why they’re doing this?”

	Pansar screamed and roared at them from the floor.

	Mosam looked down at the agent. 

	“I’m afraid you won’t believe me.” He met her gaze. “It’s the tyrants, Yajain.”

	Yajain glared at him. “Aliens? You expect me to believe they’re that dangerous?”

	He sighed. 

	“Expect would be the wrong word.” Mosam’s eyes welled up with tears. 

	More footsteps and the sounds of rushing arc lifts came from down the hallway. He sagged visibly. 

	“Come with me if you want, but one way or another I have to leave. Now.”

	Yajain stared at him, trying to discern the truth in his faltering expression. She swept up the medical sprayer and washed the residue from his shoulder and arm. He frowned at her as she closed the med kit. Yajain grabbed his arm and led him to the drop shaft. 

	“Lifts,” she said.

	They ascended to the atrium level together.
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	Yajain and Mosam reached the atrium and he pointed with his unwounded arm toward the drop shaft leading to the outside. 

	“There!” he said. “The ship should pick us up somewhere below the settlement.”

	“Can you fly that far with one arm?” Yajain indicated his burnt and bloody arm, held tight to his side.

	Mosam glanced at her. His brow ran with sweat.

	“Don’t worry about me.” 

	He clicked on his lifts and launched himself in a spiraling unstable path across the atrium. Yajain easily outpaced him, but he made it to the open gate of the drop shaft. 

	They flew inside and leveled out to descend feet first. She met his eyes, hoping he didn’t see her plan as she swam to his side in midair. 

	She took his wounded arm gently. 

	“Hang onto me.”

	He wrapped his good arm around her waist. 

	“Thank you, Yajain.” His lifts deactivated with a low hiss audible to Yajain only because of the passive hunter’s ears.

	She didn’t answer him, looking straight down. The broad tunnel diverged into two. One of them went back toward the outside, the other straight into the core chamber of the pillar. Yajain took a deep breath and stopped treading the air with her legs. She and Mosam plummeted. She aimed for the center point where the tunnels diverged. 

	He wants to go outside. But I can’t let him escape, for Dara, for Lin, for myself.

	Air rushed around her. She linked in the wind from below. At the last instant, she angled into the core tunnel. Her grip on Mosam’s shoulders tightened.

	“This is the wrong way,” he yelled over the wind.

	Yajain gritted her teeth. 

	“No. It’s not.” Her voice was mostly whipped away by the cross breeze. 

	They glided down into the glowing light of the core’s brightest hour.

	The massive cylinder extended through the floor a kilometer away, a pristine glowing miniature version of the pillar outside. The chamber was empty for hundreds of meters to the rooftops of the buildings below. A Lian neighborhood spread out below them. Citizens went about their preparations for the storm, bathed in yellow coreshine. 

	Yajain’s arm locked into her embrace with Mosam.

	Mosam stared into her eyes. 

	“I’d say, I love you, Yajain. I didn’t want to hurt Lin. I guess its too late.” 

	Yajain cut their descent with a kick. She and Mosam held each other, two insects without shadows before the core’s vast brightness. She looked down at his arm at her waist, holding her close.

	“Please believe me.” Mosam’s face paled from beard to temples. “Yajain.”

	“I can’t.”

	She clamped her elbow and forearm around his neck, not enough to cut off his air supply, but more than could be comfortable. He showed no more pain on his face than before. Her legs worked, keeping them aloft.

	“I wish I didn’t have to say it.” 

	She flushed as she met his gaze. 

	“Mosam.”

	“Let me prove it, then.”

	“You’ll hurt more people.”

	“I told Adya only to wound people when she broke me out.”

	Her eyes felt wet. 

	“You’re lying.”

	Tears and sweat ran down his cheeks and disappeared into his beard. 

	“I’m not.”

	“You have to be.”

	“Not this time. I can’t lie to you again.”

	She pressed his neck from behind with her arm. He winced with pain and kicked his head back. The light from the core shimmered on his damp face. Yajain leaned into him to keep her grip. He brought his face close to hers. 

	One of her earpieces fell out in the motion. His warm breath mingled with hers. Her legs stilled their kicks and they sank slowly down toward the houses. Trickles of sweat ran down his face. Blood beaded from a graze on his hairline. Green eyes gleamed.

	“What do you want to do, Yajay?”

	Her lips trembled.

	“I’m not the only one you have to convince.” 

	In her remaining earpiece, the familiar hum of the tumbler’s engines rose over the howling air and the voices below. She clutched Mosam’s neck and side. 

	“Don’t let go. They want to kill you.”

	He put his on her shoulder and spoke into her ear. 

	“I’ll tell them everything. Please, don’t hate me.”

	She moved her arm down his back. Her fingers felt his spine and then his ribs through his suit. 

	“I can’t promise anything.”

	“But can you try?”

	“I can.” She scissored her legs together and they plunge toward the rooftops.

	They landed. Mosam staggered. Together they sank to the floor. The shadow of the tumbler passed over them, ready to complete his capture.

	Yajain’s hopes and memories filled her mind, clearer than before as the officers zip-cuffed Mosam.

	She wanted to trust him.

	Could she?
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	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/

	Then, read Book Two of the Pillar Universe “Flame Wind” available January 19th 2019.

	Thanks for reading!

	


	

	Tim’s Note

	

	

	I hope you enjoyed this story! Please don’t curse my name for the ending. The next book is coming close behind, though this series has been a long time coming.

	How long?

	Let’s say twenty years.

	Ever since I watched Star Wars as a kid, I wanted to write big space stories. A little ironic I guess, that I came up with such a different universe.

	Originally I wanted everything in the Pillar Universe to be larger than life, to show living legends in a collision with each other.

	Those stories never took off the way I wanted.

	After years of working on expanding and deepening the Pillar Universe, I finally put some characters in it who felt more human.

	This series is the result.

	I look forward to sharing the later books with you as they release.

	

	Until then, read on!

	

	Tim Niederriter, December 2018
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